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LEKTIO l

The identity negotiation
of female judo athletes in
Greece and Finland

Anna Kavoura

Judo is an inclusive sport that could be practiced
by every citizen, regardless of age, size, or gender
(Kano, 2005). At least, this is how it was promoted
in the teachings of its founder Jigoro Kano, and this
is how it is still advertised by judo clubs around the
world. Yet, the few scholars who have examined the
history of women’s involvement in judo (e.g. Groe-
nen, 2012; Miarka, Marques, & Franchini, 2011) ar-
gue that in practice, judo was never as inclusive as
its promotion touted. Until the late 1960s, female ju-
doka (judo athletes) were restricted from competing
or taking part in randori (free-practice of fighting).
Instead, they were told that because of their “frag-
ile” nature, and for their own safety, they should
stick to self-defense and to softer forms of training
called kata (Miarka et al., 2011). And while judo has
been an Olympic sport for men since 1964, it was not
until 1992, that female judoka were finally allowed
to compete in the Olympics.

Despite the progress that we have seen since
then, judo is still a sport associated with masculi-
nity, and women remain underrepresented at all
levels (as practitioners, athletes, coaches, and deci-
sion makers). For example, the current Executive
Commnittee of the International Judo Federation
consists of 23 members, among whom there is only
one woman. One can only wonder how female
judoka experience this male-dominated sporting
context, and how they negotiate their identities in
order to advance their careers. My PhD research was
set to answer these questions.

Specifically, I focused on female judoka’s iden-
tities in Greece and Finland. While there are many
academically sound reasons to compare gendered
experiences in these two national contexts (for in-
stance, Greece is a culture characterized by persis-
ting gender inequalities, while Finland is consid-
ered to be one of the most gender-equal countries
in the world; see EIGE, 2017), my motivation for this
study did not arise from the numbers published in
the statistical reports, but from my own experiences
of living and training judo in these two countries.

Finland is one of the few countries that has
recently established a gender balance in the board
of the Finnish Judo Association, which current-
ly consists of 10 members, among whom four are
women. In Greece, the board of the Hellenic Judo
Federation consists of 15 members, among whom
only three are women. With approximately 120
registered judo clubs in Finland and 126 in Greece,
it is estimated that thousands of people practice
judo in the two countries. However, as shown in my
dissertation (Kavoura, 2018, p. 28), the numbers of
female participation in competition are very small
inboth Finland and Greece. Research-based knowl-
edge on how to promote female participation in
judo, and how to better support the careers of female
athletes is much needed in both countries.

Yet, there is a scarcity of research on the experi-
ences of female judo athletes. In fact, psychological
issuesrelated to practicing or competing in martial
arts and combat sports (MACS) have been mostly
studied based on male participants (see Kavoura,
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Ryba, & Kokkonen, 2012). My research aims to fill
this gap. With this study, I respond to calls by criti-
cal scholars of sport psychology (e.g. Ryba, Schinke,
and Tenenbaumm, 2010; Schinke & Hanrahan, 2009)
who have long been arguing for an examination of
the socio-cultural context as one of the main factors
affecting athletes’ experiences and identity nego-
tiation. I also draw and build upon previous femi-
nist and gender studies (e.g. Baird, 2010; Halbert,
1997; Hargreaves, 1997) who have critiqued the privi-
leging of male identities and experiences in MACS
(and in sports in general). Thus, bringing cultural
and feminist critiques together, my research focused
on examining the intersections of gender, culture
and identity in judo.

To achieve this goal, I strategically drew on cultu-
ral praxis (Ryba & Wright, 2005, 2010) and feminist
poststructuralist (Butler, 1990, 1993; Foucault, 1972,
1977,1978; Weedon, 1997) frameworks. Within these
frameworks, athletes’ identities are viewed as cultu-
ral constructions accomplished through identifi-
cation with (or negotiation of) various discourses
of gender, class, race, sexual orientation, the natio-
nal sport system etc. This means that athletes might
construct and perform multiple (and often conflict-
ing) identities according to the cultural contexts
in which they are displaying themselves and the
discourses that are available to them. I drew on a
Foucauldian understanding of discourse, which
refers to ways of constituting knowledge and
producing meaning (Foucault, 1972). Discourses
are linked to particular ways of thinking about one’s
self and others, as well as about the world around
us (Weedon, 1997). Thus, my first aim was to iden-
tify the discourses that are circulated in Greek and
Finnish judo cultures. My second aim was to reveal
the ways that female judoka drew on these discour-
ses to construct their identities.

