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Abstract

In the America of the early 20" century, a women’s place was still very much relegated to
the home. Nonetheless, women, especially those in the upper- and middle-classes were also
allowed to carry out what were considered ‘light” physical activities—such as dancing or
roller skating. In 1935 roller derby—a competitive team activity on roller skates—emerged
as a new form of entertainment in which both men and women were welcomed to
participate. This new form of entertainment countered widespread beliefs about women’s
participation in sport by fostering gender equality among skaters. However, by the 1980s
several circumstances had left the sport dormant, but not for long. In the early 2000s roller
derby was revived as a feminist endeavour that reimagined the sport institution as known
until then. Twenty years after its re-emergence, this thesis analyses what remains of that
movement and what the changes in the sport have meant for its counterhegemonic potential.
To answer these questions semi-structured interviews were conducted with skaters of the
five Austrian roller derby leagues. Findings have shown that (self-)reflection has always
been part of the sport and that it’s a key aspect if the sport wishes to maintain its inclusive
character. Similarly, keeping the do-it-yourself (DIY) ethos alive, which accompanies the
sport since the revival, not only enables the creation of sense of community within and
between leagues, but also has an empowering effect for the skaters. Finally, the
marginalisation of roller derby by mainstream sports continues to be the biggest burden for
the skaters and although the sport is becoming more and more professionalised through
uniformization and increased levels of athleticism, the skaters in the Austrian leagues

oppose the trade-off of their political values for the recognition of the sport.

Keywords: roller derby, sport, counterculture, feminism, do-it-yourself (DIY)

Deutsch

Im Amerika des frihen 20. Jahrhunderts war der Platz der Frau noch sehr stark auf das
Haus beschrénkt. Dennoch durften auch Frauen, vor allem aus der Ober- und Mittelschicht,
Jeichte® korperliche Aktivitdten ausiiben, wie Tanzen oder Rollschuhlaufen. 1935 entstand
mit Roller Derby, einem Mannschaftswettkampf auf Rollschuhen, eine neue Form der
Unterhaltung, an der sowohl Mé&nner als auch Frauen teilnehmen durften. Diese neue Form
der Unterhaltung wirkte den weit verbreiteten Vorstellungen Uber die Beteiligung von
Frauen am Sport entgegen, indem sie die Gleichstellung der Geschlechter unter allen

Rollschuhldufern und Rollschuhlduferinnen forderte. In den 1980er Jahren wurde der Sport



jedoch aufgrund verschiedener Umstande wieder eingestellt, aber nicht fur lange. In den
frihen 2000er Jahren wurde Roller Derby als feministisches Projekt wiederbelebt, das die
bis dahin bekannte Sportinstitution neu definierte. Zwanzig Jahre nach seinem
Wiederauftauchen analysiert diese Arbeit, was von dieser Bewegung Ubriggeblieben ist und
was die Veranderungen im Sport flr sein gegenhegemoniales Potenzial bedeutet haben. Um
diese Fragen zu beantworten, wurden semistrukturierte Interviews mit Skaterinnen der fiinf
oOsterreichischen Roller Derby Ligen gefiihrt. Die Ergebnisse haben gezeigt, dass (Selbst-
)Reflexion schon immer Teil des Sports war und dass dies ein Schlisselaspekt ist, wenn der
Sport seinen inklusiven Charakter beibehalten will. Ebenso ermdglicht die
Aufrechterhaltung des DIY-Ethos, der den Sport seit seiner Wiederbelebung begleitet, nicht
nur die Schaffung eines Gemeinschaftsgefuhls innerhalb und zwischen den Ligen, sondern
hat auch eine starkende Wirkung auf die Skater*innen. Schliellich ist die Marginalisierung
des Roller Derbys durch den Mainstream-Sport nach wie vor die grofite Belastung fir die
Skater*innen, und obwohl der Sport durch Uniformierung und ein héheres Malk an Athletik
immer professioneller wird, wehren sich die Skater*innen in den 6sterreichischen Ligen

dagegen, dass ihre politischen Werte fur die Anerkennung des Sports geopfert werden.

Schlagwérter: Roller Derby, Sport, Gegenkultur, Feminismus, Do-it-yourself (DIY)
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1 Introduction

“It is not hard to see the relationship between discrimination against women
and girls and its extrapolation into sports. However, even though this same
expression of gender discrimination and disparity appears within the
sporting community, sports presents a very strong avenue to combat the
scourge.

Sports can be a powerful platform for advocacy and raising awareness,
leading to the abolishment of all forms of discrimination against women and
girls”. (Sustainable Development Goals Fund 2018: 36)

For the past fifty decades, women in the West have been claiming their space in the
sport realm. In response, national and international development organisations (e.g.
UNICEF, UN Women, etc.), sport institutions (e.g. UEFA Foundation for Children),
sport clubs and sport brands worldwide have started investing in and adopting policies
in the name of gender equality. In some countries, national laws have also been
amended to legally enforce gender equality in sport (e.g. Title IX) and efforts are being
made transnationally to ensure equal representation of women in all institutional and
organisational levels as well as equal participation in professional sport events, such as
the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games—where women made up 48.8% of the athletes (IOC
n.d.). Despite these improvements, gender (and other forms of) discrimination within
sport still exists and women as well as people who do not identify within the gender

binary continue to be excluded and underrepresented.

