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Abstract
Converging Media and Divergent Bodies:

Articulations of Powerful Women in the Ultimate Fighting Championship

Jennifer McClearen

Chair of the Supervisory Committee
Associate Professor Ralina Joseph
Department of Communication

Most television channels, websites, mobile applications, and video games dedicated to
sports reveal a stark underrepresentation of female athletes even though girls and women avidly
participate in athletics. Feminist scholars indicate that the paucity of media coverage of women
in sports reflects a cultural disinterest in women’s athletic bodies compared to men’s—a
discourse dependent on pervasive gendered notions about women’s physical inferiority. The
array of media platforms for consuming sports and sports-themed content collectively reaffirms
athletics as a dominantly masculine domain. Curiously, media scholars who study difference
argue that one of the cultural features of new media technologies is the ability to provide more
diverse representations than ever before. Streaming sites, social media, blogs, and other digital
and web-based programs provide the capacity to customize and easily distribute content for
niche or previously ignored audiences—including minoritized groups. Scholars have yet to
analyze how some media organizations leverage new media technologies to revise discourses of
women’s physical inferiority in transformative ways.

Converging Media and Divergent Bodies: Articulations of Powerful Women in the

Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) examines how the mixed-martial arts promotion

produces and circulates representations of female fighters throughout the mixed-martial arts



(MMA) promotional organization’s transnational transmedia empire. The UFC media brand
includes Pay-Per-View fights, promotional spots, television specials, a reality TV show, video
games, documentary webisodes, and a subscription-based streaming website. The diversity of
UFC content and platforms is indicative of the broader trend of converging media—a
contemporary feature of media culture where audiences can consume, circulate, and produce
media in multiple ways. Converging media allows a proliferation of media content generated
from the top down or the bottom up and gives marginalized identities, such as women in sports,
greater visibility. Weaving textual analysis with ethnographic methods, I argue that the UFC
introduced female fighters in 2013 as an innovative sports media convergence strategy that
imagines difference (including gender, race, sexuality, class, and nationality) as central to its
brand identity. The UFC’s approach is novel in sports media and is built on a burgeoning
marketing ethos that believes increasing the type of representations available, via new media
technologies, appeals to previously disregarded segments of the sports media market (i.e. women
and/or fans of women’s sports). The organization is transforming some of the longstanding
cultural assumptions about women’s sports and their fans by promoting female fighters and
marketing to female fans. At the same time, difference becomes an ambivalent discourse that
fluctuates between essentialism and homogeneity in a customizable marketing formula. The very
notion of gendered difference, and difference more broadly, becomes flattened through market
forces. Converging Media and Divergent Bodies resonates beyond the study of sport or media to
theorize how cultural, technological, and economic forces influence revisions to our
understandings of the gendered body in contemporary society.

Converging Media and Divergent Bodies is an interdisciplinary project that draws upon

feminist studies, media studies, sports studies, and cultural studies to consider the UFC as a



cultural entity that operates within a contemporary social, political, and economic context. UFC
media is complex in terms of form, including platform, genre, and content, and in terms of
significance, such as cultural, social, and economic. I draw upon the cultural studies project to
consider UFC media as impacted by various contemporary conditions. I recognize that the
production, representation, and reception of female fighters operate in a particular context that
includes technological innovation, changing rituals of consumption, neoliberal logics,
burgeoning discourses of women’s physicality, and the increasing visibility of difference. This
particular context is important for forming my in-depth readings of specific articulations, or
moments, of convergence. Thus, I combine semi-structured interviews with critical textual
analysis to connect the broader context to my readings of UFC executives marketing across
platforms, of images and color schemes framing women on specific platforms, and of UFC
bloggers creating and circulating discourses of women’s fighting as both producers and
consumers. This interdisciplinary study illuminates the contested space of women’s physical
participation in converging media culture while simultaneously surfacing tremors in

longstanding ideologies of the gendered body.
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Running head: CONVERGING MEDIA AND DIVERGENT BODIES 1

Introduction: Converging Media and Divergent Bodies
People often brighten with recognition when I disclose that I am writing a dissertation
about women in the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC). Their enthusiasm typically

"9

verbalizes into “Oh, you mean like Ronda Rousey?!” I find it unsurprising that Rousey’s name is
synonymous with the UFC. She famously became the first woman to sign with the mixed-
martial-arts (MMA) promotion and sports media empire in late 2012. The white, blond,
charismatic, and hegemonically attractive Rousey was a Sports lllustrated Swimsuit Issue cover
model and one of the UFC’s most visible and highest paid stars through 2016. The UFC and
MMA media outlets have unanimously heralded Rousey as the impetus for the UFC’s creation of
a women’s division for MMA, a sport that merges striking arts like karate with grappling arts
like jiu jitusu. The organization’s president has repeatedly stated that Rousey singlehandedly
changed his mind about developing a women’s division in the first place (Rousey and Ortiz,
2015; Martin, 2013). The UFC even rewarded Rousey with the first women’s championship title
before she had ever finished her legendary armbar on MMA’s largest stage. Rousey’s
superstardom has extended beyond MMA to include movie roles in The Fast and the Furious 7
(2015), Entourage (2015), and The Expendables 3 (2014). Her rags-to-riches story even became
a bestselling memoir in 2015. For all her intrigue, for all her significance in bringing women’s
MMA into the limelight, I want to be clear from the outset: I am not writing the Ronda Rousey
story.

Rousey has been a significant factor in the growth of women’s MMA and the popularity
of the UFC more broadly; yet, as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) asserts, there’s a “danger

in the single story” or in focusing on one narrative to the detriment of all others. As I write at

length in this dissertation on the promotion of women in MMA, I examine Rousey; yet, I also
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purposefully surface other narratives, experiences, and discourses that may be forgotten when
feminist media and sports scholars examine this phenomenon some years from now. Consider a
lesser-known story about the first women’s bout in the UFC. The UFC signed Rousey to the
promotion first, but Liz Carmouche was the first women to set foot in the Octagon' to face
Rousey in March 2013. Liz Carmouche won this honor by galvanizing her Twitter and Facebook
followers to inundate the UFC with requests to book her for the first women’s fight. Carmouche
affectionately calls her fans the “lizbos”—a combination of the words “Liz” and “lezbos” to
proudly signal her out lesbian identity and her virtual relationship with a dedicated group of fans.
In the end, the mixed-race, lesbian, masculine-presenting, and former U.S. marine became the
first female fighter to set foot in the Octagon, crash through the UFC glass ceiling, signal a
moment when difference became a desirable marketing strategy in the sport.

Carmouche’s feat highlights a moment in contemporary media when difference of all
varieties, including gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, ability, and numerous other facets of a
multicultural society, have gained new exposure in legacy and new media. At the same time,
Carmouche’s engagement with her fans via social media demonstrates how an ever-expanding
array of media platforms circulate diverse content at rapid rates. These two features of modern
society—a highly networked system of media content and the increasing visibility of
difference— have not occurred in a vacuum. As the capacity for new technologies to reach
diverse and niche markets has increased, users now have a greater ability to locate and consume
content that reflects their individual identities even if those identities are marginalized in broader
society as evidenced by Carmouche’s lizbos. Henry Jenkins (2006) describes this “media

convergence” as a profound cultural shift characterized by a growing network of technologies,

1 The Octagon is the large metal octagon-shaped cage that UFC fighters compete in. “The Octagon” is a registered
trademark of the UFC while other MMA promotions usually call it a cage or a ring.
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platforms, channels, and mediums to consume, remix, and produce media. He emphasizes that
new technologies allow participants to engage a variety of media that was unavailable or difficult
to locate before. Prior to new media technologies, media executives judged niche content—
anything that falls outside the target white male 18-49 demographic—as too narrow a market to
address (Gray, 2013). For example, new media technologies launched the Asian-American
comedian, KevJuma, as a YouTube sensation when his “I Have to Deal with Stereotypes” video
went viral. The web series, The Misadventures of Awkward Black Girl, achieved popular and
critical acclaim for its representation of Black women. All the while, networks and streaming
services have increased programming featuring gendered, racial, and sexualized difference, such
as ABC’s Black-ish and Fresh Off the Boat, Amazon Prime’s Transparent, and Netflix’s Orange
is the New Black. New media technologies have facilitated a proliferation of media content
generated from the top down or the bottom up and gives marginalized identities greater visibility.
Streaming sites, social media, blogs, and other web-based digital programs provide the capacity
to customize and easily distribute content that has long been underrepresented, such as women’s
sports. As the UFC continually increases its promotion of women across these various channels,
the media organization becomes a compelling site to examine how discourses about women’s
sports are shifting.

My dissertation, Converging Media and Divergent Bodies: Articulations of Powerful
Women in the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC), offers a fresh lens by which to analyze
the production of gendered difference in the contemporary media context by deemphasizing two
established feminist critiques of sports media. Feminist media and sports scholars have long
highlighted the underrepresentation of women in sports media and the hypersexualization of

women in sports media and in marketing and advertising more broadly (Kane, 2013; Cooky,
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Messner, and Hextrum, 2013; LaVoi, 2012). These critiques are prevalent in feminist scholarship
because the underrepresentation and hypersexualization of female athletes remains persistent in
sports media. Women’s sports received only 1.3% of the coverage on ESPN’s SportsCenter in
2009 (Cooky et al., 2013) or 3.6% of the ESPN Magazine covers (LaVoi, 2012). Kane and
Maxwell (2011) and Cooky et al. (2013) argue that much of the underrepresentation of female
athletes in the media stems from longstanding discourses about who watches sports (i.e., men)
and what representations those demographics prefer to see (i.e., women as mothers or objects of
desire instead of powerful athletes). Sports media scholars observe that the media typically
emphasizes the heterosexuality and femininity of female athletes in ways that detract from their
athleticism (Kane and Maxwell, 2013). Thus, scholarship on women’s sporting bodies in the
media often critiques the sexualization of the female body and deemphasizes how other
representational practices and promotional strategies operate within the contemporary context.
This project instead centers divergent bodies—sporting bodies that deviate from percieved
hegemonically masculine and feminine norms that often dominate sports media culture and its
corrisponding academic literature.

