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Introduction

Current studies analysing gendered representations of athletes in the media focus pri-
marily on Anglophone or European countries. This paper attempts to expand this scope
by adding female athletes and media in Asia to the small body of work in English-lan-
guage research. It does so by focusing on gendered depictions of athletes in Japanese
media during the largest sporting event in the world: the Olympic Games.

Although media in Japan are still heavily influenced by hegemonic discourses of
what is considered feminine and masculine, the consistent success of several Japanese
athletes in sports ranging from track and field to volleyball has already challenged the
ideal of the Japanese woman as a physically ‘fragile’ homemaker in the past. Cover-
age during the 2012 London Olympics and 2016 Rio Olympics, heavily influenced by
the success of individual athletes, shows continuity in this regard. Gendered aspects
are often superseded. This is evidenced by, for example, the significant amount of me-
dia attention that Japanese female wrestlers received during both of these Olympic
editions, outperforming male wrestlers by a large margin. Also, in qualitative terms,
female athletes are still distinctly differentiated from male athletes, with their success
indirectly attributed to external factors, such as male guidance, The depiction of female
athletes in Japanese media is congruent with the marginalisation that female athletes
face in European and Anglophone media, as has been explored in existing literature.
However, this article argues that it is incorrect to assume that women are considerably
marginalized in ‘masculine’ sports in Japan, as they frequently are in cases outside of
Japan. Significantly, the consistent success of Japanese female wrestlers in the Olympic
Games has overshadowed the results of their male colleagues. This problematizes the
notion that female athletes are mostly gaining ground in more ‘attractive’ sports* and
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that they are marginalized when they deviate from what is perceived as appropriately
ferninine by particlpating in sports requiring *masculine’ physical capital such as mus-
cularity, arguably viewed as ‘distasteful and inhumane’.*

Starting with a short overview of media; gender and the Olympics in existing
research, this article shows how sports coveragé in European and Anglophone media
mainly focuses on male athletes, Although women athletes are gaining ground in cov-
erage in certain aspects, such as quantitatively in photographic coverage, these are
still frequently limited to more ‘attractive’ sports, with sexualization as a recurring
theme resulting in a consistent underrepresentation of women. The paper continues by
describing how female athletes faced consistent marginalization when modern sports
were introduced in Japan in the Jate nineteenth century and developed throughout the
early twentieth century. This is followed by an exploration of how women and sport
in Japan have developed, using examples of athletes who have defined and redefined
femmale athieticism in Japan throughout the twentieth century and early twenty-first
century. It becomes clear through these examples that female athletes have been able
to push the boundaries of what is considered ‘appropriate’ for women in Japan through
sports. The following section deals with gendered depictions in media in Japan during
the London Olympic Games in 2012. Exploring an existing Japanese study on television
coverage of the Games, this section shows how women athletes in Japan are also gain-
ing ground in media from a quantitative perspective. This is similar to earlier studies
of European and Anglophone media. However, the article also shows that women are
still described as more emotional, showing a clear differentiation in descriptions of
female and male athletes. Subsequently, this article continues with a study of gendered
depictions of athletes in japanese print media during the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio
de Janeiro, showing that female athletes are gaining ground in terms of increased pho-
tographic coverage, especially in the case of wrestling. This is interesting, as wrestling
requires musculature, a physical attribute mostly framed as masculine. The article then
concludes with its main findings, describing how certain aspects of gendered depic-
tions of female athletes in Japanese media are congruent to existing cases covering
European and Anglophone cases. However, as the article also concludes, it is problem-
atic to assume that Japanese women athletes are side-lined in sports that are deemed
masculine, as a more in-depth exploration of Olympic wrestling coverage in japanese
print media shows.

