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Female Basketball Players in Israel - Identity & Subversion

Abstract

In the year 2011, Ha'aretz Sport’s Edition published an article titled: “Shai Doron,
Athlete of the Year” (yo&71/ Ha'aretz, 2011). The reporter remarkably praised
female basketball player Shai Doron, who won every title possible that year. The
reporter went on to explain why he chose to refer to her as Athlete of the Year in
the male form, rather than the female form of the word which is distinguished in
the Hebrew language. He wrote: As Yona Wallach once declared herself the
greatest poet of her generation, using the male form of the word “poet”, Shai
Doron is not only the best athlete among her female counterparts, but rather the
best among all Israeli athletes. In just four words, the reporter, Eyal Gil, pointed
out the conflict which is structured into the place of women in sports. This
relation between sports and gender has been studied from many various
perspectives, and [ would like to deepen and focus this study on the experience
of female teenage basketball players. In particular, I would like to focus on how
their participation in this field of sports influences and forms the experience of

their body and their femininity.

The following study illuminates one specific field of womens’ sports in Israel,
basketball. This field is highly popular in Israel and occupies thousands of
teenage girls and women across the country. Being a female basketball player in
a male identified field of sport is not easy, and more often than not attracts

negative comments and stigmas by people surrounding them. During my study I
4



interviewed 15 female basketball players, aged 16-18, and discussed the
intricate experience of being a basketball player as perceived in the eyes of a
female teenager. As the conversations progressed, certain recurring themes
helped shed light on the coping mechanisms used by women in a male-identified

field of sport.

The basketball arena confronts female players with practices identified as male,
which they do not experience outside the court. Learning how to use a strong,
muscular body, acquiring leadership skills and dealing with high pressure,
competitiveness, victory and defeat, endows the players with capabilities that
are not considered feminine. On the one hand, these capabilities benefit the
players and offer them a unique life experience, while on the other hand, they

create a conflict in their feminine identity.

The basketball players are well aware that outside the basketball arena they
must adapt themselves to the hegemonic female gender demeanor, yet they
choose to do so in their own way; they create a path which links their identity in
the basketball arena, were they feel most comfortable, with their identity outside
basketball, where they feel they must mask their true selves. The players
consider the basketball environment to be a place where they can express
themselves and show greater self-confidence, force and capabilities. In addition,
this environment provides a space in which deep friendships are formed
between women, similar to the comradery formed between combat soldiers. In

the study that follows, I will discuss the various ways in which the female
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basketball players challenge accepted gender roles and the social conventions of

sexuality, gender and femininity.
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