Methodologically, I drew on ethnography and
discourse analysis (Heller, Pietikdinen, & Pujolar,
2018; Krane & Baird, 2005; Willig, 2008). The ethno-
graphic approach that I employed to gather the
data, entailed fieldwork in Greece and Finland.
Particularly, I engaged in participant-observation
in three different judo clubs (two in Greece and
one in Finland). I also gathered data during trai-
ning camps, competitions, and other judo-related

social events. In addition to participant observa-
tion, I conducted 19 interviews with female judoka
(10 Greek and 9 Finnish). Most of the women that I
interviewed were highly skilled, with many years of
training experience, many were competing at an
elite level at the time that the interviews took place,
while others were retired elite athletes that were
working as coaches (for participants’ demographic
information, see Kavoura, 2018, p. 38).

Adiscursive analytic procedure revealed several
discourses asrelevant to the ways that female judo-
ka make sense of their experiences. One powerful
discourse circulating in judo realms in both Greece
and Finland was the female biological inferiority
discourse. According to this discourse, women are
biologically less suited for physically demanding
activities, such as fighting and competition (Milner
& Braddock, 2016; Vertinsky, 1994). The physical and
psychological attributes that are thought as essen-
tial for competing in judo (such as competitiveness,
aggression, and strength) are linked to the male
biology. They are constructed as something that is
acquired by birth (and particularly by being born
male), and as something that cannotbe easily taught.
The discourse of female biological inferiority was
drawn by female judoka themselves when trying to
explain the female underrepresentation in judo. For
example, Liina said:

Well, I think one reason why not many women
like to do judo is that they need to deal with the
pain. Because sometimes it hurts a bit, and that’s
notsomething that women are used to. I thinkit’s
easier for boys. I don’t know, but maybe they are
able to handle pain better, and they don’t get hurt
so easily compared to women. (Liina, FI.)

While the discourse of female biological inferiori-
ty was dominant in both Greece and Finland, diffe-
rentdiscourses of ideal femininity were found to be
circulated in the two countries. In Greece, the ideal
feminine body was constructed as fit, thin, and sexy
—attractive (and attracted) to the opposite sex (Mar-
kula, 1995). These femininity standards in Greece
were incompatible with athleticism and muscula-
rity, and young female judoka were struggling with
this paradox:
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I don’t lift that many weights to become too
muscular, but neither am I not lifting at all. Tam
lifting moderately in order to have a nice body and
look and actlike a girl. (Eleftheria, GR.)

In contrast, the version of ideal femininity circulated
in Finland offered more acceptance and inclusion
for the female athletes of the so-called masculine
sports, asit celebrated the intersection of femininity
with strength and physicality. Drawing on this dis-
course, female Finnish judoka were more comfort-
able with their bodies and did not feel that being a
judoka is at odds with femininity:

I think that sports is always good for women,
because it builds up the muscles, it keeps you fit,

Jenny Erdsaari, 2018

your posture is better than the posture of other
women who don’t do sports, and you actually
look better [...]. In judo, you build up muscles
and because it’s a weight-class sport, usually you
cannot be fat. It’s usually muscles that you have, so
I'think that’s one thing that’s good for you, regard-
ing how you look and how you appear to the out-
side. (Sara, FL.)

Differences were also observed in the ways in which
Greek and Finnish judoka positioned themselves in
relation to the gender roles and expectations circu-
lated in judorealms and in the general societal con-
text. Greek judoka were subjectified to a patriarchal
discourse of gender roles, according to which, men
and women are expected to behave differently and
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to take up different tasks, roles, and even profes-
sions and sports (Kavoura, Ryba, & Chroni, 2015). This
discourse was heavily circulated in the Greek judo
context. The female Greek athletes who participated
in this study reported that they have been discrimi-
nated againstand deprived of opportunities because
of their gender. For example, Melina said:

WhenIasked whyIhadn’tbeen promoted to inter-
national tournaments (like male athletes had) since
Iam anational champion, an official from the fede-
ration told me thatIwas too old. And when male
athletes of the same age I was were sent abroad,
I'was told that this is the best age for male ath-
letes. So, according to them, as a woman, I should
have already quit at the age of 28, while 28-year-
old male athletes are at the peak age. (Melina, GR.)