This is perhaps unsurprising considering that sport was conceived by and for men. As
such, sport has always been a male dominated arena, one that explicitly denied access to
participation to women for centuries and that continues to marginalise women’s sports
and to keep men in positions of power within most sport organisations. Beyond the
problematic that binary thinking in the sport arena generates—that is, the exclusion of
those who do not abide by dominant ideologies of gender—and despite presumed
efforts to increase female! participation in all sports and to place women higher in the
organisational hierarchy, progress is slow and not without its challenges. Moreover, the

fact that advancements on the pitch are easily visible (e.g. increase in the number of

! Mainstream sports and their gender equity initiatives are focused mostly on biological females.



female athletes, change of regulation in sportswear, etc.) as compared to those
happening outside of the pitch—which go beyond sport per se (e.g. female players’
portrayal in the media)—risks losing the potential of sport as a broader arena to bring
about change once gender equality is achieved on the pitch. While mainstream sports
have started to rethink how to become more inclusive, a new sport has emerged that

may lead by example.

Roller derby is a contact sport that originated in the USA in the 1930s as co-ed but was
reinvented in the 2000s as a feminist movement aiming to set women? at the centre of
the sport. Despite its still marginalised position in the sports field, it is becoming more
and more popular with leagues spread throughout the world (in America, Europe,
Africa, Asia, and Australia/Oceania). Although there are a few men’s* roller derby
leagues currently playing, roller derby remains largely a women’s* sport (444 female
leagues vs. 54 male leagues, that is 89% to 11%, respectively) (WFTDA n.d.-a; MRDA
n.d.-a).

As an emerging sport, roller derby is constantly subject to change and with increasing
popularity it runs the risk of losing its original character, as has happened with other
sports that initially countered mainstream values® (e.g. surfing, snowboarding, etc.).
This is a major challenge common to counterhegemonic sports and third-wave
feminism, both of which roller derby is an example of (Dworkin and Wachs 2009;
Wheaton 2013). Indeed, in its short existence relevant changes within the

sport/movement are starting to be seen.

1.1 State of research

Earlier studies analysing roller derby defined it as a site of cultural resistance and an
alternative to male-dominated sport (Arendt 2019). Most of these studies focused on
how skaters resisted gender stereotypes and created inclusive spaces (e.g. Carlson 2010;

2 Although the sport was initially led and played by biological females—in the text indicated as women—,
it soon became inclusive of gender diverse people (including non-binary, transgender, gender queer, and
other gender identities)—in the text indicated as women*. The same applies to men/men’s* roller derby.
My aim in using the asterisk [*] is to respect and give visibility to the diversity of the skaters.

3 The professionalisation of the sport through the incorporation of uniforms would be an example of how
sports start moving towards mainstreaming processes.



Finley 2010; Beaver 2012; Molloy 2012; Toews 2012; Whitlock 2012; Pavlidis 2013;
Giseler 2014), while the macro-level received less attention. As the sport evolves,
scholars have become more interested in other aspects of the sport, such as how being
taken seriously is now becoming central for the leagues (e.g. Breeze 2014; Liu, Bradley
and Burk 2016) or how those involved in roller derby balance the leisure and the work
aspects of the sport (e.g. Draft 2019).

“Derby can look differently depending on geographic location, stage of infrastructural
development, level of competitiveness, and ruleset” (Draft 2022: 261). Because it
originated and it is more prominent in the USA, most of the literature published on
roller derby explores the North American context (Finley 2010; Beaver 2012; Carlson
2010; Liu, Bradley and Burk 2016; Masberg and Eklund 2018), with some regular
contributions from Australia (Pavlidis 2010, 2013, 2021; Pavlidis and Fullagar 2013,
2015) and only a few contributions from Europe (Donnelly 2014; Breeze 2014; Draft
2019) and non-Western contexts (Pavlidis and O’Brien 2017; Rodriguez Castro et al.
2021).

While comparing the earlier and most recent literature, it seemed evident that roller
derby is no longer the radical project it had started as. In fact, by the time it arrived in
Austria (in 2011), where this master’s thesis is written, the sport was at a turning point®:
the leagues had started to open up to gender-diverse skaters, the skaters’ attire—which
earlier scholars had identified as a means to resist gender norms—had changed, the
skaters were becoming more interested in mainstream sport values such as competition,
etc., but what does that mean for the sport today? Did those changes weaken the
potential of the sport as a counterhegemonic movement or is resistance to dominant

values still part of the sport?

4 The dates of this turning point are approximate as there is no research so far analysing this transitioning
period. However, the time frame can be estimated through the dates in which the leagues’ changed their
names as indicated on the leagues’ Wikipedia sites. Although Wikipedia is not considered a reliable
resource for academic purposes, league members referred me to their Wikipedia sites during the research
process, since these sites contain information not available on their official websites. Moreover,
Wikipedia sites follow the do-it-yourself (D1Y) ethos of roller derby.



1.2 Motivation and relevance of the study

Unlike most of those who write about sport, I am not an athlete, nor have | ever been a
huge sport fan and yet, as | grew older, | became more and more aware of the benefits,
both physical and mental, of practicing sport. Beyond the individual gains, | realised
that especially team sports (at least, at the amateur level) can transmit important values
such fair play, respect and camaraderie among players, which are imperative for human
coexistence in any society. That is how | became interested in the role of Sport for
Development.