Media, gender, und the Olympics

It has been well established that people are influenced by the media they consume.
This has significant effects on how gender is perceived, as these media construct, in
the words of Eoin Trolan, 'narratives of what it means to be a woman or man, and
more specifically, the gender imbalance between men and women’, something that
is especially apparent in the world of sport.* For example, Dianne Jones’ study about
online coverage of several major news networks shows that ‘the achievernents of male
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athletes were the focus of coverage [..] 16 out of 18 days’ during the 2008 Olympic
Games.* Similarly, Andrew C. Billings concludes in a longitudinal study on the Olym-
pic Games between 1996 and 2006 ‘that the gaps between coverage of men’s Olympic
sports and women’s Olympic sports’ have not improved towards the late 2000s, with
a noticeable preference for male athletes.s Even where the focus was shifting more
towards female athletes this appeared to be centralized around ‘attractive sports, such
as beach volleyball [..].s Raymond Boyle and Richard Haynes aptly describe this phe-
nomenon when they argue that in the media

[tthe marginalization of women’s sport is perhaps the clearest manifestation of
patriarchal ideologies in sport. The gendered values of sport are acutely real-
ized when the physical capital ascribed to men and women’s bodies differs so
greatly. Female muscularity is viewed as distasteful and inhumane. Masculine
strength and bravura are celebrated and viewed as heroic. Success and power
in sport come to represent the iconic symbol of manhood. Women'’s boxing, for
example, clearly disrupts and challenges such stereotypes, attempting to co-opt
the quintessential male sport for its own celebration of women’s power and
physicai ability.”

The ideological entrenchment of dominant masculinity is seen throughout media out-
lets. In non-sport magazines in the United States, for example, there is a visible con-
trast between female athletes who are ‘encouraged to achieve a synthesis of beauty
and physical fitness’ and men who ‘are encouraged to achieve a competitive record in
power and performance sports’, despite any actual progress of female sport.? Even dur-
ing the 2012 London Summer Olympics, which were described as the ‘Women’s Games'’
because for the first time all participating countries sent female athletes, photographic
evidence from print media shows a persistent preference for depicting male athletes.®
This is also the case with televised news in the United States, which has seen a measur-
able decline in the coverage of women’s sport over the past 20 years.® However, there
are differences between media outlets. Christopher King, for example, points out that
women received more photographic coverage in British newspapers during the 2004
Athens Olympics compared to their male counterparts when considering the overall
participation rate. Nevertheless, also here ‘female coverage was sexualized, and im-
ages of women were placed in the latter pages of the sport section or below pictures
of male athletes’, resulting in an overall underrepresentation of female athletes.”
Amy Godoy-Pressland and Gerald Griggs state that portrayal of female athletes
is affected by a cascading variety of influences. In their study on the 2012 London Olym-
pics they argue that nationalism, patriotism and the scale of specific sporting events
can heavily affect the gender bias in different media.*? This article follows Allen McKee’s
approach by analysing the ‘evidence left of the practice’ by examining the media pro-
duced and the context in which this takes place to investigate the ‘normativeness of [al
narrative’.’s Several scholars have even argued that the success of media relies on how
existing sources of knowledge are utilized in the production process.* Consequently,
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a more irclusive understanding of the underlying dynamics of gender balance in the
media needs to expand the scope of research cases.

Sport in japan

Madern sports in Japan developed alongside the country’s growing educational in-
frastructure in the second half of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth
century. Although sports were already practiced in Japan, it was only in the latter half
of the nineteenth century that ‘sport’ in its more contemporary form started prolif-
erating in the country. Due to their popularity among students, especially baseball
and tennis developed.” Following the introduction of basebali in 1872 at Kaisei-Gakkd
(university), different sports were gradually introduced into schools in Japan, mostly
at the university level. These included boating (a general term for boat sports such as
rowing) (1873), football and softball (1874), and hockey (1875). This trend continued
into the twentieth century with track and field, basketball and rugby (1913), handball,
volleyball and sumo (1926), Furthermare, the development of capitalism in Japan re-
sulted in an increase in educational institutions, in turn producing a larger number of
students engaged in these sports. Inevitably, throughout this process, it became clear
to several key actors in japan that sports needed to be codified alongside the regu-
lar curriculum in order to facilitate the increased participation and competition be-
tween students and athletes.'® One of these key actors was Jigcrd Kand, the founder
of contemporary jude and one of the most influential figures in the promulgation of
mass-sport in Japan. He was the first member of the International Olympic Commit-
tee from Japan, and in 1911 became the first president of the Japan Sports Association,
leading Japanese participation in international sports competitions.” Kand used judo
to introduce a new approach to sports in Japan towards more Western-style rational-
ized methods of practice.”® In addition, newly imported sports started proliferating in
this period, with a growing number of sporting associations (undd-bu, mostly affili-
ated to schools) organizing competitions."” However, although experiencing an uplift
in‘the 1920s the development of sport for women remained of peripheral importance
throughout a large part of its early development in Japan. Although the actual par-
ticipation rates for female athletes from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth
century remain largely unknown, the lack in growth of women's sports is visible in
the marginalized position they occupied in local, regional, national and even interna-
tional campetitions.”