In Finland on the other hand, this discourse is being
opposed by the circulation of a discourse of gen-
der equality, according to which men and women
should have equal access to resources and opportu-
nities, and should be able to develop their abilities
and make choices regardless of their gender. This
policy discourse is proudly circulated in Finland, a
country thatis often viewed as a pioneer in the pro-
motion of gender equality. However, feminist re-
searchers argue that the uncritical circulation of this
discourse can create new complications, as it makes
gender inequalities appear to be a problem that al-
ready has been solved (Brunila & Ylostalo, 2015; Hy-
vdrinen, 2017). For example, while female Finnish
judoka felt that they were treated equally in judo,
different roles and tasks are still assigned to men
and women. For instance, more men than women
are involved in decision making, while women are
more likely to take up secretarial roles. Competitive,
elite, and adult teams are usually coached by men,
while women are more likely to coach children,
youth, or beginner’s sessions. Moreover, women
often end up doing more “chores” for their clubs,
than their male-counterparts do.

The experiences and identities of female judoka
were also influenced by dominant discourses that
constitute what it means to be an athlete. In Greece,
a discourse of athletic performance was heavily
circulated in judo clubs. The core rationality of this

discourse was that to count as an athlete, one needs
to meet certain performance expectations. Winning
was emphasized, and many disciplining practices
were orientated toward achieving this goal. On the
other hand, the Finnish judo context was charac-
terized by an antagonism between an elite sport
discourse and a mass sport discourse (Kavoura,
Kokkonen, Chroni, & Ryba, 2017). While mass sport
is highly valued and promoted in Finland (as is the
idea of “judo for all”), winning and athletic perfor-
mance are the dominant values in relation to
competing in judo, often at the cost of enjoyment,
health, and well-being.

In relation to the circulation of the aforemen-
tioned discourses, female judoka strategically
constructed multiple (and often conflicting) iden-
tities, each serving different purposes. My research
agenda lead me to focus on these identities that are
repeatedly performed and assist in the reproduction
of gender hierarchies and stereotypes. The success-
ful and feminine athlete was an identity repeatedly
performed, especially by young female athletes in
Greece. This identity was linked to the discursive
construction of ideal femininity as an essential
quality for judging the value and worth of women.
Young female Greek judoka, not only disciplined
themselves to achieve the standards of ideal femi-
ninity, but also constructed those who could not
(or did not want to) comply with these standards as
being lower in the hierarchy.

The natural-born fighter identity was performed
by female athletes of all ages in both countries.
This identity was linked to the discourse of female
biological inferiority and to beliefs that “ordinary”
women are “soft”, passive, fragile, and unsuitable
for competitive judo. For example, Elli said:

Idon’tknow why these other girls didn’tlike judo.
I don’t know how to explain it. They were soft. I
think it was that. (Elli, FI.)

To differentiate themselves from this stereotypical
view of women, female judoka constructed them-
selves as exceptional beings, born with masculine
qualities, such as competitiveness, tolerance to pain,
and the ability to fight:
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I'was always a tomboy. I liked to wrestle and in
school I was always fighting. I was not made for
ballet and stuff like that. (Sotiria, GR.)

While performing the identities of the successful
and feminine athlete and the natural-born fighter
might be empowering for female judoka (and might
even be considered as a strategic choice in order to
become accepted and appreciated in the masculine
culture of judo), the repetition of these identities as-
sist in the reproduction of gender hierarchies and
inequalities. For instance, by performing the “natu-
ral-born fighter” identity, female judoka themselves
reproduced the belief that judo is “by nature” a male
sport that most women cannot do.

To conclude, this study revealed that in their
effort to become accepted and appreciated in male
dominated fields, such as judo, women themselves
often end up reproducing gender stereotypes,
through the language they use, the practices in
which they engage, and the identities they perform.
Thishasimportant implications for those interested
in promoting gender equality in judo and other
contexts typically viewed as male. Future inter-
ventions should not just focus on enhancing the
numbers of women and girls in these fields in which
females are underrepresented, but they should also
target the deconstruction of gender stereotypes.
Cultural beliefs and gender stereotypes play an
important role on the ways that female athletes
make sense of who they are and what they can or
ought to be. And when the belief that ordinary
women are unsuitable for competitive judois circu-
lated in judo clubs (sometimes even by female ath-
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