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Abstract 

The public relations failure of the National Football league during the Ray Rice scandal reveals 

historic and systematic mechanisms of oppression facilitated through hegemonic ideologies of 

masculinity, femininity, race and class. Using online media and Twitter as a site of intersectional 

discourse in opposition of these ideologies, the research conducted shows how the value, morals 

and ideologies of salient publics are in dissymmetry with the messages and narratives put forth 

by the NFL during this case and in historical contexts. 

 

Key words: NFL, Ray Rice, hegemony, race, gender, masculinity, femininity, Twitter, online 

media, critical discourse analysis, domestic violence, punishment.  
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Introduction 

On February 15th, 2014 when a video surfaced of Baltimore Raven’s running back, Ray 

Rice dragging his unconscious fiancé, Janay Palmer, out of a casino elevator, the NFL and Rice’s 

team released statements in support of his good character (Bien, 2014b). On March 26th, Rice 

was indicted on felony aggravated assault charges and managed to receive pre-trial intervention 

instead of a courtroom trial. In light of this the NFL handed him a two-game suspension on July 

24th. Then a video of the assault in the elevator emerged September 8th and showed Rice 

punching his fiancé in her face, knocking her out. Rice was immediately released from his 

contract with the Raven’s and suspended indefinitely from playing in the NFL (Bien, 2014b).    

Questions from the media and public arose in varying forms of victim blaming: “Why did 

Janay stay with him?” racialized undertones: “Why are black athletes always the perpetrators of 

domestic violence?” (Robtheidealist, 2014) and the lack of punishment Rice received: “Why 

does the NFL think it’s okay to suspend Rice for two games?” and “Why did the second video 

change things?” These questions have prompted me to interrogate how the media frames 

violence against women and if Twitter and other online media, such as blogs, mainstream digital 

news and sport media, have the capacity to disrupt, confront and challenge patriarchy and 

masculine hegemony in the sports world and civil and social spaces. The essentializing of the 

race as it pertains to the black male athlete is also foundational to understanding how patriarchy 

and masculine hegemony is expressed within sports. Further, by exploring the historical 

underpinnings of power within the sports-media-complex, this study interrogates how the above 

ideology has been systemically embedded into American culture and how they facilitate 

misogynistic and racial biases that reify the man/woman, black/white binaries. Subsequently, it is 
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critical to show how these binaries reinforce the subjugation and oppression of specific 

populations such as African-Americans and women.   

After the second video was released, Twitter became ground zero for protests that 

challenged how the NFL chose to handle the scandal (Bien, 2014a). News headlines and blog 

posts exploded with content that confronted NFL policy and how the league viewed women. 

Subsequently, the NFL began a campaign to bring awareness to domestic violence, but it came 

off as pandering lip service to quell the public outcry according to some sport reporters (Bien, 

2014b).  

Within critical scholarship, the historical contexts of hegemony in sports are seen to have 

their roots in racial and gendered constructions and pervasive oppression of minority groups 

(Oates, 2007, p. 84). Acknowledging that there are structural elements, such as language, 

behaviors and cultural norms, that work to make domestic violence invisible within the NFL will 

be crucial to my inquiry into why the NFL concluded a two-game suspension was sufficient 

punishment for domestic violence perpetrated by Rice.  

The literature I have used to guide my research has also facilitated my foundational 

questions: What power relations within the NFL contributed to the public relations failure during 

the Ray Rice scandal and how did social media activism and online media work to impact the 

balance of power during this time? Additionally, I will argue that as the case progressed the 

voices of publics that subscribed to dominant narratives of victim blaming, misogyny and sexism 

at the onset of the case began to shift. Through a process of critical inquiry by the media, Twitter 

publics and interested parties, a counter narrative was revealed and feminist discourse and a 

critique of the systemic imbalances within the league became the dominant narrative that defined 

the case  
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 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) will be applied to tweets that voiced opposition to and 

support for Rice and the NFL’s handling of the case, online media that perpetuated the dominant 

ideologies of the NFL and those who confronted and aimed to dismantle these hegemonic 

narratives. Through this methodology, I hope to show that the ideologies that once united 

stakeholders and the NFL no longer stand with the same strength. Further, by unpacking the 

discourse of the digital activism that took place as a result of the Rice scandal, I will attempt to 

show how collective digital voices succeeded in dislocating the dominant narratives set out by 

media and the NFL and how it facilitated new narratives that worked to emancipate those who 

had been previously disempowered.  

The NFL has become a symbol of American pride and culture. It exudes dominant and 

expressive norms and codes that are so deeply rooted in the American dogma that deconstructing 

them can only be done through critical examination of the power relations that reside within 

them. The patterns of power are not fixed and they continue to evolve even as critical cultural 

sports scholarship seeks to probe their meanings. It is imperative to continue the task of decoding 

the gendered and racialized sports discourse that works to keep minority groups in the control of 

the White patriarchal apparatus that is the NFL.      The digital voices of Twitter and news and 

sport media became the grassroots mechanisms of a public that refused to consent to the 

dominant narratives of power perpetuated by the NFL and sport’s patriarchal doctrine. The Ray 

Rice case became a pivotal moment in contemporary discourse that aims to reveal where power 

is located the American sport complex.   
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Literature Review 

 The function of this literature review is to explore foundational theories of hegemony 

and critical cultural studies and make the connections to current sport scholarship. This research 

works to interrogate hegemonic masculinity and how it is revealed within athlete transgressions 

and the organizations that seek to control the message about these transgressions.  

Power and constructs 

Power goes beyond the emblematic ideas of regimes, dictatorships and class hierarchy; 

its constructs reside in the social fabric of the status quo. These constructs seek to restrict 

knowledge and incite fear of punishment (Faubion & Rabinow, 1994, p. xv) and can be 

maintained through language (Fairclough, 2001, p. viii). In order to understand how and where 

power is located in sport and specifically the NFL, literature that explains the complex nature of 

power and hegemony provides the necessary concepts and context.  

 Social constructs of power such as class and sexuality have been examined as 

intertwining concepts through the critical work of Foucault. He sees the rise of bourgeoisie as the 

start of how sex and sexuality were controlled through contextual constraints of creating norms 

(Rabinow, 1994, pp. 334 & 339). Foucault’s docile bodies takes the construction of the physical 

body and translates it as a larger system of institutions that impose time and space constraints to 

regulate, control and correct what Foucault calls political anatomy. This describes larger groups 

of people, groups in which every individual is a part of the larger machine that is controlled by 

those in power (Rabinow, p. 180). Panoptic power, as framed by Foucault, serves as a tool for 

supervision and examination by someone who exercises power over the individual. The 

knowledge that one is continuously supervised ensures that individuals act in accordance to the 

norms of a society and functions as social control by establishing corrective behavior through 
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fear of punishment (Faubion & Rabinow, pp. 59 & 70). The NFL functions as an organization 

that controls the individual body and the breadth of human form and function that exists within 

it. By supervising, controlling and organizing the NFL body as a whole, the league’s power is 

legitimized as a hegemonic apparatus and its doctrine is consecrated by a consenting public.  

Fairclough’s (2001) Language and Power reveals language as a construct of power and 

how it is maintained and enacted through discourse. The connection between the two is the 

realization and articulation of how the production and reproduction of language is situated in 

unequal relations of power (p. 1). Fairclough aims to correct the “widespread underestimation of 

the significance of language in the production, maintenance, and change of social relations of 

power” (p. 1) by exposing the contributions of language to the domination of some people by 

others. Fairclough believes that freeing the consciousness of how language allows power to be 

maintained is the primary component in the emancipation of people subjected to unequal 

relations of power. The language that was used to initially report the Ray Rice incident preserved 

the dominant narrative evident in sport culture. The interrogation by the public to dismantle and 

critique the language gave way to an emancipation of consciousness and challenged the language 

the NFL uses to oppress women and encourages the black athlete/white athlete binaries. 