Converging Media and Divergent Bodies brackets the underrepresentation and
sexualization analyses to offer a case study in discourses of women’s sports that highlight other
promotional strategies that have popularized women’s MMA. Digital media technologies
facilitate new opportunities and challenges for women in media culture by facilitating discourses
of women’s athleticism and physical power across an ever-multiplying range of platforms and
content. This project examines the cultural symbiosis among digital technologies and the
celebration of women’s physicality while still asking critical questions of the production of these

types of representations: who is impacted in these shifting discourses and who is excluded, by
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whom, for whom, and for what purpose? I illuminate the contested cultural space for women’s
sports in contemporary culture while simultaneously surfacing tremors in longstanding gender,
racial, and sexual discourses of the divergent body.

Converging Media and Divergent Bodies specifically examines how the UFC has
integrated female fighters into its numerous converging sports media ventures, including live
events, reality TV, web series, and social media. I argue that the UFC introduced female fighters
as an innovative marketing strategy that leverages converging media to imagine gender, racial,
sexual, and national difference as desirable and lucrative. I examine the promotion of white
women, lesbian women, women of color, and trans women® in order nuance how divergent
bodies become central to the UFC’s brand. The UFC’s inclusion of female athletes is noteworthy
in the sports media industry and is built on a burgeoning marketing discourse that believes
increasing the type of representations available, via digital media, appeals to previously
disregarded segments of the sports media market (i.e. women and/or fans of women’s sports). As
compelling as these shifts may be, I contend that the UFC flattens and commodifies difference as
a neatly packaged marketing strategy that obscures the cultural, economic, and social discourses
that create differences in the first place. It is these same discourses of gendered, racial, and
sexual difference that regulate the participation of women in the UFC even as the promotion
superficially celebrates difference. I draw upon the cultural studies project—a strategic
combination of theories and methods that aim to describe, critique, and transform cultural
practices (Grossberg et al, 1992; Kellner and Durham, 2012)— to consider the UFC as a cultural

entity that operates within a contemporary social, political, and economic context. Technological

Z Throughout this project, I use trans women as an open and inclusive term that includes a spectrum of trans
identities (including those who undergo physical changes and those who have not; those who display normative
genders and those that do not, etc.).
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innovation, changing rituals of consumption, neoliberal logics, burgeoning discourses of
women’s physicality, and the increasing marketability of difference are just a few examples of
contemporary context that form the backdrop for my research. I understand UFC media as
impacted by these various contemporary conditions and that discourses of women’s bodies are
always operating in a particular cultural, economic, and political context. Consequently, this
interdisciplinary project offers fodder for scholarly conversations in media and communication
studies, American studies, cultural studies, sports studies, and feminist studies.

Converging Media

The rise of digital media technologies in the UFC occurs at a moment in contemporary

99 ¢¢ 29 ¢c 99 ¢¢

culture when media is often described as “emerging,” “changing,” “shifting,” “evolving,”
“transforming,” and other “-ing” words that signal a profound state of “becoming” something
different than before. Henry Jenkins (2006) describes the ongoing technological changes as a
profound cultural shift. He labels this shift as “convergence culture,” or a cultural process that is
“defined through the layering, diversification, and interconnectivity of media” in increasingly
participatory ways. Jenkins understands convergence culture as different from a “digital
revolution” because “revolution” implies a complete displacement of legacy media. Rather, we
are witnessing the integration of digital and legacy media as no longer discreet entities but
intersecting mediums. Technology is changing rapidly and dispersing content at an
unprecedented rate when compared to legacy media, such as film, broadcast television, radio,
and print. Jenkins emphasizes the agency and engagement of spectators in this burgeoning media
system as a type of media culture where those who were merely passive spectators in an old

media system are now active participants in producing media content through social media.

Convergence culture, in Jenkins’ description, is not something that happens within a media



CONVERGING MEDIA AND DIVERGENT BODIES 7

platform per say, but within the minds of users themselves as they actively navigate and produce
media content. Thus, convergence culture leverages collective intelligence where individual
users are empowered to manipulate and create content.

On the surface, convergence culture seems to make the relationship between the producer
and consumer in the circuit of culture even more entangled. One of Jenkins’ central tenants in
Convergence Culture (20006) is that the proliferation of new media technologies allows for more
participation on the part of the user, which democratizes media and lessens the power of media
conglomerates as the central producers of media. New media technologies allow increased
engagement with media and less passive reception. For example, a fan of the television show
Scandal may watch the drama on-demand on her laptop computer while surfing her iPad for
Olivia Pope’s latest fashions in the show’s shopping application. The fan can later write a
fictional reimagining of the show’s narrative on her blog that revises the central romantic
relationship. The various converging media technologies available to the Scandal fan provide a
more active user experience than even a few years past. Technologies are changing rapidly and
dispersing content at an unprecedented rate when compared to “old” media. Jenkins underscores
the agency and engagement of spectators in the new media system, such as the Scandal fan
blogger, as “participatory culture”—a type of media environment where those who were merely
passive spectators in the old media system are now active participants in producing content
through social media. Convergence, in Jenkins’ description, is not something that happens within
a media platform, per se, but within the minds of users themselves as they actively navigate
across media platforms and produce media content themselves. Thus, convergence culture
leverages collective intelligence where individual users are more and more empowered to

manipulate and create content.
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Several scholars speaking from a cultural studies orientation to convergence culture
question the optimism with which Jenkins approaches the shifting media environment (Andrews
& Giardina, 2008; McRobbie, 2009; Turner, 2012). These scholars suggest that while rapid
technological change is evident, the emancipation of the user and greater access to media as a
democratic tool is not necessarily achieving the societal transformation for which Jenkins hopes.
Agency and emancipation is a particular point of contention for many of these scholars. For
example, Elizabeth Bird (2011) questions the agency of the “produser”— the hybrid producer
and consumer— by arguing that just because new technologies for media creation exist, it does
not mean that an internet-savvy average user is the new norm.” She highlights social, political,
and economic barriers that individuals face to accessing the technologies that would enable
convergence culture. Catherine Driscoll and Melisa Gregg (2011) stress that fan labor and fan
produced content financially benefit media industries and rarely the fans themselves.
Collectively, these scholars suggest that gross inequalities still plague convergence culture and
the playing field is far from leveled.

Jenkins (2014) later addressed some of the criticisms leveraged against “convergence
culture” to acknowledge that his original insights may have been more optimistic than his current
views of the democratic possibilities embedded in participatory media. Unlike Jenkins’ original
conceptualization of convergence culture, the simple act of empowering consumers to produce
media does not account for the power and specific contexts of culture that many cultural studies
scholars describe. Power not only exists at the level of media executive producing content but
also at the level of the individual participating in the social order. Power circulates through

various contexts formed across production, consumption, identity, representation, and regulation.

3 Prosumer is more often used than produser, but they both suggest the blending of roles between consumers and
producers, a process facilitated by social media and new media technologies.
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Since power disperses unevenly in the contemporary media climate, I choose to describe the
phenomenon as converging media in order to distance the conversation from Jenkins’ original
conception of convergence culture as a democratizing force that lends power to prosumers in
unprecedented ways. Imagine that an individual media user appropriates a popular text that has
been produced by certain individuals at a particular moment. That individual user transforms the
text into a meme that draws upon racist discourses to make meaning. Each subsequent click that
promotes that meme with a search engine algorithm collectively reproduces the racist discourse
the meme promotes. As the meme circulates across Twitter and Facebook it encounters laughter,
acceptance, hostility, rejection, and contestation as the struggle for meaning plays out in
participatory culture. Perhaps at some point the meme becomes regulated by Facebook’s code of
conduct, perhaps it does not. So, users have the ability to adapt and transform content in
unprecedented ways, but they often also contribute towards or negotiate social inequality while
only occasionally reading and altering texts in oppositional ways.

Even as cultural studies scholars debate the potential for liberation within participatory
culture, there is mounting evidence that converging media facilitates the representation of
diverse identities across platforms and genres. Herman Gray (2013) theorizes that as the capacity
for new technologies to reach diverse and niche markets has increased, users now have a greater
ability to locate and consume content that reflects diverse identity categories and interests. For
example, while the UFC may focus the bulk of its marketing efforts on promoting a few key stars
like Ronda Rousey and Conor McGregor on talk shows or in hour-long broadcast specials, they
also create short vignettes about lesser-known fighters that they circulate on social media and
feature on Fight Pass. These short videos are fairly inexpensive to produce and easy to circulate

within the UFC’s social media universe. Gray theorizes that prior to the rise of convergence,
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media executives may have judged niche content as too narrow a market to address.
Convergence allows a proliferation of media content generated from the top down or the bottom
up and gives marginalized identities greater visibility. Gray (2013) explains that even though the
features of convergence culture enable increased visibility of difference across a spectrum of
media platforms and content, visibility does not mean that representations are liberating or that
they highlight the struggles that remain for marginalized identities. For example, female fighters
have a growing presence in UFC media, but this visibility does not necessarily translate to
equity. Simply focusing on the growing number of female fighters does not adequately
interrogate the cultural significance of women in MMA nor reveal precisely how the UFC
depicts them.

The UFC’s attention to difference, as examined in this dissertation, aligns with a
contemporary trend in media culture to include diverse bodies onscreen at rapidly growing rates.
Scholars have recently begun to examine the growing interest in representing, marketing, and
branding diversity in popular media (Ouellette, 2016; Pham, 2015; Banet-Weiser, 2013; Gray,
2013; Beltran, 2010). Herman Gray (2013) argues that scholars of difference in the media have
to move beyond the analysis of content scarcity, i.e. the lack of diverse representations in the
media. Instead, he contends that the contemporary era of television and new media is a moment
of saturation and hypervisibility. Multiculturalism has become a key component of how brand
identities become articulated. Difference constitutes market segments and knowledge about
populations of audiences circulates in media organizations. Gray writes that
The capacity of American broadcast, cable, and digital media to reach precise demographic

targets based on marketable “differences” and to tailor content based on those differences
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articulates well to cultural discourses of market choice, public policies of privatization, and
postracial social practices of diversity and multiculturalism (p. 783).