During my Master in Development Studies, | had the opportunity to work at
streetfootballworld, a Sport for Development non-governmental organisation, in a
project that fosters the participation of girls* in sport. This project aims to create a space
for girls* on the pitch (by introducing gender-inclusive programmes in order to increase
the number of girls* in sport) and in the organisations (by achieving a balance between
women* and men leaders). While involved in the project, | realised that one of the main
barriers that girls*/women* are confronted with is the male-dominated sport culture and
that is why the project uses a feminist lens to deconstruct these gender relations of

power.

However, these same Sport for Development projects are very often subject to other
forms of power. For instance, to the external pressures linked to funding. Donors
usually prescribe the direction of the project (e.g., by pre-selecting the countries or
organisations that will take part in it) and funding is always tied to specific results or
target goals that are set during the planification phase. Consequently, these projects
have a relatively limited space of action. This, of course, does not mean that they cannot
be successful, but for my master’s thesis | was not so much interested in evaluating how
or if an specific project met certain goals, rather | wanted to explore how bottom-up

‘projects’ develop.

While looking for a—still feminist in scope—but more bottom-up sport initiative, | was
referred to roller derby. The sport was unknown to me until then (as it still is for many),
but it was what | was looking for, an ‘out-of-the-box-thinking’ project, one that was not
created with pre-established target goals (e.g. equal number of players on the field,



equal number of women* leaders, etc.), but which emerged out of the needs and wishes
of its players.

As | would discover later, the sport was much more than about gender-inclusion, it was
about creating a new understanding of the sport culture (or about reclaiming some of the
values that sport, particularly team sport, were always meant to transmit). That is why,
part of my motivation to write this thesis is to raise awareness of a sport that could
inspire future Sport for Development interventions. This should be done taking the
limitations of roller derby into consideration. Roller derby remains a white, middle-class
sport that has become popular in the West because previous feminist waves had paved
the way for the new generations to develop and implement new ideas. The success of
roller derby is context-dependant, as is described in this study, and implementation of

aspects of the sport into (non-Western) contexts may not have the same results.

The other main reason to write this thesis on roller derby is to explore how initially
radical and out-of-the-box-thinking feminist initiatives succeed (or not) in resisting
mainstream ideologies over time. This is particularly useful if, as mentioned above,
(aspects of) roller derby are to be taken as an inspiration for future Sport for

Development interventions.

1.3 Research questions

Taking these reflections as a starting point, this master’s thesis asks what makes up the
core of roller derby. The aim is two-fold: on the one hand, to understand what a feminist
sport model looks like and how do women* conceive sport; on the other, to analyse if
and how mainstream external pressures are affecting the sport. To find this out, this
master’s thesis is guided by the following questions:

e Which aspects of roller derby have remained in time and space?

e How are these aspects reproduced, maintained or ‘lost’ in the Austrian leagues?

e What do changes in the sport mean for its counterhegemonic potential?



1.4 Methods

To answer the research questions, this thesis relies on a qualitative data collection
method, specifically on semi-structured expert interviews. Experts are defined as people
with specialist knowledge, whether this is gained through training or through their
involvement in activities in the field of research. This acquired knowledge “provides
them with an in-depth understanding of a particular topic or field and enables them to
provide clarification or resolve specific issues or problems” (Hitzler 1994 in Bogner,
Littig and Menz 2009: 220). Following this definition, roller derby skaters as well as
those in close contact with the derby world were attributed the expert tag for the
purpose of this research.

Because experts can manipulate the conversation in order to provide information that
shows them or their sport in a positive light, the alternative often used method when
analysing sport subcultures is observation (e.g. Finley 2010; Pavlidis 2010; Breeze
2014). However, since one of the main questions addresses the development of roller
derby in time and space, observation was dismissed in the early stages of the research
due to the lack of direct access to the social field as well as the lack of time and
financial resources available within the scope of this project. Interviews, on the other
hand, allowed me to overcome my outsider position and shortened the time-consuming
data gathering process which involved several actors spread geographically (Bogner,
Littig and Menz 2009: 2).

1.4.1 Researcher’s positionality

Since the researcher’s interests are influenced, among others, by their personal stories,
their socioeconomic background and their gender (Dannecker and Englert 2014),
entering the research process demands reflecting the own positionality in order to avoid

biases in the way the data is retrieved, and the findings interpreted and presented.

As a white middle-class female from the West, it is not surprising that roller derby and
its initial radical feminist character caught my attention. In the context of my Master in

Development Studies, | came across different feminist approaches and I realised that



radical approaches are the ones that resonate more with me. Hence, my interest in roller

derby as a political instrument for social change.

The purpose of the study—presenting roller derby as a potential example that Sport for
Development initiatives can learn from—certainly helped in finding willing interview
partners, as it also did the fact that | am adding to literature on the sport in a European
context, where roller derby is still largely unknown (as compared to other mainstream

sports) and literature scarce.

Although at the beginning of this study | remained positive that the sport can spark
change, | was also aware that it had its limitations. Consequently, its political character
is constrained and analysing the sport from an intersectional perspective, for instance,
(where the focus lies on different axes of discrimination such as race and socioeconomic
status) may reveal aspects of the sport that need working on. This critical reflection

comes also from the skaters, as is described in 4.3.2 From women to women*.

1.4.2 Sample and data collection

The research questions were used as guiding principle to establish who would be
contacted for interviewing. Facing a dearth of literature on roller derby in Europe in the
mid-2000s, | got in touch with the first two roller derby leagues that were established in
Europe, London Roller Derby (in the United Kingdom) and Stuttgart Valley Roller
Derby (in Germany) to gain an understanding of what roller derby looked like when it
first arrived in the continent, what triggered the first roller skaters to join roller derby
and how the sport and movement evolved regionally in those first years. The UK and
Germany are not only the two European countries with the longest roller derby tradition
in Europe, but together with France®, the countries with the highest number of official

roller derby leagues, which translates into a richer history.