Hegemonic power  

 Gramscian hegemony refers to how a dominant class controls society with the active 

consent of dominated groups (Hearn, 2004, p. 53) Gramsci was concerned with mechanisms and 

the apparatus of hegemony that allowed the bourgeois class to assert dominance (Cox, 1983, p. 

163). These include structures and institutions within society, ideology, class, gender, culture, 

ethnicity and economies (Bieler & Morton, 2004, p. 87). Hegemonic power can thus be 
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articulated as a “form of class rule linked to social forces, as the core collective actors, 

engendered by the social relations of production” (Bieler & Morton, p. 98). 

 Gender and race function in the further subjugation of those oppressed by dominant 

power structures (Bieler & Morton, 2004, p. 90). Racial hegemony can be seen in the racial 

systems of hierarchy that work to oppress economic opportunity and perpetuate social exclusion 

among people of colour (Gold, 2004, p. 952). Gold (2004) uses a black-white model as a way to 

show “a vertical location of racialized groups within a system of stratification” (p. 953). Through 

this context hegemony can be seen as a dominant racial group utilizing their power to subjugate 

and oppress racialized minority groups.   

Hegemonic Masculinity 

This form of hegemony has been “ the pattern of practice that allowed men’s ascendancy 

over women to continue” (Connell & Masserschmidt, 2005, p. 832). Hegemonic masculinity is 

not the status quo but rather it is an idealized version of the status quo that incorporates 

hierarchies of masculinity. It requires all other men to locate themselves in relation to this ‘most 

honoured’ way of being a man, and it ideologically legitimizes a universal subordination of 

women to men. Hegemony does not demand violence be enacted, although that can be a 

component; hegemonic masculinity is a dominance that is asserted and replicated though 

persuasion, culture and institutions (Connell & Masserschmidt, p. 832). The importance of 

hegemonic masculinity in the discourse I am aiming to analyze will potentially reveal how Rice 

as an individual is described and defined by the media and social media discussions. Further, 

how violence and domestic abuse is talked about and externalized by the media and publics can 

reveal where hegemonic masculinity is located in the discourse and how it is reproduced in the 

NFL’s surrounding culture. 
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Hegemonic power in sports  

Parry (1984) argues that hegemony needs to be interrogated at the levels of control, 

funding, organization, folk idioms and process (p. 76). What Parry is arguing is that hegemony in 

sport is a fluid and dynamic system that permeates across cultures and relies on the reproduction 

of culturally relevant themes of hegemony to be maintained. Parry (1984) turns to Clarke & 

Clarke’s thesis that sport preserves a competitive individualism doctrine as a natural condition of 

humanity and is supported through sexism, racialism and nationalism (p. 77). Media coverage, 

which is informed by spectacle, immediacy, drama and personalization, reproduces and transmits 

concentrated themes and values of dominant ideologies, allowing it to be enshrined as a natural 

part of sport culture (Parry, p. 77). Therefore, sport and hegemony comes from the imbedded 

dominant norms that are reliant on its relevant culture and reproduced in media, which ultimately 

caters to the central ‘realities’ set forth by its stakeholders.  

In order to look beyond overt power in sports, McDonald (2006) argues that 

rearticulating power improves on the post-Marxist understanding of economic determinism in 

sports and media by incorporating Gramscian hegemony and expanding the theory of hegemony 

in sport to include race and gender along with the linkages and articulations of hegemonic power 

(p. 503). On the other hand, Bairner (2007) calls for a defense of historical materialism arguing 

that to leave Marxist thought out of the critical examination of sport is to not incorporate a 

“broader conceptualization of the material [and the] wide range of alternative determinants that 

affect the human condition” (p. 22).  

Whereas McDonald ask researchers to look beyond post-Marxist understandings of sport 

and media and Bairner advocates for a comprehension of hegemonic sport processes through 

class structures and economic systems of oppression and exploitation, Parry argues that these 
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ideas need to work in symbiosis in order to gain a holistic view of how hegemony is reproduced 

in sports. The main features of the NFL as it relates to theories of hegemony is encapsulated in 

how the organization is able to gain consent and control of the economic power as well as 

dominant understandings of the sport realized though nationalism, individualism, meritocracy, 

race and gender as starting points. For the purposes of this research, it is not enough to see the 

NFL through the lens of a singular hegemony theory; it must be explored through a multifaceted 

analysis of how and where hegemony is located within the organization as a whole.   

Hegemonic masculinity and violence within sport 

 According to Duncan (2006), being successful in sport is the very embodiment of the 

masculine ideal: strength, power, aggression, competitiveness and confidence (p. 231). Women 

in sport thus challenge society’s view of gender and the established order of men over women as 

their participation in sports can be seen as an intrusion (Duncan, p. 231). Cossett’s (1999) 

research centers on investigating hegemonic masculinity in sports and ties it directly to how it 

works to perpetuate male dominance and violence toward women in the social sphere (p. 245). 

Codes of masculinity are at the epicenter of how men are taught to view sports. Cossett sees the 

valorized routinization of violence in sports, expectant domination over others, especially 

women, and sexual segregation of sports supported by the vehement disapproval of femininity 

and weakness as cultivation for sexual aggression towards women (p. 246). 	  

Enck-Wanzer’s (2009) research specifically looks at the pathologizing of Black male 

athletes through white hegemonic corporeal inscriptions of those who are domestic violence 

perpetrators (p. 3). She notes that: 

Shifting blame from masculinity writ large to Black athletes functions to distance the 

accountability for domestic violence away from (white) masculinity and, thus, maintains 
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broader investments in masculinity and whiteness as interlocking systems of control 

(Enck-Wanzer, 2009, p.3). 

Duncan identifies constructs of masculine hegemony and Cossett attributes these 

constructs to the systemic embedding of these codes within American culture. Enck-Wanzer 

takes this one step further and cites race as a predominant factor within the nexus of white 

hegemonic masculinity.  

During the Rice scandal hegemonic masculinity was brought to the surface through 

Twitter, other online media and executive branches of the NFL. I will attempt to examines codes 

of hegemonic masculinity that are embedded in the NFL and how misogynistic ideology in 

American culture is reflected through male dominated sport and how this is enacted through 

language.  

Hashtag activism on Twitter 

 Digital media has been a mechanism for social justice movements to collectively 

assemble (Juris, 2012, p. 266). Juris explains this process through what is called a cultural logic 

of networking: An action set within a semiotic framework, this logic is “produced and 

reproduced through concrete practices of interpretation that are shaped by specific technological, 

social and economic contexts” (p. 266). Individuals are able to link to the actions of others, 

which can set forth new and diffused kinds of social and political networking practices (p. 266). 

Twitter has been used to disrupt hegemonic ideologies that dominate political, social, and civil 

society. The use of hashtags during the #Occupy movement served to mobilize and democratize 

media platforms in time and space (p. 268).  

Hashtags have become a new way to shape a shared political temporality (Pegoraro, 

2014, p. 4), that is that hashtags have an indexical component that allows users to become apart 
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of broader discussion by using the # symbol along with a word or phrase to connect to the 

broader dicussion. Twitter has become a disruptive mechanism in the way we consume and 

engage with media. Pegoraro sees Twitter as a way to bypass the traditional media model, of 

one-to-many and the single-medium framework, and facilitates a participatory consumption of 

media (p. 4). Pegoraro highlights the increased access of this type of networking as a way to 

document and contest media representation of marginalized communities (p. 5). Like Juris, 

Pegoraro sees the potential for new mediatized publics to form (p. 5). Tweeting about a situation 

or experience is akin to protest participation and allows for real-time engagement, community 

and a shared emotional experience. Twitter facilitates discussion that allows for the fluid and 

democratic spread of ideas and discourse, where individuals are able to see the multifaceted 

dialectic relationships that are occurring with the use of a hashtag (Pegoraro, p. 7).  