In other words, racial, sexual, gendered, and national difference all become customized
iterations of a brand that desires to provide greater choice to a growing number of market
segments (Banet-Weiser, 2012; Aronczyk, 2013). Digital technologies facilitate this choice
because media organizations no longer have to rely on mass broadcast television as their sole
form of storytelling, which was a hallmark of 20th century brand culture (Banet-Weiser, 2012).
The UFC can customize their marketing and programming according to the variety of audiences
that make up their viewership. UFC cameras can follow athletes the week before their fights to
give the public a glimpse into a Black Muslim man’s daily prayer ritual or a mother’s
relationship with her young daughter. These stories are relatively inexpensive to produce and are
easily distributed on YouTube and circulated via Facebook or Twitter. An outcome of converging
media is the increased representations of bodies that diverge from the percieved straight, white,

middle class norm.

Divergent Bodies

The term “divergent bodies” takes on several interconnected meanings within this
project. On the most surface level, divergent bodies in the UFC are female bodies since they are
perpetually distinguished as different from male fighters. Weight classes bear the title of
“women’s” (i.e. women’s bantamweight), commentators compare female fighters with one
another more regularly than with men, and fans like to argue whether or not female fights are
more exciting than male fights. The sex-segregation of the sport of MMA maintains distinctions

between male and female bodies so that the primacy of a binary system of gender is maintained.

The sport does little to challenge this system even as it more readily incorporates discourses of
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women’s physical power in their own right. Beyond this concise acknowledgement of the gender
binary, “divergent bodies” more importantly speaks to two of the major intellectual interventions
within this dissertation. First, I emphasize discourses that depart from stories about the
sexualization or underrepresentation of female athletes. Second, I focus on bodies that diverge
from the hegemonically feminine norm. Entire books could be written on the sexualization of
hegemonically feminine fighters; however, that would simply bolster a narrative of female
athletes that has been told before—a “single” story.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) poignantly describes power as “the ability not just to
tell the story of another person, but to make it the definitive story of that person.” The incredible
power that storytelling has to make a single idea definitive. As I examine the recent history of the
UFC’s foray into the women’s divisions, I am mindful of Adichie’s caution for storytellers in
two primary ways. First, I am reluctant to emphasize narratives within feminist media studies
that describe the sexualization of female athletes. This single story permeates discussions of
female athletes in both scholarly and popular engagement on the topic of female bodies. In the
scant scholarship on women in the UFC published thus far, the female body as object or even as
subject/object has featured prominently (Weaving, 2015; Jennings, 2015; Weaving, 2013). As
with Adichie, my reservations about the single story make no effort to discredit that particular
tale on its own merits. Rather, I ponder what other stories may be told using feminist and cultural
studies lenses to better understand how discourses of women’s sports operate within the
contemporary moment.

The second way I understand “divergent bodies” is an attention towards women who fall
outside an assumed straight, white, cisgender norm. While the UFC has embraced the women’s

MMA divisions in compelling ways, the experiences of privileged female bodies become
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hypervisible while divergent bodies, including women of color, lesbians, and trans women, are
marginalized. Throughout this project I surface these stories of divergent bodies so that they
become part of the counternarrative of women in combat sports. The centering of these women’s
stories is decidedly a political act that challenges the hegemony of whiteness, cis female bodies,
and heterosexuality. A project on women in the UFC would be incomplete without an
examination of intersecting discourses of difference that circulate around these women.

Discourses of gender, race, sexuality, class, nationality, ability, and the body flow
through a variety of cultural sites, such as television, film, and new media, and knowledges; such
as biology, kinesiology, and gender studies. Cultural logics of who is physically fit, who is
capable of certain types of athleticism, who participates, and who watches are intrinsic to the
cultural fabric of sports and entertainment media. Thus, bodily epistemologies are embedded
rather than originating from any central location such as a singular media artifact or sports
practice. These discourses also have a material impact on who participates and who benefits
from that participation. Certain bodies are marked for participation early in life while others may
be marginalized—a discursive process that impacts the body. Feminist theory and cultural
studies have both demonstrated how the body can be socially constructed through discourse yet
remain material at the same time.

The discursive construction of sex and gender have been taken up in a variety of feminist
works on the body. For example, even though Foucault fails to theorize gender in his work,
Sandra Bartky (1998) shows how the Foucauldian concept of docile bodies produces gendered
bodies that are compelled to comply with the discursive norms of gender through dieting and
fashion. Likewise, C.L. Cole (1993) shows how sports draw upon discourses of science and

medicine, which media, educational, and governmental institutions sanction and distribute. These
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discourses produce particular types of bodies—ones that are gendered, raced, classed, sexed, and
determined otherwise fit and or able. Discourses of gender and sex adhere to “normalizing
technologies” that classify, place within a hierarchy and produce particular identities.

Numerous scholars agree that feminist theory has long been caught up in the defining and
contesting discursive constructions of sex and gender without attending to other identity
categories or the nuances of lived experience (Anzaldua, 2007; Christain, 1988; Collins, 2008;
hooks, 2000; Moi, 1999; Moraga & Anzaldua, 1983; Young, 2005). Materiality and
intersectionality take into account the variety of other subjectivities and experiences that make
up the category of women as well as the performance of femininity. Anne Balsamo (1996)
maintains that it is impossible to separate the socially constructed body from the lived, material
body because the body is always a “hybrid construction of materiality and discourse” (p. 12).
Felly Nkweto Simmonds (1999) illustrates this concept by conveying that as a sociologist and a
Black woman she can never divorce her body from her experience of being a Black woman in
white discipline. She writes, “In this white world I am a fresh water fish that swims in sea water.
I feel the weight of the water...on my body” (p. 51). Thus, she never navigates a world in which
she works and lives only as an intellectual, but she also moves throughout her life as a material
body who feels the interlocking structures of racism and sexism. Social and historical realities
that define and make meaning of those bodies and are always present, operating, and impacting
the diverging array of bodies that make up the category of woman (Young, 2005).

The nomenclature, “women in the UFC,” comprises a vast array of converging and
diverging subjectivities, including, but not limited to, mother, ex-military, blue-collar worker,
model, spokeswoman, lesbian, Olympian, Brazilian, Latina, and Caucasian. The fact that diverse

representations of women are visible in UFC media is noteworthy and indicative of a converging
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media climate that facilitates multiple images rather than a unified mass mediated one. These
divergent bodies challenge dominant discourses of female athleticism, hetero-patriarchy, and
white supremacy through multiple channels and screens. Converging Media and Divergent
Bodies highlights the intersecting discourses of gender, race, class, sexuality, and nationality that

inform how the UFC leverages femininities and difference to sell its media more broadly.

A Brief History of the UFC: From Human Cockfighting to Female Headliners

The UFC’s origin story provides a curious backdrop to the eventual folding of difference
into the brand and inclusion of women nearly 25 years later. The first event was held in 1993 as a
tournament of champions to pit various martial artists against one another in a test of martial
disciplines. As such, martial artists who specialized in punching or kicking might face
competitors that were experts in wrestling or grappling. MMA fighters would later develop well-
rounded skillsets included elements of striking, wrestling, and grappling. But the first UFC
event, UFC 1 in 1993 was arranged around one central question: which martial art and artist
would prove superior to all others when facing opponents with an unfamiliar fighting style? The
contest among styles displayed some infamous results that continue to impact the reputation of
MMA to this day. For example, the first fighters to enter the Octagon were a sumo wrestler,
Teila Tuli, and a much smaller kickboxer, Gerard Gordeau. Despite being the smaller opponent,
Gordeau won the fight with a kick to the head of his grounded opponent, a move now illegal in
the UFC because of the risk of serious injury. UFC 1 and subsequent tournaments were “no
holds barred” contests, which meant few rules other than no eye gouging or biting (“Brutal
beginnings...,” 2013). Part of the original vision of the UFC was to provide a forum for testing
true fighting prowess and hypermasculine ferocity—a forum that would be hindered by too many

rules preventing the men from using everything within their power to win. Thus, this origin story
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drips with aggressive rhetoric, displays of violence, and a fascination with testing the limits of
the male body. Women were originally excluded in this space because of patriarchal assumptions
about the female body as inherently weak and fragile.

The UFC’s early events brought in a particular type of fight fan: he was interested in the
testing a fighter’s will to overcome physical adversity and he could tolerate “no rules” (Fox
Sports, 2013; Gentry, 2011). He was not a mainstream sports fan, but rather he was an extreme
combat sport aficionado. The organization initially embraced the small crowd that gathered
around it in the early years and were not overly concerned with appealing to a more mainstream
sports fan. Throughout the 1990s WOW Productions and Semaphore Entertainment Group
(SEG) governed the UFC live events and pay-per-view broadcasts respectively (Gentry, 2011).
The UFC received initial success and generated a great deal of buzz within niche combat sport
circles, but had difficulty bringing in new audiences, which in turn made it a difficult enterprise
to maintain.