Women and sport in japan
From the late nineteenth century onwards, women’s role within Japanese society was

justified pedagogically and educationally formulated with the concept of ‘good wife,
wise mother’ (ry0sai kembo). Appropriating this dual role to women was not unique to
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Japan,® but did have a significant effect on the conceptualization of women in relation
to sports in the country, as three examples show.

~ Judo presents a first example. Kand, the founder of modern judo, was worried
about what he considered the ‘fragile’ bodies of women and adjusted exercise routines
to better fit his ideas, and going as far as to separate judo practice between men and
women in his own school (Kadokan).? In this sense, judo serves as a good example of
how female sports participation developed in Japan. While male participation rates
were skyrocketing in the 1920s and ‘30s, examples of female practitioners (both female
and male practitioners of judo are called judoka) are rare to_come by and are mostly
limited to Kand's own special section for women (joshi bu). Even in this section fe-
male judoka faced consistent challenges. They were largely excluded from competition
throughout the growth of the sport, both in Japan and internationally. Remarkably, not
Japanese women but female judoka from the West eventually forced their way through
a ban from competitions, with the International Judo Federation lifting it as late as
1974. This suggests that the position of female judoka in Japan, judo’s country of origin,
did not progress at the same pace as that of their foreign counterparts. In fact, Japan
first had to sign the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women and change the law before judoka were gradually allowed
to participate in competitions. A few decades later, the success of judoka such as Ryoko
Tamura (Tani), a seven-time world champion and two-time gold medallist at the Olym-
pics between 1992 and 2008, would suggest that the position of female judoka within
the sport in Japan had improved. However, to this day female judoka in Japan still face
sexism in a variety of ways. The eventual expectations of marriage and motherhood
remain primary focus points; this is exemplified by the fact that Tamura’s marriage
and the birth of her child were heavily publicized events and showcased a return to the
conservative ‘good wife, wise mother’ values in Japanese media.”

Another example of the ambiguous position of female athletes in Japan is track
and field and particularly the case of Hitomi Kinue, the first Japanese woman to win an
Olympic medal at the 800 meter sprint during the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics.? Her suc-
cess became a media sensation in Japan. She contributed to this by ‘delivering speeches
about her achievement throughout Japan’, resulting in contemporary nationalists turn-
ing her Olympic achievement into a testament to the ‘Japanese spirit’.” It is possible to
interpret Kinue's success as a form of resistance to a perceived Western dominance in
both (international) sports and global politics at the time, as some scholars do.?** How-
ever, she also deviated from the roles she was expected to fulfil as a Japanese woman.
This became obvious in the public debates about the value of sports for women in
Japan sparked by her early death at the age of 24 in 1931. These included opposing and
supporting arguments about the health values of sport for women. Although such de-
bates had existed earlier, Kinue’s death served to further gender the sports discourse.
Female athletes were now labelled ‘victims’ whenever they encountered injuries.”” This
consolidated the idea that women’s bodies were fragile and needed extra attention if
they were to participate in sports. Kinue’s passing also fuelled discussions regarding her
biological gender when it was speculated that an assumed ‘masculine’ behaviour dur-
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ing her childhood showed her belng either a man or at least ‘40 or 50 percent male’. In
line with this discourse there were also public deliberations or her sexual preferences,
comparisons of her body to men’s bodles (especially her 'unusual’ height), and the fact
that she had not been married, all suggesting that both she and her blographers *had
been feminizling! her athletic image’ to make up for a percelved lack.?