To learn more about that history, | contacted those first two leagues via e-mail, |
introduced myself and the purpose of my research and asked for a potential interview
with the skaters who had founded the league or who had been active in those first years.

5 The analysis of roller derby in France is beyond the scope of this study, as the sport arrived later in this
country.



Three interviews were carried out as a result, with Marta Popowska (co-founder of
Stuttgart Valley Roller Derby), Ellie Harrison (former skater of Glasgow Roller
Derby—one of the earliest European leagues, founded in 2007—and founder of the
National Museum of Roller Derby) and Kerry Irving (curator of the National Museum

of Roller Derby). The questions for these interviews can be found in Annex 3.

The second research question (How are these aspects [that make up roller derby]
reproduced, maintained or ‘lost’ in the Austrian leagues?) focused on roller derby in
Austria. As already mentioned, the sport arrived in this country when the roller derby
movement was undergoing important changes that would affect its future direction and
it’s all the more interesting to analyse how this changes affected (or not) the Austrian
leagues. All five leagues (Vienna Roller Derby, Steelcity Rollers, Fearless Bruisers,
Dust City Rollers and SBG KNOCKouts) were contacted for a potential interview with
one (preferably long-time) skater. Long-time commitment meant that skaters had
developed a broader perspective of the sport and, thus, their narratives put together
would be able to present a more comprehensive picture of roller derby. The skaters
interviewed were Pantybreaker (seven years in roller derby, currently active by Vienna
Roller Derby), Dianamite (seven years active by Steelcity Rollers), Sandy Crush (six
years active skater by Fearless Bruisers), Reckless Spice (six years in roller derby,
currently active by Dust City Rollers) and Patti No Regretti (three years active by SBG
KNOCKouts).

In total eight interviews were carried out between the 17" of May and the 30" of June.
Four of the interviews took place online via videocall (Skype), the remaining four
interviews were carried out face-to-face at the Austrian Championship of Roller Derby
that took place on the 11" and 12" of June 2022 in Graz. The interviews were done in
English, German or Spanish depending on the preferences of the interviewed partner.
They lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and were recorded following consent by the
interviewees. All interviews were transcribed and—if agreed with the interviewees—

can be found on Annex 4°.

® Annex 4 contains five interviews with the roller derby skaters of the five Austrian leagues. Interviews
with former roller derby skaters Marta Popowska and Ellie Harrison, as well as with curator of the
NMRD, Kerry Irving, are not published in this study as consent was not explicitedly given by the
interviewees.

10



1.4.3 Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed and analysed using the research platform Dovetail,
which allows for the transcription of audio and video recordings in several languages,
including those in which the interviews were conducted. Informal language and dialect
traits were adapted into standard language. Following the content analysis by German
sociologist Philipp Mayring (2015), the interviews were coded by broader topics—

recurrent themes in the different interviews—and then by categories.

This coding and categorising process was guided by the research questions and the
findings are presented in sections 4.3.2 From women to women* to 4.3.5 Overcoming
marginalisation through professionalisation? When quotes were used to support the
main findings, they were translated into English. The original quote can be found in the

footnotes.

1.5 Project outline

This master’s thesis is organised as follows. Chapter 2 describes how feminism entered
and shaped the realm of sport and how these developments relate to roller derby. It also
presents the concept of counterhegemonic sports, which roller derby (in its earliest and
latest versions) is an example of. Chapter 3 describes the evolution of roller derby in the
USA, since its creation in the 1930s to its revival in the early 2000s, giving an overview
of what makes up roller derby in the USA. Chapter 4 analyses how the sport evolved in
time and space. Focusing first on the United Kingdom and Germany, which welcomed
the sport first in Europe, and then on Austria, which adopted roller derby when the sport
was at a turning point. This chapter outlines the main findings of the study. Finally, in
Chapter 5, the findings are discussed in relation to existing literature and

recommendations for future research are made.
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2  Counterculture and feminism in sport

Since its re-emergence in the 2000s, academic literature has focused on the analysis of
roller derby through a feminist lens, interpreting the sport as a product of third-wave
feminism or through a cultural lens, whereby the essence of the sport is understood as
being counterhegemonic. In fact, these perspectives are not mutually exclusive and
having both frameworks work in tandem can provide a fuller understanding of the

politics of roller derby.

This chapter describes both perspectives. First, | describe how second and third-wave
feminism impacted the realm of sport and why these concepts are relevant to understand
roller derby as a feminist political act aiming towards social change in, but also
potentially outside of, the sport arena. Then, | introduce the concept of
counterhegemonic sports and explain the characteristics that make up these sports.
These theoretical frameworks are useful to better understand where roller derby comes

from and what makes it different from other mainstream ‘sport models’.
2.1 Feminism and sport

Feminist theory identifies gender as a core organising principle of social life, existing
across time and space and leading to gendered difference among individuals. It aims to
explain the sources of gender inequality setting particular emphasis on gender politics,
power relations, and sexuality. Feminist theory has evolved since the 19" century and
encompasses an ever-growing number of perspectives and paradigms. (Lorber 2010;
Hattery 2010)

The study of feminism in the West has been divided in the three main waves. The first
feminist wave, which occurred in the 19" and early 20™ centuries, focused largely on
women’s legal rights, especially on women’s suffrage. At the time, sport was not
considered central to the lives of either men or women and was therefore ignored by
first-wave feminists (Hattery 2010). The second wave originated in the 1950s and 1960s
and the third in the 1990s. The impact of the second wave on sport (and in other areas of
life) had a direct influence on third-wave feminism. This is explained in more detail

below. A fourth wave would have started around 2012 with a focus on sexual
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harassment and rape culture, among others. Although this new wave directly impacts
the sport institution and it is very present’, it is not discussed in this study because it
denounces the abuse of power exerted by men over women—a topic that has, so far, not
been as present in roller derby because women*® are the central actors in this sport (also

occupying the positions of power).