Early fandom around the UFC tapered a bit in the late 90s at the same time politicians
began taking notice of MMA. John McCain famously called the sport “human cockfighting” and
numerous other lawmakers voiced similar opposition to the level of violence displayed in the
matches (Vahey, 2009). Cable channels no longer wanted to air the events with such controversy
and the UFC lost a way to broadcast the fights nationally as a result. MMA moved underground
to the internet during the sport’s “dark ages” in the late 1990s and was maintained only by a
small cohort of media savvy fans who were writing about the sport online. The niche community
of fans circulated information via news sites, fan forums, and even a daily email list of
information (Fighting Politics, 2009). Effectively, new media-savvy MMA bloggers and

internet-based fans kept the UFC afloat during the dark ages of MMA.
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These dark ages illustrate a moment of transition between a media culture almost
exclusively dominated by legacy media and the emergence of digital media technologies. In the
90s, the sport had a dedicated niche audience but cable companies refused to broadcast the
events. Cable channels were still relatively focused on large segments of audiences and
streaming platforms were more than a decade away from ubiquity. Instead, being a MMA fan
during MMA’s dark ages required knowledge of burgeoning technologies to circulate
information about MMA, including building websites to host forums and blog sites to circulate
commentary and recaps of events. Casual fans were likely nonexistent because of the skills and
labor required to locate and distribute information. As a result, the UFC fan demographic was
predominantly young, white, educated, and male—characteristics that still constituted a large
portion of UFC’s core fan base today.

MMA might have faded into obscurity if two Las Vegas entrepreneurs had not decided to
purchase and develop the organization. Casino owners Lorenzo and Frank Fertitta and their
childhood friend Dana White formed the company Zuffa to buy the UFC in 2001 (Fighting
Politics, 2009). The three men bought the organization with the goal of making the sport more
palatable to a wider (read: more profitable) audience. In their first four years, Zuffa spent
millions of dollars in targeted ad campaigns in Playboy, Maxim, and Stuff magazines. They also
acquired Carmen Electra as their spokeswoman all in an effort to appeal to their target 13-34
male demographic (Gentry, 2011). The UFC’s reputation for unfiltered brutality had severely
damaged the UFC’s ability to enter the mainstream, try as they might to gain a new fan base
outside their dedicated number of followers. The brutality of “no rules” also impaired the UFC’s

ability to extend its fan base.
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Zufta lost 44 million dollars in the first four years of owning the UFC and came
extremely close to selling the company. Dana White and the Fertitta brothers began testing other
strategies for engaging their fan base because of their inability to appeal to mainstream audiences
through traditional channels (such as simply airing their fights on TV). For starters, the
organization embraced internet-based fandom early on because social media was an avenue for
free promotion when the UFC was failing to get traction in mainstream media. Dana White
proudly described the organization’s early adoption of social media in 2014, “We’re different
from all other leagues. We embraced social media. Our fighters would tweet in between rounds
if they could. We would let them do whatever they want with social media. And it’s been very
successful for us (White quoted in Cooper, 2014). White is signaling the early trepidation that
many sports media organizations felt towards social media (Jenkins, Ford, and Green, 2014).
Media organizations broadly feared social media as something that would be out of the control of
a carefully crafted brand. On the contrary, the UFC saw social media as an opportunity to
leverage their internet-savvy fan base.

UFC media is a particularly interesting space to study the impacts of converging media
because the organization has been so dependent on new media technologies to survive. When
mainstream legacy media shunned the sport, the UFC worked creatively through social media
and bloggers to spread their brand and connect their fighters with fans. Compared to more
mainstream sports leagues like the NFL or NBA, which evolved alongside broadcast television
and later cable televisions, the UFC is more a millennial rather than a baby boomer. The
organization has been dependent on innovations with technology to bypass mainstream channels
and promote themselves through new media. The rise of women’s MMA has occurred within

this particular converging media environment.
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Women’s MMA evolved in the shadows alongside the UFC and other men’s promotions
beginning in the 1990s. While rumors of women’s fights in Japanese promotions date back to the
mid-90s, the first documented women’s MMA fights took place in December 2000 with the
Japanese ReMix World Cup tournament that featured 12 female fighters from around the world
(Headrick, 2014; Green and Svinth, 2010). Japanese women’s MMA continued with
organizations such as Smackgirl, U-Top, and AX (Headrick, 2014). The success of Japanese
women’s MMA events later influenced U.S. based promotions to include more women on their
rosters.

Although other organizations in the U.S. dabbled in promoting women’s fights, Jeff
Osborne’s promotion, Hook-n-Shoot, has been recognized as one of the first serious attempt at
women’s MMA in the U.S. in the early 2000s (Green and Svinth, 2010). Osborne was a UFC
commentator and former professional wrestler who sponsored his first women’s fight in 2001.
Loretta Hunt (2012) of Sports Illustrated notes that later that year Osborne noticed his wife and
daughter watching a DVD copy of a Japanese all-women’s promotion called Remix. He was
fascinated by his 5-year-old daughter’s interest in watching women fight and believed powerful
female fighters could be role models for her. Osborne began planning the first all women’s card
in the U.S, which he called “Revolution.” He met a lot of challenges promoting the card because
sponsors believed no one would watch a women’s only event. The stigma against women’s
fighting proved strong. Revolution only received local NBC and Fox affiliate attention and
Hook-n-Shoot ended up losing $8,800 on the event. Despite the financial flop, Osborne said,
"Sometimes it's better to make history than money. This was that kind of show. It's one of my

greatest achievements" (Osborne quoted in Hunt, 2012).
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Julie Kedzie, a pioneer of women’s MMA in the U.S., remembers her experience in
Hook-n-Shoot in the mid-2000s as really positive compared to other promotions. She recalls
Osborne as taking women’s fighting seriously and avoiding the objectification strategy so many
promotions at the time defaulted to. In an interview with Josh Rosenblatt (2013) about the
history of women’s MMA, Kedzie compares Hook-n-Shoot to other promotions:

But I will say that some of the other shows that I fought weren't so good. I've had people

pinch my ass on the way to the cage. Sometimes the male fighters were really supportive

and sometimes they were horrible. I had one guy say, “I'm going to fuck you in your
mouth.” Just horrible, horrible things said to me. People not paying you much, people
disrespecting you, being moved in a card over and over again so that you're the last fight
of the night and no one is there to watch. All sorts of things have happened like that to
me, but I think that the struggle has helped me appreciate what I'm doing more. It makes
me more in love with what I'm doing. Now that things are easier, I look at some of the
female fighters who haven't had to deal with this because there's definitely more
acceptance.
Kedzie clearly outlines the misogyny early women’s MMA faced in U.S. promotions. Sponsors
and promoters believed women’s fights would not sell and the massive crowd exodus when
women’s fights were scheduled last on a card seemed to prove these assumptions. Jeff Dudek,
another women’s MMA promoter at the time, discusses the challenges of promoting women’s
MMA in the mid 2000s. He says,
I was shocked by the resistance I got. People called it a gimmick or a freak show or said

it would be boring because women were fighting. Venues wouldn't book us...Out of 10
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phone calls, I'd get two to consider it and the other eight would hang up on me (Dudek

quoted in Hunt, 2012).

The sexism against female fighters seemed almost impenetrable. Combine assumptions about the
banality of women’s fights with the harassment Kedzie describes and MMA remained a sex-
segregated space that was hostile to female athletes and fans alike.

Tides began to turn in the late 2000s when promotions like Fatal Femme successfully
produced women’s cards and EliteXC and Bellator Fighting Championships featured women
alongside men’s bouts. (Hunt, 2012; Headrick, 2014). EliteXC aired the first women’s fight on a
major cable television network in 2007 when Gina Carano defeated Julie Kedzie on Showtime
(“Gina Carano vs. Julie Kedzie...,” 2007). Carano became the “face of women’s MMA” for
several years when the impressive fighter and hegemonically feminine fitness model sustained a
successful fighting record and posed for magazines like Maxim. Carano also fought for
Strikeforce, which was the most visible promotion to include female fighters prior to the UFC.

At the height of her popularity, Carano fought Cris “Cyborg” Justino® in 2009 for the
Strikeforce women’s featherweight (1451bs) championship title. The fight was significant for a
few reasons. First, it was the first time a major television network featured a women’s bout as the
headlining event. The Showtime fight between Carano and Justino inaugurated the Strikeforce
women’s featherweight championship. Secondly, the press leading up to the event proved that
women’s MMA had an uphill battle. The fight was billed as “beauty versus the beast”
referencing Carano’s femininity and Justino’ more “masculine” appearance. Justino knocked
Carano out in the first round of the fight, which led to questions about her gender identity and

use of steroids in the court of popular opinion. It was evident that to be the “face of women’s

% In 2009, Justino was married and went by the last name Santos. I will refer to her as Justino throughout this
manuscript.
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MMA,” fighters had to conform to narrowly defined feminine ideals. Carano left MMA and went
on to star in action films like Haywire (2011), The Fast in the Furious 6 (2013), and Deadpool
(2016) while Justino has had to petition repeatedly to be included in the UFC, which she finally
achieved in 2015.

Zufta bought Strikeforce in 2011 and acquired a roster of female fighters including
Carano, Justino, Sarah Kauffman, and Miesha Tate. Several fighters expressed concern for the
women’s division after the UFC had so adamantly refused to include female fighters on the
roster. Miesha Tate noted her apprehension. She said, "I just don't know what's going to happen.
Now we're all under Zuffa, and the one man who's the big voice there can't appreciate women's
fighting” (Tate quoted in Fowlkes, 2011). The “big voice” who “can’t appreciate women’s
fighting” referred to UFC president Dana White who had adamantly voiced resistance to
women’s MMA for many years.

Later in 2011 up-and-coming fighter Ronda Rousey made an impressive debut in
Strikeforce and went on to beat Miesha Tate for the women’s bantamweight (1351bs)
championship title in 2012. Dana White took notice of Rousey and famously changed his mind
about including women in the UFC. He describes his decision to give women’s MMA a chance
based on Rousey’s impressive rise. He says,

[Ronda] has the whole package...I've never been interested in women's MMA. First there

weren't enough girls to create an entire women's division. When I talk about a superstar

or standout, people talk about Gina Carano and talk about all these others. I'm telling you:
this girl, she's nasty. She might be beautiful on the outside, she's a Diaz brother on the

inside. She's a real fighter and she's very talented. She has the credentials, the pedigree,
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everything. And she has the 'it' factor. I think she's going to be a big superstar (White
quoted in Thomas, 2012).
Notice White’s insistence that the “whole package” included being “beautiful on the outside”
and an impressive fighter like scrappy UFC fighters and brothers Nick and Nate Diaz on the
inside. For women’s MMA to take off, Rousey needed to have stellar fighting skills and the star
power to back it up.’