Hutchison (2010) sees Twitter as an acceleration of media within sport culture. Twitter 

within the sports realm is now the producer of stories, creator of content and is the foundation on 

which information becomes available and is replicated in the public sphere. It has incited a 

paradigm shift of how athletes, teams, marketers, sports journalists and fans interact with one 

another (pp. 238 & 242). Hutchison regards Twitter’s importance as stemming “from the fact 

that it is both constitutive and part of contemporary media experience, and a frame through 

which this experience is filtered and understood” (Hutchison, p. 238). The media sport cultural 

complex is already multifaceted and Twitter is able to bypass print, broadcast and analogue 

media and challenges how these forms of media operate. Further, Twitter operates on a model 

that does not require infrastructure, mass production or set scheduling (Hutchison, pp. 238 & 

242) allowing for real-time engagement between stakeholders and actors in sport culture. In 

order to show that stakeholders can also bypass media-gatekeepers in order to disrupt dominant 



Rendered	  Unconscious	  	   	   	  

	  

16	  

messages, this critical examination of Twitter use during the Rice case facilitates a deeper 

understanding of how public engagement works at this level.  

 Hashtag activism has been criticized for being a passive form of protest. What is vital is 

understanding why and how digital activism has become a productive mechanism for specific 

groups (Pegoraro, 2014, p. 8). Examining the online discourse during the Rice case shows that 

messages that were once a mechanism to spread and control ideology now face the challenge of 

multiple messages being set forth by stakeholders who refuse to accept the dominant doctrine. 

Research Methods 

The Ray Rice scandal can be seen as a seminal case in understanding how online protest 

and discourse can be used as an emancipatory factor in the challenging of hegemonic narratives 

within sports. By collecting tweets and online media that confront and conform to mainstream 

and organizational messages and analyzing them through Critical Discourse Analysis, I hope to 

show how collective digital voices have the power to disrupt these messages through potential 

critical interpretation and viral replication.  

Critical Discourse Analysis has been liberally and effectively applied to mainstream 

media (Hart, 2010, p. 16) because of the media’s power to affect and control economic and 

distributional power, which rely one another to gain strength (p.17). While mainstream media is 

hefty component in my research, it is critical to also examine the secondary texts that comment 

on the content disseminated be the mainstream. Duncan (2010) attests that, “secondary texts [act] 

as a lens through which primary texts are reified but may also be contextualized” (p.17).  Due to 

the shifting narratives of the case, it is important to understand the by-directional and dynamic 

relationship of the media with the reader and in turn, how secondary texts are contextualizing the 

discourse. There is vested interest by media groups to essentially give the reader what they want, 
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aligning themselves with the stakeholders that consume their content (p.17). As the Rice case 

progressed there is the potential to identify through CDA, where, why and how the shift in 

narratives began to take place and how the relationship between mainstream media and publics 

was negotiated through the use of social media such as Twitter.  

Discourse is an inherently and irreducible facet of social change and phenomena 

(Fariclough, 2007, p.10). Harvey (as cited in Fairclough, Cortese and Ardizzone, p. 12) defines 

discourse as distinctly related to social process along with power, beliefs, values, desirers, rituals, 

institutions, social relations and material practices; each acting as in a dialectical relationship 

with one another (p.12). Undeniably, the NFL and the culture that surrounds it is a primary site 

for the intersection of all the above components and CDA is a necessary mechanism to unravel 

how these components interacted with the facets the Rice case.  

Definitions 

The primary and overarching subject of my research will be Ray Rice and the NFL. Both 

were embroiled in scandal but whereas Rice’s action was criminal and the NFL’s was not, they 

both acted in a way that was deemed offensive by relevant audiences. For the purpose of my 

research I have identified a group that has been a major focal point in sport media inquiry: Black 

male athletes. Grainger, Newman & Andrews (2006) have identified this group as being one of 

the most heavily researched because of the extensive contemporary media coverage and their 

historical underrepresentation in the same arena. They further identify this group in an American 

context and exclude other minority groups so as to ground their research in a racialized historical 

framework of African-American male athletes (p. 448). My literature review covered what is 

meant by racial hegemony but in order to exemplify how this works in the context of the NFL, 

racial patriarchy should be examined to thoroughly interrogate the development of white male 
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supremacy as articulated through racial difference (Schloesser, 2002, p. 13). Twitter and 

hashtags became a predominant factor in the contextualization of the Rice and NFL scandal 

though digital activism. Hashtag activism is employed when Twitter users apply the (#) symbol 

to contextulaize their Tweet about a particular cause. It can be used to shape a collective political 

temporality and allows for real time engagement with a social issue or movement (Bonilla & 

Rosa, 2015, pp. 4 & 7). Online news and sport mass media are both key components of the 

facilitation of discourse during Rice case: “Mass media are relevant because they construct 

public opinion and facilitate collective will” (de Wild, Asimina, & Hans-Jorg, 2013, p. 3). But it 

is not enough to include only mainstream news and sport media; the purpose of this study is to 

gain an understanding of how specialized online digital media made it possible for public 

opinion to challenge the hegemonic narratives of the dominant discourse surrounding the 

situation.  

Data and data gathering – Twitter, blogs and mainstream media 

Twitter. In order to condense my data I focused on particular hashtags that 

contextualized the Twitter and online conversation. Using Twitter and hashtags as sites can allow 

researchers to code events through CDA and allows for entry points into larger and more 

complex ideologies (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015, p. 7). I turned to the Twitter Advanced Search in 

order to collect my data. While it is rudimentary and does not provide comprehensive analytics, 

it allowed me to choose a specific time frame, include search words and hashtags. This proved to 

be a sufficient site for collection.  

I obtained between 100 and 500 tweets from each identified hashtag category. I classified 

three overarching macro categories of hashtags that coincided with the major developments of 

the case. Within the two categories of hashtags #RayRice, #GoodellMustGo, I experimented 
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with combinations of these hashtags and other key words such as “Janay”, “NFL” and “Ray 

Rice” which enabled me to create sub-categories. A minimum of 100 tweets from each macro 

category allowed me to isolate points of increased engagement and trace the trajectory and 

evolution of Twitter discourse within each/or combination of hashtags related to viral 

phenomena.  

I identified three major discursive developments in the Ray Rice case that occurred in an 

eight-month period starting with the initial incident occurring on February 15th, 2014 and 

concluding with the second video being made public on September 8th, 2014. By looking at 

timelines published by SBNation.com, CNN.com, Baltimoresun.com and Time.com by 

searching with the key words “Ray Rice case, timeline” on Google, I found that there were three 

critical moments in the development of the scandal that coincided with four surges of hashtag 

use on Twitter that were in response to the developments. While there were many other 

developments in the course of the eight-month period, the following three developments became 

pivotal moments of online discussion and media scrutiny.  

 Digital news and sport articles . Online news blogs from mainstream media outlets such 

as CNN, Time Magazine and Fox News, local affiliate news blogs, personal blogs of individuals 

writing about Ray Rice, interested organizations such as women’s advocacy group Ultra Violet 

and sport specific blog websites were primarily procured through links posted on Twitter. 

Collecting online news content relating to the Rice case through Twitter became a vital function 

in linking how the media’s messaging was reflected by public engagement on Twitter. After I 

collected the blogs from each period of development, I followed links within the blogs that 

offered further content relating to the Rice case. This snowball effect afforded me a gateway to 

other relevant news reporting concerning particular events of the case. Blogs offer, “immediate 
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availability of rich, codified data…derived from the longitudinal nature of a blog” (Jones, 2008, 

p. 10). Further, blogs offer a less time consuming form of data collection for qualitative research 

(Jones, p. 9). Sports, independent and interest group blogs can be explicit in their opinion and 

offer insight into events and ideas that may not be readily expressed in mainstream media.  