2.1.1 Second wave achievements in sport

Second wave feminism emerged in the USA in the 1950s and 1960s and focused on
reproductive rights (an achievement which has just recently been overturned in the
USA?), economic freedom (i.e. Equal Pay Act of 1963), and equal rights (i.e. Title IX of
the Education Amendments of 1972) (Hattery 2010). Feminists of the second wave
divided into two major groups according to their perspectives on women’s equality:

liberal and radical feminists.

Liberal feminism identified male-dominated institutions as the driving force of
gendered inequality and demanded that women have equal access to and opportunity
within those institutions, which spanned the economic, political, judicial, educational,
and medical spheres (Scraton and Flintoff 2002; Hattery 2010). Liberal feminists sought
to transform these institutions so that membership and power would be shared across
gender lines (Hattery 2010). In the realm of sport, Title IX—a clear strategy for
achieving equity’®—is seen as one of the main achievements inspired by liberal
feminism (Hattery 2010). From this perspective, other achievements include sharing
practice facilities with men’s teams and the creation of women’s teams—which
sometimes are modified versions of the male sports. For instance, women’s ice hockey
in the USA was adapted to reduce the amount of body checking. In North American

professional ice hockey, the men’s game is characterised by aggressive physicality,

7 One of the latest scandals of sexual abuse in the sports world was revealed by USA Olympic gold
medallist Simone Biles in 2018. (Lutz 2018)

8 Women* refers to any individual who self-identifies as such. When the term women is used, it refers
exclusively to individuals whose sex at birth fits the common definitions of female.

® On 24 June 2022, the US Supreme Court overturned the right to legal abortion, almost 50 years after the
legal ruling had been passed in 1973 after a court case popularly known as Roe v Wade. (BBC 2022)

10 Title IX clause of the 1972 Federal Education Amendments stated that “no person in the United States
shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to
discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.” (Title I1X
of the Education Amendments Act of 1972). This also applied to athletic programmes in publicly funded
educational institutions.
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which often leads to fighting. Critics feared that “the inclusion body checking in the
women’s game would inevitably lead to an increase in other forms of unacceptable
aggressions” (Theberge 2002: 294). Therefore, this aspect was removed from the

women’s game.

Despite having modified the sport for women in the name of safety and modesty, liberal
feminists still considered the presence of women in hockey an important step in the
direction towards equality. “Ultimately, the creation of women’s version of a sport is
better than the absence of sport at all.” (Fleming 2016: 48) On the other hand, radical
feminists criticised women’s ice hockey as yet another example of patriarchal
oppression, whereby aggression in sport was considered a masculine trait and it was,
thus, inappropriate for women (Fleming 2016). “By this view, playing mainstream
women’s sports would require women to participate in their own oppression as they
conform to a patriarchal view of women’s abilities and place in sports culture.”
(Fleming 2016: 48-49) Following radical feminism, the creation of women’s versions of

sport in general would reproduce gendered power relations.

One of the earliest statements of the radical feminist philosophy, called the
Redstockings Manifesto, was written in 1969 by a group of New York City women.

Below are some of the segments that would later influence the roller derby ethos:

I After centuries of individual and preliminary political struggle,
women are uniting to achieve their final liberation from male
supremacy. Redstockings is dedicated to building this unity and
winning our freedom.

[..]

VI We identify with all women. We define our best interest as that of
the poorest, most brutally exploited woman.

We repudiate all economic, racial, educational or status privileges
that divide us from other women. We are determined to recognize
and eliminate any prejudices we may hold against other women.

We are committed to achieving internal democracy. We will do
whatever is necessary to ensure that every woman in our movement
has an equal chance to participate, assume responsibility, and
develop her political potential.

VIl We call on all our sisters to unite with us in struggle.
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We call on all men to give up their male privilege and support
women’s liberation in the interest of our humanity and their own.
(Redstockings 1969)

Radical feminism pointed at patriarchy and its underlying power relations as the main
reason for gendered inequality (Scraton and Flintoff 2002). Patriarchy was redefined by
radical feminists “as a worldwide system of subordination legitimated by medicine,
religion, science, law and other social institutions. The values embedded in these major
sectors of society favor men as group over women as group” (Lorber 2012: 122).
Therefore, contrary to liberal feminism, radical feminism did not seek to transform
power structures in existing institutions, rather it “assumes that the very structures
themselves have been so poisoned by patriarchy that they cannot be transformed but
must be completely eradicated and rebuilt from the ground up” (Hattery 2010: 100) and
“claims that women’s ways of thinking have to be brought to the forefront in education
and culture” (Lorber 2012: 135). This thought would influence the emergence of the
next wave and ultimately lay the foundations for the resurgence roller derby.