Currently in 2017 the UFC has three women’s divisions: strawweight (1151bs),
bantamweight (1351bs), and featherweight (1451bs) compared to the eight men’s divisions. The
UFC has featured numerous women’s headlining fights on Fox Sports I and on pay-per-view.
During an interview on the podcast the Fight Life, Dana White said he 100% agreed that
women’s MMA had become as popular if not more popular than men’s MMA. He also says,

It’s tough to find a sport where the women are financially taken care of the way that the
men are and that’s definitely the case here. In this business, it’s all about who’s the
attraction, who sells pay-per-views, and who puts bodies in the arena... One of these
things that happens in sports like the WNBA or women’s golf—*“they hit from shorter
tees”— or “they don’t hit as hard at tennis,” and all this stuff. Nobody says that about
fights! Fights are fights, man. And when you have two women who are technically
sound, and they’re putting on an absolute war, it’s fun...these girls who fight in the UFC
would murder 90% of the men walking around in the streets (“Dana White on Conor...,

2016).

> I have assured readers that this dissertation is not “the Ronda Rousey story,” but I would be remiss to exclude her
significance from a project on women in the UFC. Dana White would not have taken a chance on a non-
hegemonically attractive fighter like Cris “Cyborg” Justino and Gina Carano would have had to beat Santos to be
seriously considered for the UFC. Rousey’s “whole package” broke the threshold so it is now possible for many
other women to be included in the organization. Although Rousey’s stardom has dimmed following losses in 2015
and 2016, she remains important to the legacy of women’s MMA even as [ maintain that hers is not the only story to

be told.
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White identifies the ways that promoters have changed their views on women’s MMA over the
last five years. They no longer assume that women’s fights cannot sell pay-per-views or that
female fighters cannot put on an impressive show. However, it remains clear that being an
attraction, being able to sell pay-per-views, and being able to fill arenas is still paramount in the
fight business.

This brief history of the UFC and women’s MMA reveals a slice of the cultural, social,
economic, and technological shifts that have taken place over the last twenty-five years. The
UFC’s decision to reverse its stance on including women did not occur in a vacuum but has been
influenced by a myriad of factors that cannot be isolated to singularities. I draw upon the cultural
studies project to address this density and demonstrate the relationship among the multiple
reasons why women now have become a popular feature of a sport once called “human

cockfighting.”

Methodology: A Multiperceptual Approach

I position Converging Media and Divergent Bodies squarely within the fundamental
exigencies of cultural studies, rather than suggesting substantial revisions to cultural studies
theories and methodologies for the sake of addressing the “newness” of converging media. In
doing so, this work suggests a path for researching the complexities of converging media as an
object of study. Namely, cultural studies methodologies are attentive to the circulation of power
within culture and the specificity of context, which both necessitate a multiperceptual approach
to research—a methodology attentive to the multiplicity of factors that contribute to a cultural
phenomenon (Kellner and Durham, 2012). These attentions may be leveraged to explain,
critique, and transform the cultural context of converging media in the 21* century and more

specifically, the subject of this dissertation: the rise of women in the UFC.
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The notion of power within media culture is understood somewhat differently in Jenkins’
work than from the cultural studies project. Jenkins (2006) is careful not to exclude the power of
media industries in his discussion of convergence culture. He notes that even while he describes
new media technologies that allow for unprecedented user engagement, media concentration and
conglomeration shift industry power into the hands of the few. Thus, convergence is
simultaneously a “top-down corporate-driven process and a bottom-up consumer-driven process”
(p. 18). He places great faith in the power of consumers to affect change using “us” vs. “them”
divisions for consumers and media industries respectively. Yet, he never questions the power
embedded within consumers as collective groups themselves. Many cultural studies scholars
reject such clear divisions between “the media” and “the audience” or in the case of Jenkins’
conception of convergence culture, media producers, and the user/consumer. Grossberg et al.
view media industries, audiences, and content as all circulating within a cultural system where
different forms of power struggle over cultural influence, economic clout, and political
positioning in a variety of ways. They describe media industries, texts, and audiences as sites of
struggle with some groups having influence and some seeking to rectify inequalities. Unlike
Jenkins, they reject the notion of power only operating at the media industry level and investigate
power as it operates discursively throughout various levels of culture. Power resides in language
and hierarchies of knowledge; thus, discourse determines what is true or false within any given
knowledge framework or way of speaking (Foucault, 1979). Stuart Hall (1997) summarizes that
discourse “governs the way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned about,”
which means that discourse also limits other ways of knowing, seeing, doing, or describing
something. Discourse analysis illuminates the production and reiteration of particular types of

institutions and their human subjects in a circuit of culture.
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Stuart Hall and other cultural studies scholars provide insight into understanding how
discourse circulates within culture and how it may be contested across various media sites of
production and consumption (Hall, 2001; Du Gay et al., 1997). Hall’s encoding/decoding model
is important because he introduces a non-linear communication process to media theory. Hall
asserts that a) one communication event can be encoded in multiple ways, b) there is more than
one possible reading for any given text, and c¢) understanding the message can be hindered by
other filters. The encoding/decoding model provides a way to understand how audiences
negotiate power embedded in media texts; however, the model viewed the encoding and
decoding process as relatively autonomous. As a result, early British Cultural Studies scholarship
emphasized the analysis of encoded texts in order to identify the ways dominant ideologies of
race, gender, class, and sexuality operated and later championed how these texts could be read
subversively (Caldwell, 2009). When cultural studies scholars began to examine the production
of media texts to a greater extent, they found the encoding/decoding model too simplistic to
explain the ways that culture and power operate (Du Gay et al., 1997). The media industry could
no longer be viewed as a monolithic entity bent on distributing dominant ideologies to the
masses. Scholars have more recently advocated for viewing the circulation of culture and power
through a circuit of culture model.

In Doing Cultural Studies: The Story of the Sony Walkman, Du Gay et al. (1997) suggest
a more compressive look at how one may understand any particular cultural phenomenon as
encompassed by a circuit of five interrelated cultural elements: production (who are the
producers, writers, marketers, etc.?), consumption (who is it sold to and how do they buy it?),
regulation (what are the laws, approval chains, certifications, etc.?), identity (who are the people

at the production, reception, and regulatory stages?), and representation (what does it signify and
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how is it structured?). Du Gay et al. see each of these elements as possessing power and being
interrelated within a particular context, which means that these elements join together and form a
temporary link among these elements that is formed under certain conditions. Du Gay ef al.
(1997) note that understanding the ways in which these elements are joined together in context is
essential because none of the elements exist in isolation and each is connected and dependent
upon the next in some way. Thus, no one element can be studied in isolation because our
understanding of that element would be incomplete without the relationships to the context as a
whole. My dissertation follows Du Gay et al. by examining various cultural artifacts—UFC
media along with other media— within their corresponding contemporary context.

The second contribution that cultural studies methodologies may make to the
contemporary study of converging media is an attention to context. The term itself stems from
the Latin roots con, which means together, and textere, which is to weave. Context, in the
cultural studies sense, may best be understood as the weaving together of various forces and
exigencies to create the particular situations in which media cultures and artifacts are created,
consumed, and transformed (as stated within Du Gay et al.’s circuit of culture). Context is a
wide-reaching concept that urges scholars to attend to the vast array of social, political, and
economic forces that intertwine throughout cultural artifacts and locations (Ang, 2012;
Grossberg et al, 1992; Storey, 1996). For example, Herman Gray’s (2013) analysis of the
contemporary visibility of difference in popular media demonstrates a methodology attentive to
context. He argues that media culture is currently defined by “the alignment of several
interlocking histories including new technological capacities for representation, the
intensification and proliferation of difference, the spread of market logic to all aspects of social

life, and the reinvention of government” (p. 771). Here, Gray identifies how disparate sectors of
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social, political, and economic life intertwine to produce a contemporary media climate that
promotes the unprecedented hypervisibility of difference. He illuminates a growing trend, which
corresponds with technological developments, that encourages self-surveillance and the
celebration of difference. He further notes that these elements exist amongst rampant
individualization supported by neoliberal ideology. Gray’s project illustrates the weaving
together of cultural locations, forms, and structures produced within converging media. Each
element of Gray’s argument merges distinct aspects of society as interdependent and interrelated.
Each element reinforces one another to produce a particular media context.

Attention to context could also be a useful way to examine the growing popularity of
transmedia storytelling, a hallmark of media convergence. Transmedia storytelling is a narrative
technique that extends fictional storylines across multiple media platforms (TV, film, games,
websites, video games, etc.). In transmedia storytelling, each medium engages a portion of a
larger narrative that cannot be contained in a single medium alone. As such, to have the complete
experience of the story, consumers must glean information from various sources to have the full
picture. An attention to context within transmedia storytelling would be concerned with the
various elements that contribute both to the overall structure of the narrative dispersed
throughout media platforms, such as economic influences on the industry and audiences’ tastes
and expectations. However, a contextual analysis takes into account the way generic conventions
and professional codes inform each platform’s articulation of the story. Gunther Kress and Theo
van Leeuwen (2001) note that media texts adhere to particular generic conventions that impact
the ways that stories can be told. Drama, comedy, romance, action-adventure, documentary, and
reality TV each have particular formulas that influence and limit storytelling according to

generic boundaries. Furthermore, industry workers who develop content for these various genres
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and platforms operate within a trade with its own logics, rules, politics, and conventions. John
Thornton Caldwell (2009) draws attention to the ways that various levels of media production
operate through industry logics and “deep texts.” Industry logics include the assumptions writers
and producers make about their audiences as well as standards to which their work is to be held.
“Deep texts” refers to the correspondence that circulates within particular trades that establish
rituals of that profession. Taken as a whole, genre and trade conventions each contribute to the
context in which a transmedia story may be written, distributed, and engaged.