I collected between 20 and 60 artifacts of online media that reported on the case, per 

development. Depending on the context of each development I had to adjust the level of 

saturation as the trajectory of the case splintered off in different directions. That is, as the case 

developed the reporting of the events diffused and new contextual perspectives began to surface. 

As an example: One type of reporting might communicate a comparison of Rice’s initial 

suspension of two games to other infractions in the league while others focused on the how the 

NFL views domestic violence within the context of power relations and ideologies of 

masculinity and femininity. As the case gained momentum, it became a multifaceted 

conversation that triggered momentous online engagement and information dissemination. To 

show its evolution and dynamic trajectory, it was vital that I attempted to include as many 

exemplary perspectives as I could to contextualize the event in its temporal framework.  

Wall (2005) collected blog data in the same way and utilized theoretical sampling to 

collect data from blogs in his examination of active blogs during the Iraq War. In order to assess 

a particular phenomenon, a number of select exemplary cases are chosen. Wall notes, that “there 

is no correct number of cases: the researcher stops when it appears enough examples of different 

forms of a phenomena have been collected” (p. 159). While this is a vague guideline, I 

understood it to imply that once I had identified major themes stemming from collected blog 

data, I could exemplify the dominant narratives that were evident. This method allowed me to 

collect relevant, concise and exemplary data that highlighted the phenomena without having to 
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cover the breadth of blogs that spoke to the Rice scandal. To collect the tweets I simply copied 

and pasted them into a Word document and as I went through and noticed different themes I 

would create a new document for a specific theme. I did the same with the URL’s from blogs 

then went through the document after and retrieved the text from the URL and pasted the content 

into a document. Everything was catalogued in chronological order and separated into the three 

developments and their coinciding viral phenomena.  

First development: February 16th – February 28th 2014 

I concluded that the initial video showing Ray Rice and Janay Palmer in a verbal 

altercation before getting on the elevator and the resulting video of Rice dragging Palmer out of 

the elevator, their subsequent arrests and the release of statements by the Baltimore Raven’s 

Executive branch, Rice’s lawyer and the Atlantic City police department constituted a defined 

timeframe of the initial event. The time period I identified was between February 16th, 2014 (the 

day after Rice and Palmer were arrested) and February 28th, 2014 when reporting of the arrests 

slowed down. The hashtag #RayRice was used to track Twitter engagement during the initial 

incident from February 16th to February 25th, 2014. I collected a total of 322 tweets and 20 online 

sources that reported on the event within the time period. During this initial timeframe the 

reporting simply communicated the facts of the event as they unfolded through statements 

released by the police and Baltimore Ravens.   

Between the initial incident and July 24th, the following developments occurred but are 

not being used as entry points for data collection: March 24th, Steve Biscotti, the owner of the 

Baltimore Ravens addresses the Rice case; March 26th, Roger Goodell addresses the Rice case; 

March 27th, Ray Rice is indicted on aggravated assault charges; March 28th, Rice and Palmer 

marry (although Palmer is referred to as Janay Rice in online media after their marriage, I will 
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continue to use her original surname throughout to avoid confusion); May 1st, Rice applies for 

pretrial intervention program and rejects a proposed plea deal; May 21st, Rice is accepted into 

pretrial intervention program; May 23rd Rice and Palmer hold a press conference; the Baltimore 

Ravens send out a tweet during the press conference stating “Janay Rice deeply regrets the role 

that she played the night of the incident” (McMurray, 2014); June 16th Goodell conducts 

discipline hearing with Rice, Palmer is present (Bien, 2014b). Each of these, while significant, 

did not seem to have the same effect on public engagement on Twitter concerning the case. I 

attempted to use the chosen hashtags and combinations but they proved to have minimal content 

from which to collect data. With that said, I recognized that these developments pertain to the 

overall context of my research and I did identify blogs and tweets within my chosen timeframes 

that speak directly to many of these occurrences. They will be covered in the results and 

discussion section. 

Second development: Two-game suspension July 24th- July 25th   

This event occurred when Commissioner Roger Goodell handed down a two-game 

suspension to Ray Rice for the incident that transpired on February 15th, 2014. Again, using the 

hashtag #Ray Rice I collected 168 tweets from July 24th to July 25th, 2014. Twenty-five artifacts 

of online sport and news media were retrieved through twitter and secondary sources (embedded 

links in primary sources).  This particular timeframe was the first pivotal shift in the macro 

conversations happening on Twitter and in online media reporting. 

Between the 2-game suspension and the third major development on September 8th there 

was only one significant occurrence that was related to the Rice case. On August 28th 2014, 

Roger Goodell admitted to failings in the reviewing and subsequent punishment of Rice. 

Simultaneously, Goodell announced a new domestic violence policy that increased the number 
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of game suspensions from two to six games in instances of first-time offenders of domestic 

violence. It did not have a visible impact on Twitter engagement but was widely reported on in 

sport, news, personal and interest group blogs. This event will be contextualized in the analysis, 

results and discussion sections of this thesis.  

Third development: Second video is released by TMZ, September 8th – September 15th 

2014  

This timeframe needed to be divided into two sections, as there were two instances of increased 

online engagement and hashtag use each relating to different contexts of the case. 

 (A) Release of video The celebrity website TMZ released a video showing what happened 

inside the elevator. It showed Rice striking Palmer with a closed fist; Palmer falls to the side, 

hitting her head on the railing inside the elevator and then appears to be unconscious. Up to this 

point the NFL denied that they were able to access the tape and had relied solely on Rice and 

Palmer’s recounting of the event during Rice’s disciplinary hearing. This event became the most 

significant catalyst for increased online protest on Twitter and produced a momentous shift on 

how the case was being reported.   

  I first used the singular hashtag #GoodellMustGo and collected 499 tweets from 

September 8th – September 15th, 2014. Simultaneously, Adrian Peterson of the Minnesota 

Vikings was arrested on child abuse charges and Greg Hardy who played for the Carolina 

Panthers at this time was battling a suspension for domestic abuse. In order to condense the data 

but not completely eliminate the context of the other players that became a part of the 

conversation, I found that using both the hashtag #RayRice and #GoodellMustGo refined the 

search and allowed me to see tweets that solely referenced Rice and those that included Rice in 

their tweets. From this set I collected 192 tweets and eliminated the ones that overlapped with 
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the above set. Finally, in order to find tweets that directly referenced Janay Palmer I used the 

hashtag #RayRice and used the keyword “Janay.”  

 Online reporting during this period diversified in varying directions during this 

timeframe. In order to grasp the breadth of themes that played out in the media during this stage, 

I collected 59 pieces of online media that covered not only the release of the tape but that 

contextualized the trajectory of the case and the broader underpinnings of violence in sport and 

ideologies of masculinity and femininity.  

  (B) Women’s advocacy group Ultra Violet reveal photoshopped image of Cover Girl ad 

shares on Twitter.  

On September 12th, 2014, a group called Ultra Violet enhanced an already altered photo 

of a model wearing Baltimore Raven’s themed makeup to make her appear to have a black eye. 

This satirized the ad campaign by Cover Girl that was created to promote the brand’s NFL team 

inspired makeup Simultaneously, the group had planes fly over stadiums with the viral hashtag 

#GoodellMustGo..  I collected 132 tweets that shared the doctored Cover Girl image. I retrieved 

17 blogs and pieces of online media that either reported on the viral replication and context of 

the image.  