Radical feminism applied to sport would imply the reconstruction of the entire sport
institution “holding gender equality at the center as its core organizing principle”
(Fleming 2016: 43). It would mean creating “nonhierarchical, supportive, women-only
spaces where women can think and act and create free of constant sexist put-downs,
sexual harassment, and the threat of rape and violence” (Lorber 2012: 135). Thus, from
the perspective of radical feminism, Title IX would not bring gender equality but
“would only serve to further reinforce patriarchy in athletics, pacifying those who seek

equality without making true efforts to achieve it” (Fleming 2016: 43-44).

Confronted with the second wave, the USA gave in to feminist demands by adopting the
‘softer’ of the two versions, liberal feminism, which culminated in the implementation
of Title IX. The rest of European countries followed suit in subsequent years with
different initiatives!, often under the motto ‘Sport for All’. Today, second wave liberal
feminism in Western countries can be credited for bringing about gender equality in

terms of access to sport. The implementation of different measures to increase the

11 These initiatives are described in more detail in 4.1.1 Roller derby in the United Kingdom and 4.1.2
Roller derby in Germany.
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number of girls and women participating in sport has proved to be successful'?.
However, gender proportionality did not translate into gendered power balance (as
radical feminists had predicted). Men continue(d) to dominate the sport institution by
upholding cultural beliefs about the ideal body type of the athlete, by portraying
women’s athletics as being ‘less than’ based on gendered differences and using this to
justify disproportionate resource allocation and retain power, etc. (Costa 2003; Hattery
2010).

Therefore, although numbers revealed a reduced gap between male and female sport
participation, the sport institution and its values were not being adapted to accommodate
the needs and wants of new players entering the game (be it women, people of different
cultural backgrounds, etc.). The next wave, which is influenced by radical feminism,

attempted to tackle this issue.

2.1.2 Third-wave feminism

By the early 1990s, there had been a generational shift in the way women experienced
feminism (Lorber 2012). This new generation did not need to claim the feminist badge
as the previous generation had done, because they were allegedly born feminists (Henry
2004). Astrid Henry, American Professor of Gender, Women’s and Sexuality Studies

and third-wave feminist, explains:

Handed to us at birth, feminism no longer requires the active identification
that it once did. We often don’t need to get to feminism through some
means—whether consciousness-raising, activism or reevaluating our
personal relationships—because feminism is already there for us. [...]
Because women of my generation often do not experience feminism as a
process—that is, as something we actively choose or help to create—we
have a much more ambivalent identification with it. (Henry 2004: 40)

12 These early achievements must be taken with caution: first feminist analysis showed that the movement
“had disproportionately benefitted the most privileged groups of women (white, economically
advantaged, Western)” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 137-138)—hardly surprising considering that many of
the women involved in the movement had such a background. This would also be true for lifestyle
sporting cultures, which in the late 1990s and early 2000s saw a boom in (middle-class) women’s and
girls’ participation (Wheaton 2013).
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This self-perception as inborn feminists is one of the key factors that differentiate
second and third wavers and one that strongly influenced the development of the

movement.

Third-wave feminism®® was first coined by American feminist activist and writer
Rebecca Walker in 1992 and it represents both a continuation and a break with second-
wave feminisms. Like radical feminism, third-wave feminism “valorizes women’s
agency and female sexuality as forms of power, but it rejects the politics of women as
oppressed victims of patriarchy” (Lorber 2012: 283). Gender is no longer understood as
the key aspect around which all oppression is organized. Instead, third wavers believe
that different power relations along the lines of gender, but also race and class coexist
and are interwoven creating what American sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (1990) calls

“matrices of domination”.

These matrices of domination affect different women and men in particular ways. This
acknowledgment also implies a clear distancing from second wave feminism which was
criticised by third wavers for its “purported lack of inclusiveness; [and] its white,
middle-class bias” (Chananie-Hill, Waldron and Umsted 2012: 34). Second wave
feminism (both liberal and radical) had been driven by the belief that all women are
oppressed under a patriarchal system which can only be overcome by uniting forces
under the “universal category of woman” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 138). However,
“creating this category often meant [...] obscuring differences among women”
(Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 138). Consequently, third-wave feminism rejects “unitary

notions of ‘woman’ and ‘feminism’” (Heywood 2006: 257, emphasis in original).

This new movement recognises that the lived experiences of every woman may differ
according to her race, ethnicity, religion, age and economic standing and “allows for
identities that previously may have been seen to clash with feminism” (Heywood
2006: xx). Acknowledging that there is no one way to be a woman (or a feminist) means

accepting that there are multiple ‘female identities’, which engage with gender and

13 American Gender Studies Professor Jennifer Purvis has argued that ‘generational thinking’, that is
thinking of feminism as a linear and chronological evolution (e.g. by using descriptive terms such as
‘waves’), “prevents us from seeing feminist movement as multicausal and multidirectional” (Purvis:
2004: 110). Instead, she believes that “several approaches to feminism [can coexist] within the same
historical moment” (Purvis 2004: 113).
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sexuality, and that these can be contradictory and ambiguous (Heywood 2006), but still
equally valid. As American Politics Professor R. Claire Snyder states “you can now be
religiously devout or into sports or beauty culture, and still be a feminist” (Snyder

2008: 180)—an idea that contrasts with previous understandings of feminism.