Cultural studies is concerned with mapping and transforming the ways that culture and
power are contextualized in an ongoing set of interrelationships. Therefore, the complexities of
converging media—i.e. the blurring lines between production and consumption around a
particular media text by a given group of consumers—are one such context common to
contemporary media culture. Unlike Jenkins’ conceptualization of convergence culture, the
simple act of empowering consumers to produce media does not account for the power and
specific contexts of culture that cultural studies scholars describe or that I illuminate throughout
this project. My analysis of participatory culture demonstrates that fans and audiences interpret
and circulate media using similar discourses as UFC media producers.

Choosing methods to study amorphous configurations of culture, power, and context are
not met without challenges for the cultural studies scholar. In fact, even arriving at a precise
definition of what constitutes cultural studies methods is fraught with complexity—a complexity
drawn from numerous scholarly discussions around the scope and essence of cultural studies
itself. Grossberg et al. (1992) assert that cultural studies research is by definition pluralistic.
They define cultural studies as beyond a discipline that adheres to traditional bounded methods;

rather, they see it as a political project that aims to understand the way power operates within
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culture and to use the knowledge gained to intervene. As a result, the political project must
leverage theory and method from “whatever fields are necessary to produce the knowledge
required” (p. 2) in order to produce the innovation the project aspires to create. Grossberg et al.
reject the rigidity of disciplines and assert “cultural studies needs to remain open to unexpected,
unimagined, and even uninvited possibilities” (p. 3). For example, transmedia storytelling is
typically viewed as stemming from a central authorship (producers and writers) that bring
various media platforms together to articulate different aspects of a narrative world (Evans,
2011). These previous articulations of transmedia storytelling could be leveraged in a variety of
ways in a cultural studies framework. Interviews with writers and producers might shed light on
the industry logics, trade conventions, and economic constraints that inform decisions to
distribute certain aspects of stories through particular platforms. However, as Christy Dena
(2009) argues, fan-created content is also important to the transmedia story because fans tend to
adhere to essential aspects of the storyworld that hold the overall narrative together. A text
analysis of the interaction between industry and fan-produced content demonstrates the way
particular discourses circulate in media culture. This approach may simultaneously acknowledge
the power of fans to creatively adapt and transform content but also show how dominant
discourses still impact fan produced content.

Grossberg et al. (1992) contend that in cultural studies, “the choice of research practices
depends upon the questions that are asked, and the questions depend on their context” (p. 2). In
this view, a variety of methods might illuminate how power operates in various aspects of
converging media. Kellner and Durham (2012) call this a “multiperceptual approach,” which is a
strategic combination of theories and methods to further the project of cultural studies. Although

these perspectives (theoretically and methodologically) are diverse; each show how “media and
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cultural texts are rooted in a particular system of political economy such as capitalism, or in the
dominant media and cultural forms of a particular social order based on relations of domination
and subordination in the areas of gender, race, and class” (p. 3). Each theory and method has
particular “ways of seeing” that illuminate some things and leave others obscure. By crossing
traditional disciplinary boundaries, the transdisciplinarity of cultural studies attempts to avoid the
splintering of knowledge about media and society along disciplinary lines. The ultimate goal of
cultural studies methodology is to critique domination and subordination within races, classes,
sexualities, genders, etc.; however, the tools of political economic analysis, social theory, and
cultural criticism are malleable according to the specific phenomenon and context being studied.
Kellner and Durham (2012) stress that this multiplicity of perspectives allow for a rich array of
complexity that can begin to assess the relationship between social relations, economics, signs,
symbols, and other cultural interactions with media.

Kellner and Durham caution that even though cultural studies research is pluralistic and
creative it should still be systematic and critical to avoid some of the critiques Paul Smith
addresses of “laissez-faire” methods. These arguments align with Ien Ang's (2012) discussion of
empirical research in cultural studies. She advocates for an adoption of the social science
methods of interviews, focus groups, etc. when studying audiences. She also advances “the
adoption of a self-reflexive perspective, one that is, first, conscious of the social and the
discursive nature of any research practice, and, second, takes seriously the Foucauldian reminder
that the production of knowledge is always bound up in a network of power relations” (P. 146).
In Ang’s analysis, a cultural studies project should both reveal one’s own stake in the research
and acknowledge the power inherent to the position of researcher. Ang demonstrates how

cultural studies may adopt the methods of empirical research while remaining focused on context
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and the role of the researcher and their power dynamics within that research. Ang and Amanda
Lotz (2000) both stress the importance of putting one’s subjectivity at the forefront of the
research in order to better situate the position of the researcher in the interpretation presented.
While Ang was speaking of audience research in cultural studies in particular, her assertions
around subjectivity can be applied to a variety of methods for studying converging media.
Amanda Lotz argues that subjectivity should be announced very early and thoroughly in any
research project in order to orient the research’s audience to the ways that the researcher will
read the evidence s/he puts forth. A researcher cannot divorce herself from her perspectives and
this is precisely why her subjectivity should be articulated at length when discussing her
methodology.

A multiperceptual approach to the study of converging media adopts methods to
investigate the context that creates, sustains, and regulates discourse while remaining attentive to
researcher’s subjectivity in the process. It is this methodological framework that informs the
methods and strategies for interpretation that I employ throughout Converging Media and
Divergent Bodies. Specifically, I analyze interviews with UFC staff and MMA
bloggers/journalists that I conducted, primary texts such as UFC Pay-Per-View fights,
webisodes, and social media, and secondary texts such as popular MMA media websites. My
analysis begins with the premise that discourses about women in the UFC are socially
constructed according to dominant power structures and flow throughout a circuit of culture. In
order to analyze discourse in this way, I surface what assumptions discourses make, what
hierarchies of knowledge they support, and what subjectivities they marginalize. Furthermore, |
explicitly articulate my subjectivities and personal stakes within the production of knowledge I

undertake within this work.
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My own standpoint in reading discourses of women in the UFC is central to the interpretations I
advance. I am a feminist media scholar, a martial artist, and a women’s self-defense instructor
whose research agenda examines representations of women’s physical power in popular media.
During graduate school, I became a UFC spectator when a new circle of martial arts friends
introduced me to the sport. I had previously assumed that UFC fights were more of a contest of
hypermasculine posturing than a legitimate sport. The more matches I watched, the more I
realized that even if masculine strength and power was a constant feature of the broadcasts, much
of the emphasis of commentators and fans focused on the skill and athleticism of the
organization’s diverse fighters from around the world. I was again skeptical when the UFC
introduced women because I feared the fan base might reject their inclusion or that the UFC
might overemphasize the female fighters’ sexuality. To my surprise, I have witnessed the
explosion of women’s MMA since the Rousey and Carmouche fight in 2013. The UFC has
recruited, booked, and broadcast numerous women’s bouts alongside its men’s fights thereby
facilitating a swiftly growing interest in women’s professional fighting. I would be remiss if
failed to acknowledge that the success of the women’s divisions excites me as a feminist
committed to challenging discourses of women’s physical ineptness and as a martial artist.

I watch UFC media curiously and ambivalently; I am excited by the level of exposure
female fighters have received for their martial skill, but am dubious of what their inclusion in the
sport means for my feminist values, such as racial justice and anti-capitalism. My ambivalence
surfaces throughout this project as I grapple with discourses of gender, race, and sexuality and
with inclusion/exclusion more broadly. My readings of UFC and MMA texts and the interviews |
conducted are all examined through these particular lenses: the respect of women’s athletic and

martial talent and physical power, the recognition that discourses of gender, race, and sexuality
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foster the inclusion and exclusion of particular bodies within media culture, and the
understanding that discourses circulates within context in media culture. Each method I have
adopted within the dissertation is interpreted through these lenses.

I conducted semi-structured interviews with five UFC staff, three UFC contracted
employees, and five MMA bloggers/journalists between July 2015 and April 2016. The majority
of the interviews were approximately an hour long and conducted over Skype and by phone.
Each UFC-affiliated individual was either a member of the marketing and public relations team
or a producer, writer, or director. Prior to these interviews, I explained to each individual that I
was primarily interested in learning about the decision-making process to include women into
the UFC and hearing how s/he understood the cultural significance of women in UFC media.’
My questions pertained to the recent history of including women in the UFC, why is women’s
MMA becoming so popular, what strategies the UFC used to market, promote, or tell stories
about female fighters, as well as how the organization used digital media technologies. With
these interviews, I was primarily concerned with the production discourses the organization used
to market and promote women’s MMA and how these engaged various discourses about
women’s bodies and sports. For the interviews with MMA bloggers/journalists, I asked similar
questions about the rise of women’s MMA and its cultural significance in order to understand
how discourses about the UFC circulated outside the promotional machine. These individuals

worked for MMA news sites such as the Bleacher Report, MMA Junkie, and Womensmma.com.”

% See the sample recruitment email in Appendix A and list of interview questions in Appendix B.

7 A shortcoming of this project is the relative absence of the voices of UFC female fighters. Much of my original
interest in this project revolved around the decision making process for a sports organization to include women and I
prioritized interviews with UFC staff initially. However, as I work to develop my dissertation into a book, I plan to
include more perspectives from female fighters to enrich the analysis. Just recently I interviewed Fallon Fox and a
female UFC fighter, and had conversations with two other female MMA fighters. An interesting theme that arose
from these conversations was the pressure to self-promote on social media. One fighter noted that she felt she had to
promote herself in order to gain more recognition with the UFC and schedule fights. However, by exposing herself
across social media, she also faced negative comments from followers about her appearance and skill as a fighter.
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I analyze hundreds of UFC and MMA texts to surface the dominant discourses
circulating about women’s MMA, digital media, marketing, and diversity with a special focus on
texts produced since 2001, when the company Zuffa bought the UFC and eventually introduced
female fighters 12 years later. These texts include primary sources such as pay-per-view fights,
fights on Fox Sports 1, webisodes, the UFC subscription-based platform UFC Fight Pass, and
social media posts as well as The Ultimate Fighter reality TV show, which is currently co-
produced with Fox Sports 1.1 also collected and catalogued approximately 50 secondary-sourced
interviews with UFC executives and marketing professionals and employees and more than 150
articles on blogs such as Sherdog, MMA Fighting, MMA Weekly, etc. and on more mainstream
publications such as Sports lllustrated, The New York Times, The New York Post, and The
Huffington Post.