Tweets 

 As I collected tweets on each development I opened new word documents for bigger 

themes that were clearly evident by simply reading the tweets. These categories might include: 

“support or in defense of Rice,” “jokes about Rice or the incident,” “referencing the NFL” or 

“referencing other players and infractions.”  These categories were initial loose descriptions of 

individual tweets. As the case evolved and I reached the developments that incited protest and 

digital activism, the categories became less diverse and more refined in their themes. Because I 
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started looking at the broader discourse and then moved to the voices of protest, the themes 

became narrower in their scope. 

Digital news and sport articles   

Each set of online media was categorized by the developments of the case. Once I had 

each blog in hard copy they were sorted in chronological order. I read every blog individually 

and highlighted where emerging themes occurred. Again, the nature of discourse evolved as the 

mainstream bloggers and media as well as the public began expressing their dissatisfaction for 

how the NFL handled the Rice case and the rejection of the messages that the NFL were 

attempting to disseminate. 

Method of Analysis 

My findings are presented in the temporal framework outlined above. Digital news and 

sport articles findings follow the tweet findings and then a summation of the development 

findings is discussed. Through CDA I describe the category of the tweets, which accounts for the 

formal properties of the text, I offer an interpretation which reveals if there are power relations 

and challenging of power relations or embedded contested ideologies, and I provide an 

explanation of how the relationship between the interaction and the social conditions of the case 

are negotiated (Fairclough, 1981, p. 22).  

Finding, Results and Discussion 

First development: February 16th – February 28th 2014 

 Twitter. Immediately after Rice and Palmer’s arrests were made public and the media 

released the first video, Twitter became a vehicle for public expression concerning the case. The 

primary theme that emerged from this set involved making light of the event or attempted to 

inflect a humorous tone. Rice’s 2013 football season was notoriously abysmal and many of the 
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Twitter users referencing the event found this as an opportunity to draw parallels between his 

playing ability and assault. The video showed Rice dragging Palmer out of the elevator and a 

number of tweets conveyed sentiments such as: “Ray Rice drags unconscious fiancée out of an 

elevator…first carry longer than 3 yards” and “#RayRices ground game maybe over, but the man 

has one hell of an uppercut” and “Maybe if #rayrice put this much effort in the past season, the 

#ravens would’ve been better #toosoon?” These types of tweets seemed to be less about a man 

inflicting violence on a woman and more about his athletic prowess, or lack thereof. By 

eliminating the brutality of the assault, Rice is not stripped of his status it is almost consecrated. 

Further, in the majority of these tweets Palmer is either completely omitted from the context or 

she is used as a proxy for a football: “Ray Rice knocks out fiancée and drags her out of a hotel 

elevator…+3.2 fantasy points.” She is either made invisible as Rice retains his status or she is 

rendered an object where her status is literally described as that of an object.  Enck-Wanzer 

(2009) describes how the elevated status of a sports star works in symbiosis with an athlete’s 

presumed hyper-masculinity and in some cases blackness, to exonerate the actions of a domestic 

violence abuser due to the expectation placed on the athlete to be inherently aggressive (p. 6). 

With this in mind, the above tweets convey that the assault is not the action to be admonished, 

but his athletic prowess.  

 Another component of this set drew parallels between Rice and other athletes or 

celebrities involved in violent crimes. O.J. Simpson, Ray Lewis, Sugar Ray Leonard, Chad 

OchoCinco, Darren Sharper, Ike Turner, Mike Tyson and Chris Brown were all referenced in 

this set. Lewis was prominent in this sub-category due to the fact that he too played for the 

Baltimore Ravens: “now that Ray Lewis is gone we needed a new thug to take his place”. Singer 

Chris Brown was also referenced multiple times. Brown was arrested and convicted of assaulting 
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his girlfriend at the time, pop star Rihanna in 2009. Every parallel drawn in this set referenced an 

African American male with celebrity status with the exception of two tweets that referenced 

Steelers quarterback Ben Rothlisburger and his 2010 suspension for sexual assault allegations. 

These tweets form a collective voice that reduces the blame of masculinity writ large to only 

black males with status. By doing this, the accountability of domestic violence is potentially 

dissociated from white masculinity and placed firmly on black males.  

 Referencing Rice’s race was threaded throughout this set. The term ‘thug’ was used 

liberally and seems to imply not only race but also criminality. Leonard (2006) describes how 

blackness signifies crime and vice versa and how the black body in the NBA signifies requisite 

regulation and surveillance of black players (p. 160). This is a narrative that is replicated and 

documented in sport and news media concerning the NFL (Greenberg, 2014; McWhorter, 2014; 

Barnes, 2014). ‘Pimp hand’ was another term that surfaced on multiple occasions within this 

racial framework. Collins (2006) asserts that the representation of the black male as a pimp 

evokes both violence and sexuality. Further, she notes that the body of the black athlete is 

imbued with structures of profitability (p. 311). These tweets redefine Rice as Palmer’s pimp, 

where he can assert his dominance over her by using his body to control her behavior while 

simultaneously diminishing and distinguishing him from his white male counterparts as a 

criminal.    

 Misogynistic and sexist humor, overt condoning of domestic violence and victim blaming 

was another significant theme that occurred within this set. Many tweets alluded to the fact that 

Palmer had spit on Rice and therefore deserved to be abused: “Lmao, ‘I’m not Ray Rice but if 

my fiancée spit on me I’d uppercut her too’ You[‘re] damned skippy she deserved it lmao…it’s 

still bad”. Others conveyed that they were sure that Rice was provoked: “Ray Rice knocked out 
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his GF...I wonder what she did” or that they sympathized with his situation: “@RayRice27 We 

all make mistakes, bud. I savagely beat my ex up as well a few years back. Found out real fast 

who my real ‘friends’ were.” This category was rife with misogynistic and violent language that 

blatantly blamed Palmer for the assault, offered Rice tips on how to commit domestic violence 

without leaving visible marks and described Palmer as being a “whore,” “ho,” “slut,” being from 

the “hood,” “money hungry” and a “bitch.”  

Berns (2001) examined the discourse of domestic violence in men’s and political 

magazine that places blame on women and obscures men’s violence. The discursive strategies 

she identified were the degendering of the issue and the gendering of the blame, which together 

justify intimate partner violence, the rerouting of attention from men’s responsibility and 

structural factors that cultivate attitudes of violence (p. 262). This points to the broader 

hegemonic underpinnings of how domestic violence is talked about with relative comfort in open 

spaces such as Twitter. What is evident is that Palmer is talked about though feminized language 

as stated above, and placing the blame of her. Alternatively, Rice is identified through his 

athletic status or race and only in a few cases is he identified through gendered language.  

 This sexist and misogynistic humor functions to reinforce traditional gender stereotypes 

and male entitlement while normalizing unconcealed sexist behavior. Subsequently, men who 

are exposed to sexist humor may be led to believe this type of humor is normative and may 

increasingly engage in discriminatory behavior and feel less accountable for their own sexist 

belief systems (Fox, Cruz & Lee, 2015, p. 436). The volume of people tweeting this type of 

derogatory humor evident during the case potentially points to why this language was so prolific. 

It seemed to have become normalized and within the bounds of accepted norms to communicate 
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narratives that supported a misogynistic ideology concerning victims and perpetrators of 

domestic abuse.   