The dual role of rydsal kembo that formed the basis for these debates was effec-
tively promulgated through educational institutions, evidenced by the opposition from
educational circles and parents of female students to women participating in sports at
the time. Despite the popular association of sports with unfeminine behaviour, how-
ever, and similar to countries in Europe, growing nationalism in japan leading up to
World War |l resulted in an increasingly strong conviction among nationalists that
women actually needed sports to become stronger and healthier than their Western
counterparts, encumbering women with the obligation to bear a strong new genera-
tion of Japanese children.® Simultaneously, male dominated sport was asserted contin-
uously, reinforcing already existing ambivalences towards the role of female athletes.®

Male hegemony in sports was not only expressed in this ambivalent stance, A
third and later example tn this regard is that of the “Oriental Witches! (EGy6 no majo), a
celebrated team of Japanese female volleyball players who won 22 consecutive games
in Europe in 1961 and went on to win a geld medal during the 1364 Tokyo Olympics, Sim-
ilar to-Kinue, these athletes were hatled as 'national heroes' and they are still ‘praised
for thelr skill and athletic performance’. However, as Iwona Merklejn shows; by incor-
porating the social and cultural context into our understanding of the phenomenon, it
becomes clear that the presentation of these ‘riational heroes’ was constructed parallel
to a reliance on conservative gender values.* In the volleyball final the Oriental Witches
faced the Soviet Russian team that consisted of players taller than themselves. This
physicality became a focal point in the mediatized attempt to preserve the femininity
of the Japanese players. Domestic media dichotomized the tall ‘masculine’ players from
Russia who were framed as representing ‘the West’ and the ‘littie Japanese players’ as
petite and implicitly more feminine.* In addition, the expectations of marriage and
motherhood were recurring themes in the reports on the players’ lives, In an attempt
to subdue the external reification of the conservative role that Japanese women were
expected to fulfil, sore even had to justify their continued participation as a ‘sacri-
fice to the state’.” Tellingly, one player's decision to postpone marriage until after the
Olympic Games became a topic of national debate.® Merklejn also shows how the team
was ‘portrayed as a harmonious family, obedient to the father [the team coach, Hire-
bumi Daimatsul’, thus upholding male hegemony in Japan. Imposing a strict regime,
Daimatsu was presented in public discourse as an [deal ‘father-like, charismatic coach’.
Despite his strictness, the players remembered him as a ‘loving father’. This framing
reflects the persistent ideclogy of the male head of the family.® Daimatsu's training
methods and the team’s evéntual success did pose a challenge to contemporary dis-
courses of the ‘fragile and weak’ female body. However, by implying the psychological
weakness of women in need of strict male<imbued discipline, it also reinforced the
already prevalent gendered hierarchy.”
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Ambivalent portrayals

All three historical examples signify what Margaret Carlisle Duncan and Cynthia A. Has-
brook call the ambivalence of ‘positive portrayals stressing women’s strength, skill, or
expertise along with negative suggestions that [trivialise] the women’s efforts or [im-
ply] that they [arel unsuited to sport’.*® By doing so, the mediz do not only malintain
the gender blas but also actively construct barriers for female sports partitipation,®
also called 'symbolic annihilation’.* Ton| Bruce aptly formulates this position when
she explains that this process results in the idea that ‘Sportsywomen don‘t matter’.*

Research focusing on Europe, the United Kingdom and the United States has
shown how female athletes were perpetually ignored and their successes marginal-

ized. Such concrete as well as symbolic annihilation resulted in persisting barriers
for women in sport. Simultaneously, as the cases of Kinue, Tamura and the Oriental
witches show, female athletes were pushing the boundaries of hegemonic gender
discourses. In Japan they frequently did so under the aegls of a strongly nationalis-
tic discourse. in fact, as Robin Orlansky argues, Japanese female athletes oftentimes
‘receive significant media attention’, and utilizing this attention they have already
broadened ‘the ways “success” can be defined for Japanese women’, making that ‘not
all women in Japan are invariably entrapped [n the position of the submissive home-
maker, a stereotypical image that still persists today'.* The success of Kinue serves
as an example, as she opened up a national debate on the value of women in sports.
The cholce of several Oriental Witches to postpone marriage, again sparking national
debates, is another case in point, However, Orlansky alse explains that the amount
of media attention might increase during times of success but that post-feat framing
still frequently reverts to 'a more conservative gender discourse by privileging their
achievements In traditionally feminine roles of wife and mother over their Individual
sporting success’.® Despite this post-feat reversal, Michelle H.S. Ho concludes in her
study on femininity and athleticism on morning television that there is an ‘increas-
ing tolerance for alternative roles for women in Japanese society’. Ho argues that
Japanese women are more than ever able to move away from roles considered more
‘appropriate’ while audlence perceptions of the presentation of female athletes are
influenced by interventions of 'nationalistic discourse, athletic prowess, and appropri-
ate femininity’.4 Depictions are also influenced by the popularity of individual ath-
letes and different sports, and even the improbability of success In sports where other
countries’ athletes might be dominant. Although domlinant gender discourses stifl
strongly influence the representation of female athletes in the media, success can
significantly affect what is deemed *appropriate’ for women, allowing female athletes
to slowly detach themselves from the conservative idea of the Japanese women as a
fragile homemaker, mother and wife.