I weave together textual analysis of a variety of types of media with interviews and
secondary-sourced MMA commentary by journalists, fans, and bloggers throughout each chapter
of Converging Media and Divergent Bodies. | build my arguments using these multiple sources
to evaluate how and why particular discourses circulate. The chapters are largely organized
around particular events, such as the introduction of a UFC reality TV show, the burst of feminist
rhetoric in UFC marketing campaigns over several months, and the coming-out experience of a
trans fighter. These are moments when discourses shift or become more visible through UFC
media representation or MMA commentary and moments that interlocutors designate as

important in some way. All the while, my subjectivities as a feminist and martial artist inform the

She describes the labor of self-promotion as also containing a great deal of emotional labor. Stories such as this
fighter’s might further enrich and nuance Converging Media and Divergent Bodies as it evolves into a book
manuscript.
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readings I produce and work together ambivalently to challenge, nuance, and celebrate women in
combat sports.
Outline of the Dissertation

Converging Media and Divergent Bodies examines the promotion and representation of
women in the UFC in order to understand how articulations of powerful women’s bodies are
shifting in the contemporary media climate. Each chapter of this project investigates the cultural
impacts of converging media with the concurrent discourses of divergent bodies. Chapter One
establishes the cultural, economic, and technological impetus for the UFC’s growing efforts to
market difference across its transnational, transmedia empire. More specifically, I examine the
UFC’s The Ultimate Fighter reality television show as a strategic form of transmedia
marketing—a particular media production logic within media convergence—to promote diverse
fighters and attract fans from a variety of domestic and international demographics. While the
UFC has used other forms of transmedia marketing to fold difference into its brand, The Ultimate
Fighter is an exemplary case study in the development of the sports media organization’s “we
are all fighters,” i.e. “we are all different,” brand. I demonstrate that it is these logics that have
shifted protracted stigmas against women’s sports to understand female athletes as a lucrative
endeavor for a sports media organization. Yet, by conceiving of each athlete and fan as different,
the UFC evacuates gendered difference of its politicized meanings and instead flattens it into a
formula for generating more revenue.

While Chapter One broadly theorizes the UFC’s strategic deployment of difference,
Chapter Two studies the representation of female fighters to illustrate how the UFC draws upon
pseudo-feminist themes, such as “strong is the new skinny” and “fight like a girl,” to market

female fighters across digital media and television. The inclusion of women in the UFC has
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occurred amidst the rise of what Sarah Banet-Weiser (2015) describes as “popular feminism,”
which includes an investment in increasing the self-confidence of girls and women via
consumerism and individualism. The UFC’s marketing and branding efforts emphasize imagery
and rhetoric supporting girl’s and women’s strength, fitness, and martial talent through its
multiple media platforms and content. They simultaneously position some of their fighters as
empowered heroines who challenge and contradict the disenfranchising effects of postfeminist
body discipline. This brand ethos imagines itself as rebelling against protracted notions of white
femininity as physically weak and fragile and instead celebrating self-discipline and individual
empowerment through health and fitness. However, representations of “empowered” female
fighters still essentialize who can and should be empowered. White middle-class women and
girls become the de facto subject of empowerment, while women and girls from other races and
classes are symbolically annihilated. Thus, the UFC’s discourse of difference vacillates from the
homogeneous, i.e. “we are all fighters,” to the essentialized, i.e. “women’s empowerment” as
actually meaning the empowerment of middle and upper-class white women and girls.
Difference is an ambivalent discourse within the UFC that fluctuates between a
homogeneous understanding of the concept and an essentialized version. The UFC constructs
difference as something individual and singular and something that can appeal to other
individuals who are also all “different” in some way. By crafting each fighter’s story as
overcoming an obstacle, the fighter may belong to a diverse UFC brand built upon individualism
and the American dream—something that UFC fighters have access to regardless of their
nationality, gender, or sexuality. Chapter Three examines how the UFC normalizes LGBT and

national difference as part of the tapestry that is the UFC’s “we are all fighters” brand. The UFC
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folds LGBT identities into a discourse of homonationalism that promotes normative difference
but clearly defines and rejects non-normativity in the process.

The distinctions between normativity and non-normativity in the UFC reveal that who
can be included in the “we are all fighters” brand is still policed. Chapter Four contours the limits
of inclusivity discourses by focusing on the coming out experience of Fallon Fox, professional
MMA'’s first openly transgender male-to-female (MTF) fighter. The interplay between
arguments for transgender acceptance and assumptions of fixed sexual difference circulating in
converging MMA blogs, radio shows, and in sports and entertainment magazines, maintains
barriers for Fox’s participation in the sport. I argue that regardless of the various debates for or
against Fox’s inclusion in women’s professional MMA, both sides reaffirm a patriarchal,
cisgender, cissexual system of power by exaggerating “biologically” sanctioned male physical
dominance and “innate” female physical lack. This final chapter adds to the previous ones by
examining the boundaries for women’s bodies in the UFC and by examining how consumers
engage with, augment, and circulate discourses to support hegemony with the sport. The case of
Fallon Fox illustrates how heteronormative cis-male bodies remain the benchmark of physical
power in MMA even as contemporary discourses of difference and popular feminism produce
images that may partially contest dominate ideologies of the body.

Shifts in the cultural discourses of women’s physical power are a particularly important
topic of study under Donald Trump’s presidency. In 2016 the American people elected a
president who has openly objectified, harassed, and disparaged women’s bodies throughout his
career. The democratic election of a misogynist publicly sanctions his behaviors against women
and further ignores the intersecting sexism, ableism, racism, and xenophobia couched in his

rhetoric and actions (see Levin, 2017). In the months since his election, I have seen an increase
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in the number of women seeking my self-defense courses. These women cite increased fear for
their safety as the reason they are seeking out specialized training. Trump has emboldened other
men to publicly and brazenly treat women as the president does. On my own “progressive”
campus in a “liberal” state a group of men violently ripped off the hijab of a female student
determining that her body and her choices were not her own. Other individuals wrote
homophobic and sexist comments on posters advertising gender, women, and sexuality courses
and activities. Hate crimes against women and other minoritized people have been on the rise
since the election (“U.S. Hate Crimes...,” 2017). The women now seeking out my self-defense
courses perceive their bodies to be under greater threat than in recent years.

I have hope despite the gloomy state of affairs under a Trump administration. After all,
his election did not create racism, sexism, and xenophobia in this country; his election merely
illuminated ideologies that have been bubbling below the surface for years. The concurrent
existence of the image of the powerful female UFC fighter reminds me that the fight for
sovereignty over and power within women’s bodies rages on. Powerful female fighters can be a

visual metaphor to assure us that just as one patriarchal domain can be smashed, so can others.
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Chapter 1: We Are All Fighters

The UFC’s 200™ Pay-Per-View event produced an intriguing spectacle of difference on
MMA'’s largest stage. To begin with, the July 2016 headlining fight was a contest between two
women—an impressive feat considering the women’s divisions were only three years old and
had previously been considered “an experiment” instead of a highly visible feature of the sport.
UFC 200 also presented the fight promotion’s first self-declared “LGBT champion” when the
Brazilian and out lesbian fighter Amanda Nunes ousted the American Miesha Tate for the
championship belt. UFC merchandize echoed similar sentiments supporting the LGBTQ
community at UFC 200. Fans could buy the ‘we are all fighters’ t-shirts that repeated the phrase
in rainbow colors to show support for victims of the Pulse nightclub shootings earlier in the
summer. Fighters were spotted wearing these shirts prior to 200 and affirming their support for
the LGBT community. This seemingly wholehearted embrace of women, including women of
color, and LGBT identities in the UFC is a stark contrast from MMA’s reputation from earlier
years. The UFC had long battled its characterization as a hypermasculine, bloodthirsty display of
violence and moral decay. With UFC 200, the sports media empire put difference, or a brand
ethos of ‘we are all different’ on parade in ways that fans watching UFC 1 in 1993 might never
have imagined.

UFC 200 took place at a pivotal moment in the organization’s history. Zuffa—the
company that owned the MMA powerhouse since 2001—sold the UFC to the talent agency
WME-IMG and a group of investors for $4 billion dollars, the largest sale of a sports league in
history (Rovell and Okamoto, 2016). A significant portion of the organization’s financial success

has been linked to the UFC’s transnational transmedia empire (Douban, 2016). In addition to the
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sporting spectacles broadcast on Pay-Per-View and the Fox Sports 1 network, the UFC empire
includes web-based and television pre-fight promotional spots, television specials, video games,
documentary style webisodes, an interactive subscription-based digital platform, and a reality TV
show called The Ultimate Fighter (TUF). Each of these media ventures offers some insight into
the production logics operationalized to fold difference into the sports brand; however, a closer
examination of The Ultimate Fighter reality show provides a rich history of the collusion
between digital media and difference that has facilitated the “we are all fighters,” i.e. “we are all
different,” sentiment at UFC 200 and throughout the UFC brand.