 Support for Ray Rice was a clear and dominant theme in this data set. Included in this 

category are people who questioned the facts of the case or implied that they could not form an 

opinion on the case until further context was revealed. This was categorized as such because in 

these instances the tweets obscured or eliminated the violence, either not referencing the act or 

justifying why the incident should be seen as questionable. The most recognizable sub-theme 

within this category was the obvious omission of Palmer. While in several tweets she is 

referenced as the “fiancée,” or “girlfriend” of Rice and in one instance she is referenced by 

name, she is rendered virtually invisible in this category and symbolically annihilated. These 

tweets produce what Fairclough (1989) refers to as hidden power. When face-to-face negotiation 

of discourse occurs there is a back-and-forth relationship of the producer and interpreter; 

feedback is given and is consented or rejected on the basis of this negotiation. When there is one-

sided text, there can be an opaque nature of where power exists in the discourse (p. 41). While 

Fairclough generally refers to this concept as being produced by the mass media, it is particularly 

relevant to this group.  With the contextualization of Rice’s actions and Palmer’s personhood 

being omitted from the overarching framework of the Rice case within these tweets, the power 

relations are not implicit and thus hidden.  This group further expressed support for the athlete: 

“Don’t worry Ray Ray you’ll get through this;” “I thought #RayRice was one of the good ones. I 

hope this is all a misunderstanding” and “still LOVE #RayRice still glad he’s a #raven.” Many 

tweets read like this one: “#RayRice I’m not forming an opinion until I hea[r] the full TRUE 

story. Y’all r so quick to judge without facts #Ravens.” Enck-Wanzer (2009) points to the 

passive voice of the media in their quest to represent both sides of the story in domestic violence 
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cases but which reinforces victim blame and diminishes the seriousness of the case and implies 

potential fault on part of the victim (p. 2). In my study I found that there was a collective 

expression that mirrors Enck-Wanzer’s interpretation of the passive voice concerning domestic 

violence within the Twitter sphere.  

The final theme that emerged was a group that contested hegemonic masculine narratives 

concerning domestic violence that went against the above categories and admonished the assault 

outright. Many of these users indicated that they would not continue being a fan Rice calling him 

a coward and communicating that nothing could justify his actions. Others called for his 

suspension and hoped that he served jail time. Within this group there was a sub-category of 

Twitter users that referenced Michael Sam, a college football player who was eligible for the 

2015 NFL draft and had recently come out as gay (“Michael Sam’s draft stock,” 2014). Tweets 

in this category contrasted the narrative of the NFL concerning an openly gay athlete to that of 

the acceptance of players who have been revealed to be domestic violence perpetrators: “NFL 

players should be more offended by their teammates that beat their gf/wives, not gay ones;” 

“Thank heavens #RayRice won’t be a locker room distraction, because you know, he knocked 

out a woman instead of loving a man.”    

While this was the smallest category in the data set for Twitter, it indicates that there was 

a vocal minority that disrupted the hegemonic narratives. The irony of this embedded masculine 

ideology is that Oates (2007) describes in detail how black football players are subject to the 

erotic gaze of the “mostly white, male and wealthy audience...that creates a sadly familiar 

fantasy in which black men are cast as primitives who are identified primarily with their bodies, 

while white men take their accustomed place at the top of the constructed hierarchy” (p. 86). Yet, 

from the time a young boy enters the sports sphere he is taught to internalize the cultural 



Rendered	  Unconscious	  	   	   	  

	  

31	  

messages that solidify homosexuality as a negation of masculinity (Sabo, 1994a, p. 103). Rice’s 

assault on Palmer may be easier to negotiate because Rice as a black athlete reinforces the 

“narrative that naturalizes black masculinity as aggressive and efface deeper cultural 

connections” (Enck-Wanzer, pp. 3). By doing so, the pathologizing of the black, male athlete’s 

inherent rage stays in tact and solidifies the black/white binary.   

 The Tweet data set from the first development indicated that an overwhelming majority 

of users supported Rice overtly or passively. Many twitter users found the incident to be fodder 

for humor and by doing so diminished the seriousness of the assault. As a whole, these groups 

fortified existing stereotypes of the black athlete, rendered the victim invisible, dismissed the 

assault as an action to be abhorred and replicated the ideology that women should be at the 

mercy of men. The minority group that countered these positions, while substantial did not come 

close to the amount of tweets that supported, defended or poked fun at Rice, Palmer and the 

assault.  

Digital news and sport articles. Twenty-two pieces of online media were collected 

during this time frame. Since the assault took place in the early morning hours of February 15th, 

reporting of the case was minimal before the release of the first video by TMZ.com on February 

19th, 2014. Much of this content relied on statements provided by Rice’s attorneys, Andrew 

Alperstein and Michael Diamondstein, General Manager of the Baltimore Ravens Ozzie 

Newsome, Chad Steele, Director of Public Relations for the Ravens and statements from the 

Atlantic City Police Department. This category details how the online media reporting was 

described before access to the video was made.  

From each of the above parties, the theme was that Palmer and Rice were equally 

involved in an altercation. A statement by police that was reported either in summation or in full 
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by all online media in this set indicated that video surveillance showed that the pair had both hit 

each other, that no injuries were reported and that they had both been charged with simple 

assault domestic violence (Fenton, 2014; Bellini, 2014; Hensley, 2014; Sessler, 2014; Cohen, 

2014; Clark, 2014; Walder, 2014, Kalaf, 2014).  

The Baltimore Raven’s General Manager Ozzie Newsome stated in a press conference, “I 

don’t know the situation. I’ve only gotten what has been written. I have not had a chance to talk 

to Ray…so I don’t really know the situation, and up until…I get all the answers, then that’s 

when we make decisions within this organization – once we all the information we can get” 

(Sessler, 2014). Further he was quoted as saying that “Ray Rice was still a big part of what we 

plan to do in 2014” (Sessler, 2014).  Ravens Director of Public Relations, Chad Steel revealed, 

“We are aware of the Friday night situation with Ray Rice and his fiancée. We have spoken with 

Ray, and know that they returned home together after being detained” (Fenton, 2014). What is 

abundantly clear from these statements is that Raven’s management is attempting to protect the 

image of their brand and their player. Beyond reference to Palmer as Rice’s fiancée, where they 

do not actually say her name, there is no indication that they felt like talking to her was necessary 

to the situation. Additionally, Steel’s comment that they returned home together implies that the 

altercation may not have been a cause for concern or that Palmer was not in danger.  

Rice’s lawyers both indicated that that situation was nothing more than “a very minor 

physical altercation” and that “there was an argument that included Ray…once we’re able to get 

through the evidence, it should wind up to be little more than a misunderstanding” (Fenton, 

2014). The words “very minor,” “argument” and “misunderstanding” all imply that the incident 

should not be taken as serious and that there was no egregious violence that took place. Palmer is 

not mentioned in either of the attorney statements. Palmer seems to have no representation for 
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her story; it all comes from those who represent Rice who are either in positions of power or are 

parties who are tasked with controlling the messages about the story. There is nothing to indicate 

that any reporter or outside party felt it necessary to ask or identify how Palmer was positioned 

in the story beyond that of her implied equal involvement.  

The statements by those who sought to protect Rice and the restating of what the police 

department said about the event without question implies that the reporters consented to these 

statements without a need to interrogate their intent or validity. Police statements are inherently 

laden with power and generally taken as true by the public. This exemplifies Fairclough’s (1989) 

point that institutional practice as enacted by power is legitimized by common sense ideologies 

concerning the naturalization of discourse (p. 27). This naturalization of discourse is what 

sustains unequal relations of power (p. 27), in this case the validity of police statements in the 

absence of alternative narratives. This applies to the statements by Rice’s camp as well. When 

the public is presented with a dominant narrative and it is the sole narrative, ideological power 

remains invisible. Fairclough (p. 70) reveals that:  

Invisibility is achieved when ideologies are brought to discourse not as explicit 

elements of the text, but as background assumptions in which on one hand lead 

the text producer to ‘textualize’ the world in a particular way, and on the other 

hand lead the interpreter to interpret the text a particular way.     