Closer exarnination of the representation of female athletes in japan will deep-
en our understanding of the underlying dynamics in gendered ideologies. The Olympic
Games offer a valuable opportunity to study how these media utilize gendered fram-
ing, It being the largest media event in the world and widely covered in Japanese
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domestic media. The following section therefore delves deeper into the gendered rep-
resentation of female athletes in Japanese media during the 2012 London and 20156 Rio
Olympic Games.

Gendered representations in Japanese.media: the London 2012 Olympic Games

The Olympic Games are an immense media event and Japanese media contribute to
this predominance. To examine how competing athletes were gendered in domestic
media coverage Naomi Kobayashi explored gendered aspects in media portrayals fo-
cusing on televised news programmes aired during the London Olympic Games in 2012.
One of the main conclusions of her study is that the majerity of Japanese news cover-
age of the 2012 Games concerned itself with Japanese athletes (92.1 percent).*® Success
was a strong determining factor in gaining more coverage, with 81.6 percent dedicated
to medal winners. Kobayashi also shows that femaie athletes received more coverage
than their male colleagues when considering overall success. Japanese female athletes
won 17 medals, receiving 55.2 percent of alrtime, while male athletes won 21 med-
als, receiving 43.5 percent. This was related to the success of the Individual athletes,
For example, in wrestling both female and male athletes won three medals but fe-
male wrestlers got 7 percent of total television news coverage and male wrestlers only
1.4 percent.’” An overview of the medal rankings indicates that female wrestlers were
more successful than their male counterparts, winning three gold medals, while the
men won only one gold and two bronze medals. in addition, two female wrestlers from
Japan successfully defended their previous Olympic titles: Saori Yoshida (2004 and 2008
gold medallist in the 55 kg women’s freestyle event) and Kaori Ichd {2004 and 2008 gold
medallist in the 63 kg women's freestyle event), showing that female wrestlers were
consistently successful at the Olympics.

Although the total coverage of female athletes exceeds that of male athletes,
further analysis of the coverage shows this does not reflect the whole picture. For
example, in televised news coverage of the 2012 Games female athletes were more
likely to be described as ‘happy’ (vorokobi, 74 percent); ‘sad’ (kanashimi, 83.3 percent);
'spirited’ (kihaky, 100 percent); and ‘nervous/tense’ (kinchd, 100 percent), while male
athletes were more often described as ‘angry’ (ikari, 85.7 percent). Similarly, topics
such as marriage, children, family, love interest, or personality were more frequently
used to describe female than male athletes.® So, while in the total coverage it seems
that female athletes were gaining ground In comparison to their male counterparts,
a deeper reading uncovers an inherent ambivalence towards female wrestlers as well.
There are, however, a few limitations to Kobayashi's study. First, it does not include an
analysis of visual representation. Second, it excludes how athletes are comparatively
assigned specific markers of femininity or masculinity associated to specific sports. The
‘appropriateness’ of certain sports would suggest a deviation from the argument that
women (especially in more ‘masculine’ sports) are consistently marginalized. However,
fernale wrestlers appear to receive dedicated coverage, even though it is clear that
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wrestling — a martial arts that requires developed musculature - does not fit into the
framework of the conservative feminine woman with a ‘petite’ and ‘fragile’ body. It is
therefore also necessary to also establish how these wrestiers are depicted. This will be
done by examining coverage of the 2016 Rio Olympics to expand on how wrestlers were
depicted in print media before, during and after the event.