The Ultimate Fighter is currently co-produced by the UFC and Fox Sports 1. Each season
includes a cast of MMA contestants vying for the title of The Ultimate Fighter and a contract
with the UFC. The show features the familiar refrains of reality TV: competition, house sharing,
personality clashes, celebrity, and charisma with an MMA spin, such as training montages,
elimination fights, and current UFC fighters as coaches. When the show first aired on Spike TV
in 2005, the UFC spent 10 million dollars in filming and airtime to broadcast it (Miller, 2008).
UFC executives believed that the reality TV format would give them an opportunity to educate
viewers on MMA, introduce new fighters, and hold its first competition on a TV network (since
other UFC events to this point had aired exclusively on Pay-Per-View). Effectively, the UFC
employed transmedia marketing strategies to bring new audiences and exposure to the sport.

Transmedia marketing is a product of converging media and participatory culture—a
contemporary media climate where information and entertainment flow seamlessly across
devices while media producers and platform developers encourage a culture of liking, sharing,
revising, and making digital media. Marketers have adapted to this climate by developing

strategies that cross one media genre or platform to another in order to engage consumers and
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audiences in multiple media ventures (Jenkins, Ford, and Green, 2013). Transmedia marketing
transports “a story-world or message into a customer's everyday life through the use of multiple
media platforms" (Branch quoted in Carmody, 2016). The vast array of platforms and genres that
comprise the world of digital media each have specific conventions and practices that marketers
must understand in order to use effectively. For example, marketing with a 140-character word
limit on Twitter requires a different approach to marketing without fixed word limits on
Facebook. Since digital transmedia marketing has only evolved in the latter half of the past
decade, scholars have yet to scrutinize how this production practice functions or how logics of
difference become operationalized.

This chapter traces the development of The Ultimate Fighter reality television show to
establish how difference has become key to the organization’s brand identity and transmedia
marketing. * While the UFC has used other methods of transmedia marketing to promote
imagery of diverse athletes, The Ultimate Fighter was one of the organization’s first efforts to
market difference. I interrogate how the UFC folds difference (with a focus on gendered, racial,
and national difference) into the brand through the reality television show. I argue that 7The
Ultimate Fighter deploys a transmedia marketing strategy wherein difference is an ambivalent
discourse that fluctuates between essentialized and homogenized in a customizable formula. The
UFC appeals to difference in order to draw new demographics and grow its viewership through
audience identification with diverse fighters. This convergence of difference and transmedia
marketing has facilitated the splintering of a glass ceiling within sports media culture; never
before have women been more visible in combat sports than women in the UFC. In the process,
the very notion of gendered difference, and difference more broadly, becomes flattened through

market forces.

¥ A version of this chapter has been accepted to the International Journal of Communication.
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Transmedia Marketing and the Proliferation of Difference

Sports media culture is comprised of an ever-multiplying and ever-transforming
compendium of technologies, practices, and platforms that converge and diverge in the daily
lives of producers and consumers. Media convergence, a broad term for identifying how digital
media technologies and cultural practices intersect and engage with one another (Jenkins, 2006),
yields numerous avenues for people to consume and even produce sports media. Hutchins and
Rowe (2012) argue that there has been a “parallel readjustment of the sport media industries and
cultures” as the broader media environment has been altered with the increased use of personal
computers and mobile devises along with the growing popularity of social media platforms such
as Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and YouTube (p. 5). Digital media technologies have facilitated
shifts in creative practices of media production across professions and media industries. One
such example is the deployment of “a set of creative media practices” that media, advertising,
and marketing professionals use to integrate digital and legacy media called transmedia (Jenkins,
2011). In its most simplistic definition, transmedia means “across media, ” but signifies how
concepts, stories, brands, ideas flow across various platforms and genres in both predetermined
and organic ways (Jenkins, 2011). Numerous scholars have examined transmedia storytelling—a
narrative technique that expands a fictional universe across multiple platforms and texts, such as
Marvel comic books, films, television shows, video games, events, and experiences (Jenkins,
2006; Gillan, 2010; Jenkins, 2011; Jenkins, Ford, and Green, 2013; Evans, 2011). Yet, as Henry
Jenkins (2011) asserts, transmedia can be understood through multiple creative professions so
that “we might also think about transmedia branding, transmedia performance, transmedia ritual,

transmedia play, transmedia activism, and transmedia spectacle, as other logics.” Depending on
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the specific type of creative job and media content, each profession may understand transmedia
in distinctive ways. Transmedia marketing is one such creative profession ripe for consideration.

The multiple platforms and texts that individuals access from numerous devices have
necessitated a shift in marketing practices across a variety of sectors to accommodate consumer
behavior. Jennifer Gillan (2010) describes transmedia marketing as “the extension of the
promotion of one story over multiple platforms, with each adding some new content, while
conforming to the rules of the story world, and with each becoming a space in which the other
franchise elements can be promoted” (p. 100). Gillan understands transmedia marketing as
distinctive from storytelling. Transmedia storytelling seeks to extend a narrative across various
platforms and texts while transmedia marketing promotes various other franchise elements. Note
also that she uses the term “story world,” which suggests a fictional, narrative-driven space that
much of Gillan, Jenkins, and Evan’s work considers. Transmedia marketing takes its cue from
transmedia storytelling in that stories and/or brands strategically flow across platforms and texts,
but those stories and brands also extend into nonfictional media and develop organically rather
than just strategically.

Transmedia marketing practices simultaneously operate within a broader system of
converging media where difference is an increasingly central representational practice (Ouellette,
2016; Pham, 2015; Beltran, 2010). Users now have a greater ability to locate and consume
content that reflects diverse identity categories and interests and the growth of customizable
media for diverse audiences aligns with neoliberal market logics (Gray, 2013). Difference
becomes an individualized trait that each person possesses in some form or fashion. Media
organizations, brands, and programming provide multiple choices that diverse individuals may

select from. For example, Laurie Ouellette (2016) argues that contemporary lifestyle TV is built
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upon this logic of customization in order to reach particular taste groups. She explains, “the term
lifestyle also refers to the fragmentation of the mass market (and the TV audience) into
increasingly specialized consumer niches defined on the basis of demographics (age, income,
gender, race, ethnicity, religion, education) as well as “psycholgraphics” (values, attitudes,
interests, beliefs, behavior)” (p. 4). Sports media has adopted a similar proclivity for
customization. Victoria E. Johnson (2009) observes that mobile applications affiliated with
sports television “directly appeal to the individual viewer with strategies that emphasize ‘a la
carte’ information addressed to individual fan passions on a “micro”-scale, in everyday use” (p.
128). Gone are the days that the airwaves are dominated by an imagined audience comprised of a
singular desirable demographic. Instead, viewers may select from a broad array of programming
according to the consumer niche they fall within. The task of media organizations, then, is to
either spin their content to reach additional demographics or to introduce content specifically for
niche groups. Either way, the brand becomes imbued with difference as a key strategy for
reaching more consumers and generating more profit.

These flourishing representations of diverse genders, races, sexualities, and nationalities
in entertainment media give pause to critically consider what difference actually means in the
contemporary era. Ralina Joseph (2016) observes that scholars now use the term ‘difference’ to
mean race, gender, class, sexuality, disability, and other marginalized identity categories; yet, she
contends that there has been little interrogation into the precise definition of the term. Joseph
argues while difference in a popular sense means a deviation from some perceived norm that
often signifies marginalized identities, a politicized understanding of difference should be
inseparable from equity. Difference, as a concept employed by critical scholars, should attend to

structural inequities. The term’s predecessors, such as tolerance, multiculturalism, and diversity,
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have each been evacuated of this politicized meaning over time in order to tout ideas of inclusion
as values but avoid any real efforts to change structural barriers to equity (Joseph, 2016). Thus,
popular deployments of difference focus on individualized difference, i.e. we are all different,
while structural inequalities levied against minoritized groups remain opaque. Gray (2013)
further explains that even though the features of converging media enable increased recognition
of difference, visibility does not mean that representations are liberating or that they
acknowledge or work to ameliorate the struggles of marginalized identities in society.

The growing prominence of difference in contemporary media and the practice of
transmedia marketing in sports and other forms of entertainment media create cause for
analyzing the cultural shifts that this phenomenon creates. The aforementioned scholarly works
on the proliferation of difference across new media platforms provide a useful meta-narrative for
understanding the production of race, gender, sexuality, and nationality in contemporary media
culture. There has been less scholarly attention to the specific ways that sport media production
has shifted within a climate that is saturated with media platforms and content (Hutchins and
Rowe, 2012) or that feature difference more prominently. This case study on the UFC’s
transmedia marketing practices creates an opportunity to examine how the media powerhouse
understands and deploys difference through the creative practice of transmedia marketing and
sets the stage for the promotion of female fighters throughout its other transmedia ventures.
Furthermore, this chapter initiates a critical conversation threaded throughout the remainder of
Converging Media and Divergent Bodies about marketing practices that promote a ‘we are all
fighters’ ethos, yet, that firmly attach themselves to normative difference and eschew

nonnormativity.
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The TUF Formula: A Transmedia Love Story

To understand how difference has become key to the UFC brand identity, one must first
understand how the organization’s transmedia projects, in this case The Ultimate Fighter, have
become central to their marketing endeavors. The first season of The Ultimate Fighter began as
both a strategy to gain more exposure and a huge gamble for Zuffa, the organization that owned
the UFC from 2001-2016. MMA’s reputation as a hypermasculine blood sport had plagued its
ability to cater to cable television since sponsors and networks had been reluctant to aftiliate
themselves with the UFC (Gentry, 2011). Zuffa spent 44 million trying to keep the UFC afloat in
the four years after buying the organization in 2001 for two million dollars. The Fertittas—the
casino moguls who bought the organization— were growing weary of the financial drain (Miller,
2008). Zuffa began to brainstorm innovative ways to entice more fans to the sport out of dire
necessity. The Ultimate Fighter reality TV show was one such idea— a transmedia project that
bridged live sports television with reality TV in order to market the former through the latter.

The UFC case study illustrates a central difference between legacy and transmedia
marketing: the blurring of lines between what constitutes entertainment media and what
comprises the marketing of entertainment media, which creates an environment where one media
product can always market another media product.” With the collapsed delineation be