Within this set of online media two reports seemed to deviate from this group but in 

opposite directions. An article by Danica Bellini (2014) of MStar News, reported the events with 

different terminology than that of her colleagues. Her article headline reads “NFL star and 

girlfriend/fiancée’s violent fight on Atlantic City casino land couple in jail.” She describes Rice 

as a “star” while describing Palmer as “girlfriend/fiancée.” Further, in her reporting she again 
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refers to Palmer as Rice’s “girlfriend-turned-fiancée.” This wording somewhat diminishes 

Palmer’s partnership with Rice, separating her from Rice’s elevated status and positioning her in 

a quasi-liminal phase of their relationship, reducing their involvement to unclear. Bellini was 

also the only reporter to deviate from information that “no injuries were reported” by phrasing it 

“neither individual was injured.” This context differs because while others stated that injuries 

were not reported, she states, as fact, that neither were injured.  Bellini’s report strengthens the 

pro-Rice case. 

 The other article of note is a Deadspin article by Samar Kalaf (2014) who reports that a 

tipster revealed that the incident was more violent than Rice’s camp was letting on and that 

Palmer had spat on Rice who then retaliated with an uppercut punch knocking her unconscious. 

This was the only piece of reporting I was able to source that mentioned anything beyond the 

pair having equal involvement.  

After the video of Rice dragging Palmer out of the elevator emerged, the matter-of-fact 

discourse in the reporting of the case still did not shift save for reassuring statements from the 

Ravens and Rice’s attorneys and detailed descriptions of the video. Some of the discourse 

focuses on Rice’s clean record, winning smile and stellar reputation and how this may affect his 

playing and the Ravens franchise (Slivka, 2014). Rice’s attorney states that the video is without 

its full context and that he will not try this case in the media (Slivka, 2014). Newsome states that 

he felt good about Rice’s side of the story even though he found it concerning and that it “[did] 

not look good.” Palmer is still only mentioned as Rice’s fiancée and is not mentioned beyond the 

characterization of her being “rendered unconscious.” This wording “rendered unconscious” 

came from the police summons for Rice and Palmer and somehow denotes that there is a lack of 

clarity about how she ended up this way.  The fact that at this point it is known that Palmer was 
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rendered unconscious due to the altercation in the elevator, no one is asking or even discussing 

how this may have affected her or how she may be doing. 

Two pieces of online media contextualized the assault in terms of how it would either 

affect Rice’s image or how it will affect the Ravens and Rice monetarily. David Zarawik (2014) 

of the Baltimore Sun wrote an article titled “Ray Rice’s image nuked in media mushroom cloud 

after TMZ video.” The headline implies that TMZ would be somehow at fault for the tarnishing 

of Rice’s image and that the so-called media mushroom cloud is unjustified. In his article, 

Zarawik states that this was a “result of two devastating media developments”: the video and the 

summons that described Palmer as being rendered unconscious. This reporter does not seem to 

think that Rice’s actions were devastating, only the media reporting, and he is concerned with the 

wording of the summons, not Palmer’s state. Palmer is not mentioned at all in this article. 

  Brian McFarland of russellstreetreport.com wrote an article on February 20th, 2014 with 

the headline “Cap ramifications of Ray Rice’s legal trouble.” This article simply reports on how 

the Ravens salary cap would be affected if Rice should be released from the team. The only 

mention of the event is that there was an “altercation,” which he put in quotation marks. Again, it 

is abundantly clear at this point that this was much more than an altercation yet the reporter 

seemed to think that the information was vague enough to put the word altercation into quotes. 

Palmer is not mentioned by name in this article and is only referred to as the “fiancée.” 

Finally, two articles that deviated from simple reporting addressed the larger issues with 

the case. The first one written on February 25th, 2014 by Demitria Lucas D’Oyley of theroot.com 

was presented with the headline: “Everyone is asking the wrong questions about the Ray Rice 

video.” D’Oyley details how no one is asking what has happened to Palmer in the days after the 

event or how she was doing. Much like my analysis she too found it disturbing that Chad Steel 
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noted that the two had returned home together: “Really? Is that the best place for a woman who 

allegedly just got knocked out by her man? A woman doesn’t just bounce back from that like 

nothing happened. Who is going to nurse her back to health and make sure she’s OK? Him?!” 

Again, similar to my analysis she found the story was reported by focusing solely on Rice and 

how this would affect him and his team. Further, she looked at the tenor of social media posts 

and noted much of what I found, that there was rampant victim blaming and a focus on Rice not 

Palmer (D’Oyley, 2014).   

Dave Zirin of thenation.com reported on February 28th, 2014 on the issue of domestic 

violence within the NFL. Darren Sharper, retired New Orleans safety was arrested directly after 

the first video was released and charged with multiple counts of rape. Zirin seems to use Sharper 

as an exemplar in conjunction with Rice to ask the question: “At what point do the NFL and 

Commissioner Roger Goodell confront the constant, haunting league-wide presence of violence 

against women?”  He calls the argument that the rate of domestic violence in the league is lower 

than the national average “hogwash,” and with a rightful point to back this up: “When one 

considers the underreporting of these instances, the ways in which our society blames the victim 

and the resources that the NFL players and teams have at their disposal to make “problems” go 

away, statistics don’t really get us anywhere” (Zirin, 2014).  

These two articles are in a way prophetic as to how the reporting on the Rice case will 

shift in the months following this time period. These are the only two articles that I found that in 

any way challenge the normalized discourse of how domestic violence is reported in relation to 

the NFL. My hypothesis states that there was an overall consenting to the organizational 

messages stemming from the case, these two articles weaken my argument but what cannot be 

contested is that an overwhelming majority of the reporting is in line with my assertion.  Zirin 
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points to the systemic and institutionalized mandate of how women are viewed in sport culture; 

they are a problem that can be made invisible.  

Second development: Two game suspension   

NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell handed Rice a two game suspension on July 24th, 

2014. At this point the media and public were fully aware that Rice had been indicted on charges 

of felony aggravated assault, been granted pre-trial intervention and had a disciplinary hearing 

with Goodell. Further, a press conference with both Palmer and Rice had occurred and the NFL 

had commented on the event (Bien, 2014a). It is important to note that the discourse in the media 

dramatically shifted during the months following the attack and preceding the two-game 

suspension. The narrative that the media seems to gravitate towards is one of mistrust about how 

the NFL and the Baltimore Ravens are framing the situation. At this juncture, police reports and 

a grand jury indictment stated with certainty that Rice had in fact assaulted Palmer. This coupled 

with the minimizing statements of Rice’s actions by his lawyers and team may have led to doubt 

as to if the case was treated with sufficient concern. This may have been a reason for a tenor of 

mistrust by the media.  

The May 23rd press conference was labeled as “controversial” and the media focused on 

the optics of having Palmer next to Rice without support. Live tweeting the event, the Baltimore 

Ravens sent out the tweet “Janay Rice says she deeply regrets the role that she played the night 

of the incident.” This tweet flagrantly presents Palmer as being at fault or partly at fault for the 

assault. Rice’s apology was also lambasted by the media for including Palmer, “I apologize for 

the situation my wife and I were in” (Van Bibber, 2014; Burke, 2014a). Again there is a clear 

attempt by Rice and his team to reposition the blame of the attack by transposing it onto both 

Palmer and Rice.  The victim blaming narrative and the Ravens attempt at reducing the 
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reputational harm to both the organization and their player was becoming a dominant focal point 

in the case and the media, and Twitter publics were starting to see through the veil. The two-

game suspension would start to pull the veil back.  