Covering female athietes during the Rio 2016 Olympics

The study below consists of an analysis of photographic taterial from articles pub-
lished [n the Asahi Shimbun, one of japan’s national daily newspapers.® Despite a de-
cline in newspaper readership, Japan still maintains a high degree of mass circulation
" and readership, with newspapers remaining a reflection of the 'social mainstream’.
The Initial timeframe is between 5 and 21 August 2016. Examining how )apanese
wrestlers are framed, the timeframe is then expanded to include the week prior to and
the week after the Games (29 july to 28 August 2016) in order to include insight into
the expectations and evaluations of the Olympics. The analysis then proceeds with a
limited textual analysis to investigate how the athletes were described.

The: analysis focuses on photographs because, as Margaret Carlisle Duncan
writes, while they seem to be realistic and objective, they are ‘never neutral render-
ings’. This Is especially true for the gendered depictions.* In order to examine how this
is done in Japan, the photographic evidence from the 2016 Rio Olympics was first cat-
egorized according to frequency (total number), date and sport, and then categorized
as the following: female, male or unspecified (the focus of the image did not focus on
an athlete).” In addition, the photographs were categorized by the following factors
taken from King: athletic pose, meaning ‘a performing athlete who is wearing their
team clothing whilst participating in his or her event’, and non-athletic pose, meaning
‘a picture of an athlete in a non-sport setting or not wearing their team clothing'.»

Because a long-term discourse analysis is outside the scope of this analysts, the
research offered here is limited to an eclectic methodological approach that obviates
certain qualitative aspects. In addition to these limitations, the analysis relies on only
one newspaper, limiting generalizability. The purpose of this analysis s.to add a per-
spective to a broader understanding of gender framing.

Results

In 393 articles containing 613 photographs, 36.7 percent depict female athletes, 50.41
percent depict male athletes with 2.94 percent depicting both and 9.95 are unspecified,
In contrast, the Japanese team at the Olympics consisted of 164 female (48.52) and
174 male athletes (51.48 percent).”s A comparison of the participation rate and cover-
age indicates a significant imbalance favouring male athletes. Female athletes won
seven gold medals, while male athletes won five. Despite being more successful in the
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gold medal standings, female athletes received less visual exposure than male athletes.
Comparing gender category and pose also shows that photographs of athletic poses
contained less female (38.9 percent) than male (60.27 percent) athletes, suggesting a
blas favouring males.

Thete are conspicuous differences in the balance in individual sports. While
visual coverage of badminton and wrestling are dominated by female athletes, photo-
graphs of football, gymnastics, judo, rugby, swimming, tennis and track are dominated
by men. Especially coverage of football, tennis, and track are male dominated, with
93.75, 100, and 84.85 percent, respectively. Overall, male athletes receive a clear advan-
tage in total photographic coverage. Nevertheless, there are sports that deviate from
this rule, most notably wrestling, a sport easily associated with masculinity but clearly
dominated by female athletes in terms of coverage. For this reason, the following sec-
tion further explores how wrestlers were depicted during the Rio Olymplcs.

Wrestling

Wrestling has been an official Olympic event since 1904. However, the women’s event
was only added a century later, during the 2004 Olympic Games.’ Succinctly, wrestling
is a sport in which two athletes face each other off in a-circular ring; and the goalis to
pin down ene’s opponent, or win by points for specific moves. Necessarily, the sport
requires musculature to ensure strong physical fitness. When looking at the existing
research explored earlier focusing on European and Anglophone media, the conclusion
that ‘musculature on a female Is considered [..] socially unacceptable’™ strongly sug-
gests that female athletes face marginalization within the sport and in the media.®
This s consistent with the idea of ‘“natural” differences between the sexes’, in this
case musculature, which s percelved as naturally mascullne.® If this conclusion can
be generalized across media and sport internationally, including Japan, the visual ren-
dering of female athletes such as wrestlers, who have significant muscié definition,
would clearly be a break from hegemonic discourses of femnininity.

It is an interesting development, therefore, that the fapanese photographs of
Olympic wrestling are quantitatively dominated by female athletes and depicting ath-
letic poses. Around 69.77 percent of this coverage is dedicated to female wrestlers, and
27.91 percent to male wrestlers, with 2.33 percent unspecified. In addition, the majority
of images were either the main image in the article, or above-text images (not placed
below images of male athletes), in non-sexua! positions, A closer look into this develop-
ment reveals why this is the case. Japan sent six female and four male wrestlers to Rio,
and five out of six female wrestlers won a medal, of which four were gold medals. In
contrast, male wrestlers won two medals, both silver. There Is a significant difference
in the success ratio between female and male Olympic wrestlers.