This focus on the individual identities and experiences “alleviates the need for a shared
identity upon which women can come together” and allows for the “understanding [of]
individual acts as political in and of themselves” (Snyder 2008: 18). In third-wave
feminism no one claims to speak for a like-minded group. As British sociologist Shelley
Budgeon explains:

The aim [of third-wave feminism] is not to develop a feminism which
makes representational claims on behalf of women but to advance a politics
based upon self-definition and the need for women to define their personal
relationship to feminism in ways that make sense to them as individuals.
(Budgeon 2011: 283)

Third-wavers inclusive and non-judgmental approach to feminism and their “refus[al] to
police the boundaries of the feminist political” (Synder 2008: 176 f.) also means that the
more or less rigid ‘feminist agendas’ that accompanied the first and second waves have
now been replaced by a “dynamic and welcoming politics of coalition” (Snyder 2008).
Third wavers’ preference for this new multivocal and coalitional politics “reflects an
awareness that any attempts to bring feminism to totalizing unity are prone to failure

because they are annihilating and dishonest” (Purvis 2004: 98).

This alleged lack of unity has been one of the main criticisms to third-wave feminism.
Sceptics consider “individualism as a shared ideology a political paradox, of course,
since historically women’s liberation movements, like other civil rights movements,
have required some sense of collectivity to pursue political goals” (Lorber 2012: 286).
However, this form of feminism expressed through individual voices and actions is
precisely what appeals to many. This individualism implies that political and social
issues can be tackled by introducing changes at the individual level, suggesting that

there is little or no need for collective action or change (Lorber 2012).
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Third wavers see individualism as empowering, encouraging women “to claim [their]
individual voice rather than merging [their] voice in a collective identity” (Wolf
1993: 137). At the same time, the inclusion of multiple voices allows for a deeper
understanding of “the different societal contexts and the particular challenges [women]
face” (Snyder 2008: 178) and, consequently, for a broader vision of politics (as
compared to previous waves). That is why third wave feminist “focus on more than just
women’s issues” (Snyder 2008: 181). For third wavers, “feminism and gender activism
[i]s only one part of a much larger agenda for environmental, economic, and social
justice” (Heywood 2006: xx). As a result of this broad spectrum of interests, it is not
unusual to see third-wave feminists standing with men (as well as women) in activist
politics. (Lorber 2012)

In fact, within third-wave feminism gender is understood as fluid and performative.
Masculinity and femininity act as social constructs that categorise the population, but
everyone possesses both masculine and feminine traits to a greater or lesser extent.
“Therefore, the inclusion of men in the movement is seen to be necessary to its success”
(Heywood 2008: 72). This also represents a shift in thinking from previous waves,
where men were seen as oppressors but not as potential allies. This is an idea that roller

derby has embraced as is described in more detail in 4.3 Roller derby in Austria.

As mentioned above, third-wave feminism has not been exempted from criticism. First,
critics state that, like second-wave feminism, and despite its attempts at inclusion, it
continues to focus mostly on the concerns of white heterosexual, middle-class, Western
women (Snyder 2008; Wheaton 2013). Second, and directly linked with the first point,
despite its attempts at developing a more global feminism, it is firmly rooted in the
Anglo-American feminist tradition (Budgeon 2011). Consequently, it “often
prioritiz[es] issues that at best do not resonate internationally and at worst undermine
the possibility of transnational coalitions” (Snyder 2008: 192). Third, the focus on
individualism and self-expression—common of Western liberal culture—hinder the
possibility of developing a larger analysis of the relationship between individual and
collective experience (Lorber 2012). This lack of unified agenda has been strongly
criticised for its “little concern or capacity for political effect” (Purvis 2004: 100;
Lorber 2012). Snyder (2008) and American sociologist and Women’s Studies Professor

Judith Lorber (2012) have also criticised the ideology of individual empowerment for
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its ‘anything goes’ attitude—"as long as it pays attention to gender issues and favors
social justice” (Snyder 2008: 181). This ideology runs the risk of being easily packaged
and commodified (Shugart 2001). Chananie-Hill, Waldron and Umsted (2012: 35) add
that under third-wave feminism “resistance becomes an individual matter done in micro
interactions, or a group decision to mock traditional gender stereotypes, rather than
focus on criticizing or changing structural disparities between women and men”. These
assumptions are discussed in the context of roller derby in 4.3.2 From women to

women¥,

2.1.3 Third- wave feminism and sport

Many third wavers grew up in a period (1980s and 1990s) in which the participation of
girls and women in sport—including in extreme sports such as mountain climbing,
snowboarding or surfing, which were initially male domains—was becoming more and
more common. Therefore, they did not experience gender as a limiting factor to the
extent that the previous generations had. For instance, third wavers “did not have to
renounce to their femininity to prove themselves athletes” (Heywood 2008: 63). They
could be both, feminine and athletic. However, this does not mean that gendered

expectations in sport have been erased. They are still very much present.

Women’s increased participation in sport has become a double-edged sword. On the one
hand, it is used by the media and sports brands to reinforce gender stereotypes (e.g.
sexualised female athlete representation, reproduction of bodily ideals, etc.) and to
pursue capitalist interests such as female consumerism (Dworkin and Wachs 2009;
Bruce 2016; or Thorpe, Toffoletti and Bruce 2017). On the other hand, it challenges the
traditionally masculinist idea of sport as an aggressive, competitive and consumerist
terrain (Chananie-Hill, Waldron and Umsted 2012).

Several authors have attempted to understand different aspects of female involvement in
sport through the third-wave feminism lens. For instance, American sociologists Shari
L. Dworkin and Faye Linda Wachs (2009) describe how feminist activism in the realm
of sport became commodified in the transition between the second and the third wave.