Analysing coverage in the week prior to the Olympics shows that female wres-
tlers were covered in four articles, and male wrestlers in one article: a list of the com-
plete selection of japanese athletes also mentloning the fentale wrestlers. The three
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remaining articles contained two extensive descriptions of female wrestlers {Rio Wa-
tari and Eri Tdsaka),® and one reference to the consistent success of another fernale
wrestler (Saori Yoshida).® Similarly, the coverage of wrestling during the Olympics was
heavily skewed towards female wrestlers (63.29 percent}, increasing to 75:86 percent
in the week after the Olympics. In comparison, male athletes received 36.71 percent
during, and 32.74 percent of wrestling coverage following the Olymplcs. This indicates
not only a clear expectation that female wrestlers were more likely to win medals than
male wrestlers at the 2016 Olympics, but also shows that national success as such
greatly affected the amount of attention athletes received during and after the Games.

Despite wrestli‘ng being a spoft easily associated with masculinity, Japahese fe-
male wrestlers received more coverage than male wrestlers. Interestingly, this is also
the case in terms of visual coverage depicting athletic poses, Musculature, a physical
attribute considered ‘masculine’ and necessary for wrestling, did not prevent female
wrestlers from being deplcted more, especially in athletic poses, than male wrastlers,
despite contradicting the historically constructed conservative female body as petite
and fraglie. Moreover, there is a strong qualitative gap In the textual coverage between
the female and male athletes,

A comparison between two silver medal winners, Saori Yoshida and Rel Higu-
chi, female and male wrestlers respectively, clearly highlights this gap. Higuchi was
mentioned in three articles that described his past, his match(es), a quote by him or
cencerning him, or a personal aspect, with the remainder of his mentions being limited
to his achjevement in single sentences or in a chart showcasing the overall Japanese
standings. in contrast, Yoshida was covered in 25 articles, ranging from an overview
of her achievements, descriptions of her matches, to investigations inte her private
life. The same applted to the other wrestlers, with a majority of coverage dedicated to
female wrestlers. The reason for this is the consistent international success of female
wrestlers:

Japan’s female wrestling has become the strongest. ‘Having become targeted
by the world, it [wrestling] wil! likely become even fiercer during the 2020 To-

~ kyo Olympics’ according to Miyazawa. However, she believes that the Japanese
women, with their high pride and tough mental fortitude, will be able to strike
back at this pressure.®

Nevertheless, it is commaon for coverage to relapse into a more amblvalent pesition, as
a plece written by Mitsuru Satd, a former Olympic male wrestler and gold medallist,
shows:

However, even though Japanese women occupy the top layer, the population of
competitors is small. Supporting them are the people from the All Japan Boys
and Girls Wrestling. There are only a few examples of countries where, like in
Japan, girls can stand on the mat together with boys.®
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Despite the fact that the men are less successful at this stage and that there is no
evidence of the validity of the above argument, Satd stil} attributes the success of fe-
male wrestlers to the unique system in Japan that allows them to compete with male
wrestlers. Similarly, the strict malé coach as the guiding father figure, reminiscent of
the Orlental Witches, still persists. Gold medallist Sara Doshd's training serves as an
example: .
Her [Sara Doshd] supervisor was Saori Yoshida's (33) father, Mr. Eikatsu. The
supervision was strict. He would correct the position of toes and hands by the
millimetre. Her mother Ms. Yiko (47) says ‘When she could not do ft, he would
always get angry’s

The title of the article also strongly reinforces the Idea that Doshd’s success is not her
own, but the result of people supporting her: 'Doshd, it is because of the support. (.1’
Female wrestlers are also presented as more emoticnal, with coverage focusing less on
their technique or their training, but rather contributing their success to other factors:

That day three Japanese female wrestlers all perfoermed great last-moment re-
versals and they all won a gold medal. A champion can become one even under
such circumstances. L.} it reaily is about heart and not technique. These were
two days in which | experienced the female athletes’ attitude of never giving up.
| was agaln taught the splendour of fighting until the very end.®

The success of the three female wrestlers is not attributed to their years of training
and effort, but to their willpower, their *heart’ and their attitude of ‘never giving up’.
The following excerpt highlights the contrast between how female and male athletes
are described:

In Rio, even with the former champion as a powerful opponent, he [Higuchil
brought out techniques taught by Mr. Yumoto, such as a single foot tackle, and
bending one’s arm around your opponent to bring down his: position. Accord-
ing to Mr. Yumoto, who watched the game as a television commentator: 'He
remained in a state of high concentration and constant movement’.%

Two points of interest arise In this compartson: the description of how the athletes
were trained and the role of the coach. Bullding on the idea that women simply need
‘more attention’ when training, Doshd’s trainer is described as strict (male) guiding
figure that needed to correct her techniques by the millimetre. in an amazing contrast,
Higuchl is simply described as having learnt techniques taught to him, with little refer-
ence to correction or disciplinary action from his trainer, Mr. Yumoto.

It is evident that, despite the progress in quantitative terms, gender equity In
qualitative terms Is still lagging. However, there are indications that progress is con-
tinuing, with themes such as marriage and child rearing being rare among both female
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and male athletes. In addition, women are neither subservient to male athletes with
regard to photograph location, nor overtly sexualized in their visual depictions, even
surpassing male athletes in athletic depictions. This shows that female wrestlers in
Japan are pushing hard against the boundaries of what Is ‘appropriate’ in terms of be-
ing successful as an athlete in a sport that strongly contradicts the idea that Japanese
women are fragile and weak.

Conclusion

The majority of studies concerning gendered depictions n sport In the media have fo-
cused on Anglophone and European cases. This inherent bias prevents a deeper under-
standing of how gendered ideologies are expressed in media outside of this region. This
article wants to expand that scope. In doing so, it shows that certain aspects of gen-
dered depictions already found in existing studies are also prevalent in Japanese media.
Nevertheless, the study of wrestling in Japanese print media also guestions certain
aspects concerning the dichotomisation of ‘appropriate’ femininity and masculinity.
The case of wrestling In Japan is exceptlonally enlightening, especially when conslder-
ing the historical development of female athleticism in the country. It shows that suc-
cess can supersede gender and greatly affect the media attention an athlete receives
in Japan. This is interesting when considering that wrestling does not fall into the
category of ‘attractive’ sports explored in earlier reséarch. It requires musculature, an
attribute associated with masculinity, Yet, visual representations of fernale wrestlers In
athletic poses are not consistently placed in subservient positions to visual renderings
of male athletes, nor are the images overly sexualized. Moreover, female wrestlers have
received a great deal more textual coverage than male wrestlers, with expectations
of success, and actual success, considerably affecting the amount of attention these
athletes have received, as is clear in both television coverage of the 2012 London, and
print media coverage of the 2016 Rio Olympics. Success has allowed Japanese female
wrestlers to shift their representation in the media, pushing the boundaries of ‘appro-
priateness’ for women in sport in Japan. Although this seems like a logical conclusion,
it Is notable that media attention in Japan can balloon even in a sport that strongly
contradicts hegemonic discourses of femininity. Nevertheless, it is evident that domi-
nant gender ideclogies are still strongly embedded in the qualitative descriptions of
female athletes, reminiscent of the ‘symbolic annihilation’ that female athletes cutside
of Japan also face. In this aspect Japan does not necessarily deviate from the studies
concerning European and Anglophone media. This is apparent in Kobayashi’s analysis
of the 2012 London Olympics, with female athletes being described in more emotional
terms, manifesting itself in coverage during the 2016 Rio Olympics as well. Further-
more, the male coach is still persistently portrayed as a guiding figure. Following this
trajectory, the success of female athletes is removed from their individual efforts, and
rather framed as a supposed effect of their environment. This is opposed as to how,
far example, Japanese maie wrestlers are portrayed as owing more to their individual
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abilities. It can be concluded, therefore, that despite female wrestlers’ push against the
boundaries of the Japanese woman as simply a ‘fragile’ homemaker and shifting whay
is considered ‘appropriate’ for women through individual success, news coverage of
female athletes still has a long way to go. Nevertheless, from the analysis of Japanese
media coverage of Olympic wrestling it is alsd clear that successful female athletes are
receiving widespread attention in a sport contradicting the dominant ideals of femni-
ninity, problematizing the generalizability of the argurment that fémale athletes are
only gaining ground in media coverage of what are considered ‘feminine appropriate’
and ‘attractive’ sports,
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