The analysis of the magazine Women'’s Sports (and its subsequent mutations) showed
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that the focus on individualism typical of the third wave had allowed for the

commodification of feminism.

Women’s Sports had been founded in 1974 at the same time as the NGO Women’s
Sport Foundation by renowned tennis player and feminist advocate Billie Jean King.
Product of second wave feminism, in its early days, the American magazine “retained a
focus on collective action as fundamental to creating and preserving equal opportunity
for women in the field of sport. The magazine operated as an advocate for change in
gender relations at sport at three different levels (i.e. individual, cultural/symbolic, and
institutional/structural)” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 145)—which had been identified
by American sociologist Michael Messner (2002) as critical to challenging gender

regimes and achieving equity.

In those early years, Women'’s Sports demanded institutional change by calling for the
enforcement of Title 1X, debating control over women’s sporting leagues, discussing
recruitment, etc. Through these actions it aimed to challenge the rules and hierarchies
that made up the sport institution. The magazine also debated key issues in media
coverage of female athletes, criticised sexist coverage and provided an alternative
positive coverage of female athletes and their accomplishments. These efforts were
intended to address the cultural beliefs prevalent at the time. At the individual level, the
magazine “advocated participation in a host of events and sports”, which was intended
to “provide an alternative model to the traditional limitations on women’s involvement

in athletics” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 148).

Women’s Sports shifted its focus away from sport to aesthetic fitness in 1986, only a
few years before the first statement on third wave feminism appeared. In practical
terms, this meant a new name, Women'’s Sports and Fitness, and the replacement of the
institutional demands and cultural critiques with advice about individualized fitness
(Dworkin and Wachs 2009). By the 1990s, sport and fitness participation was no longer
a collective endeavour, but “a sign of the successful woman” (Dworkin and Wachs
2009: 133). “Energies are focused entirely on the project of the self and goals are
limited to personal lifestyle goals” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 141). This focus on
individualism was used by the editors to appropriate the concept of feminism to boost

the magazine sales. Women'’s Sports and Fitness was rebranded as Self in 1999 and no
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longer covered female athletes and their achievements. The idea of sport had almost
disappeared and been replaced by work-outs and fitness and leisure/travel-activities.
Moreover, the photos and poses of the women portrayed had shifted from active to
passive (Dworkin and Wachs 2009).

The analysis of Dworkin and Wachs (2009) showed the perils of third-wave feminists’
individualism, which can be easily repackaged as commodity feminism. As they state,
“participation in sport and fitness in and of itself could be resistant, but by the same
token, fitness can also be an implement of power” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 157).
However, individualism alone may not be the only at fault and there may be an
additional explanation as to why Women’s Sports lost its potential as a feminist
lobbying tool. The magazine went from being funded through non-profit resources
(until the mid-1980s) to being run by corporations. Handing over that ‘power’—media
can be a powerful tool to lobby for feminist interests—undermined the efficacy and
purpose of that tool (Dworkin and Wachs 2009).

Other scholars (Bruce 2016; Thorpe, Toffoletti and Bruce 2017) have analysed to which
extent female athletes’ use of social media to express their own individual selves can be
interpreted through the third-wave feminist lens. According to New Zealand sociologist
Toni Bruce, the influence of third-wave feminism on young (sports)women has made
them wary of traditional media. Aware of “the pleasure and power of popular culture”
(Bruce 2016: 368), these women have decided to create and disseminate their own
content through Internet and social media to tell the stories that traditional media
decides to ignore. Thus, although online spaces continue to be largely male-dominated
and focused on men’s sport, Internet openness and accessibility has allowed for
‘pockets of disruption’ (Bruce 2016: 369) where sportswomen, as well as women’s

sport organisations and fans can create their own discourses about women in sport.

Not only through storytelling, but also through imagery have sportswomen started to
transform how they are represented. Especial emphasis has been set on the idea that the
female athlete’s body can be pretty and powerful—two traits that had been seen in
contradiction in the past. In her analysis, Bruce found that men (in the USA) would
have started to embrace third-wave feminism as well. By commenting on the beauty and

strength of elite American female athletes, they demonstrated their support to shifting
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images of (sports)women in popular culture (Bruce 2016). However, Burce (2012)
admits that these new discourses coexist with traditional cultural discourses and
criticises that this new form of self-representation is not open to all—but mostly to elite
athletes—and that “the pretty and powerful rule reinforces and normalizes Whiteness,
heterosexuality and an exceptionally narrow range of body types as representing ‘ideal’
femininity” (Bruce 2016: 372, emphasis in original).

The same conclusion was reached by Australian sociologists Holly Thorpe, Kim
Toffoletti and (again) Toni Bruce (2017) in a study in which they analysed the social
media self-representation of Hawaiian professional surfer Alana Blanchard. Their
findings show that Blanchard’s self-representation “could, at best, be conceptualized as
a ‘soft’ third-wave approach, in which she (re)presents herself as an empowered
individual who sees no limits to what is possible as a woman, and embraces physical
skill alongside dominant signs of (White, heterosexual, middle-class) femininity as
empowering rather than oppressive” (Thorpe, Toffoletti and Bruce 2017: 367, emphasis
in original). However, her lack of visible political activism—[she] rarely chooses to
engage with structural issues of gender inequality and sexism. She does not initiate
critiques of structural inequalities in women’s surfing on her own social media sites but
has acknowledged the media invisibility of women’s surfing 