Twitter July 24th – July 25th. Two categories of tweets emerged during this timeframe: 

those who continued to support Rice or subscribed to a misogynistic ideology concerning 

domestic abuse and publics who were outraged by the two-game suspension and  

The group I labeled “support for” included any tweet that did not find the two-game 

suspension offensive. Within this group there were people who felt the suspension was fair and 

encouraged Rice to accept it and those who used misogynistic language to show their support for 

Rice’s actions. There were two sub-categories that were minimal in their content but worthy of 

note: Those that did not take a stance but attempted to be humorous and those who framed the 

suspension in relation to how this may affect Fantasy Football drafts or the Ravens playing 

schedule. Those that showed support tweeted comments such as: “I can’t be mad that #rayrice is 

suspended for two games he hit his wife hard;” “Stay strong @RayRice27 everything is going to 

be alright homie;” and “If you don’t like the #rayrice decision, you can always find another sport 

to watch.” These three tweets represent the more passive group of people expressing their 

sentiments about the suspension. The other group of people in this set used excessively 

aggressive and misogynistic language to convey their sentiments: “We all have the right to 

protect ourself. Don’t hit me and I won’t hit you, regardless of sex. Women take heed;” “Saddest 

part ‘bout #RayRice is his girl had to marry him to get the long awaited payday, otherwise would 

have taken the beatdown 4 FREE;” “Well done #RayRice she will have the dinner ready the next 

time you tell her;” “But you never know she could have been a major cunt and #RayRice put her 

in line.” Each of these tweets represents a group that tweeted similar sentiments. Comparatively, 
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the group that showed support for Ray Rice in either passive or aggressive ways was in the 

minority of people communicating about the suspension. This is a dramatic shift from the 

previous development where the majority conveyed sentiments that indicated blaming the victim 

and support for Rice.  

The group that criticized the NFL’s suspension as too small brought with it multiple 

narratives that shed light on how parts of the public view the NFL as a hegemonic institution. 

This group adamantly rejected how the NFL punished Rice. The first group in this category 

made one defining argument: Two games for domestic violence was not enough. This group was 

defined as different from the other groups because they remained in the context of the Rice 

transgression and relayed that two games was insufficient: “You only get a 2 game suspension 

for knocking your wife out? Cmon;” “ Pathetic that the @NFL would only suspend Rice for 2 

games for striking his girlfriend. He belongs in jail.” There were over fifty more tweets that 

indicated this sentiment. The other category that dominated this set was of those who echoed the 

above response but tied it to larger hegemonic ideologies: “WOW the NFL doesn’t care about 

players beating their wives;” “Knock out your fiancée, only get 2 game suspension. @nfl hates 

women and condones #familyviolence;” “Domestic violence wins again;” “Breaking News, 

whenever it feels like breaking: Talented athletes get preferential treatment. In other news water 

is still wet #RayRice;” “Remember when the NFL was hesitant to let Michael Vick back in for 

dog fighting? Well apparently women aren’t as good as dogs” “If Ray Rice was dating one of 

Goodell’s daughters, you can bet good money Rice would be suspended more than two games;” 

“Swiftly reacting to concerns it might be homophobic, the #NFL reminds fans that their true 

focus remains misogyny.” Other users echo these tweets and they all had the same message: The 

NFL does not care about women. It is important to keep in mind while I, as a researcher reached 
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saturation by coving one day of tweets, this data set could have reached into many hundreds 

spanning several days. I looked beyond July 25th, 2014 to see if the messages that were being 

conveyed remained consistent with my collected data. The overwhelming majority of tweets 

challenged the hegemonic and misogynistic narratives in which the NFL as an institution, 

seemed immersed.  

There was a sub-group within this set that disrupted the message about the NFL’s Breast 

Cancer Awareness month and the “pinkifying” branding of the campaign: “#NFL can “pinkify” 

everything it wants for Breast Cancer awareness, but what are you doing for Domestic 

Violence?;” “Can’t wait for those pink games in Oct to show how much the #NFL cares about 

women;” “NFL thinks it has made enough goodwill deposits with women w/ the breast cancer 

campaign. They just withdrew all their goodwill;” “Don’t know how the @NFL can straight face 

tell me in Oct they care about women’s health when beating one merits a slap on the wrist.”  

During this time Josh Gordon, Cleveland Browns receiver was facing a one-year 

suspension for a second offence involving marijuana. Many twitter users used this to parallel 

Rice’s two-game suspension for domestic violence: “Smoke weed and you’re suspended for a 

year. Beat the piss out of your wife and you’re suspended for 2 games;” “NFL is as flawed as the 

American prison system. Drug use is punished more harshly than violence. Nice message to 

send.” This was not a quiet group; eighty-two tweets shared this same reaction noting the 

imbalance of power and incoherent punishment policies.   

For the larger picture of how the NFL frames the way they views their players, there is a 

useful parallel in Foucault’s work.  Foucault’s description of the soldier and the docile body can 

be applied to the place of the NFL player and his body. The players are groomed from boys into 

men who serve to preserve an ideal form and function. Like the soldier, the player on the field is 
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recognizable for his strength and courage; his uniform and movements possess a “bodily rhetoric 

of honor” (Rabinow, 1984, p.179). Through discipline, these docile bodies become mechanisms 

of economics and control; they are told how to move, traded in relation to how their bodies and 

abilities may work with other groups of players and are monetized and placed in a hierarchy. 

When a player attempts to manipulate his body outside of regulated means of correct training, he 

is punished with severity. A first time offence for performance enhancing drugs (PED) can 

warrant a six game suspension (Gray, 2014). Foucault sees punishment as operating to compare, 

differentiate, homogenize, hierarchically rank and exclude. In effect it normalizes how the social 

practice of correct training is transposed onto the individual and in turn the entirety of the group 

(Rabinow, p. 95).  

Violence in sport and culturally dominant forms of masculinity play an integral part in 

the construction of gender binaries and is crucial in the organizing structure for the embodiment 

of dominant masculinity (Messner, 1994b, p. 96). The natural (sex) similarities of the genders are 

concealed through magnifying the differences and the binary oppositions are then interwoven 

through media interpretations and symbolism and made to appear natural (p. 96). The polarized 

genders in this cultural and sports industry then are used as proof that men are superior to women 

(p. 96). When a player inflicts violence on a woman, it is deemed as socially abhorrent but 

because of the culturally imbedded codes of male superiority within the sport sphere, it is 

deemed less offensive than, for example, that of going against the correct means of training.    

So, how does the NFL attempt to represent the female gender? By putting the constructed 

differences of women and men on display in its Breast Cancer campaigning. A woman’s breast 

dually represents female attractiveness and motherhood and remains central to a woman’s 

traditional identity. Therefore “cancer of the breast dramatizes the social threat posed by 
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adjustments in the balance of power between women and men” meaning that the representation 

of the ideal woman is challenged when that idealized form is diseased (Lantz & Booth, 1998, p. 

910). While domestic violence works to consecrate the hegemonic masculinity in sport, breast 

cancer solidifies the binary. Further, the prioritizing breast cancer in line with the game it 

reaffirms “traditional feminized discourse,” minimizing women’s identities as fans positioning 

them outside of the realm of sports (Mean, 2014, p. 333).  

The above Twitter publics seem to grasp this imbalance of power, which valorizes the 

dominant masculine ideal above that of women. I argue that by some tweeters pointing out the 

punishment imbalances and how the NFL chooses to represent feminine identity, these groups 

are working to shift the balance of hegemonic power enacted by the NFL.  

Digital news and sport articles: Second development. The online media from this time 

period clearly showed a divisive trend in how the Rice case was being reported. On the one side 

there were media, which chose to report the two-game suspension in a matter-of-fact tenor, 

reiterating statements by Rice, The Ravens and the NFL. Further, this group talked about the 

impact of the suspension on the Ravens lineup and the monetary implications for both Rice and 

his team. The other side of the media was beginning a process of systematically dismantling the 

narratives put forth by the NFL, the Ravens and how the franchise and the league were framing 

Rice and Palmer.  

 Out of the seven articles from the former group, four of them reported statements and did 

not show any language that was problematic. However, statements that were reported were 

themselves problematic. Rice continually inserted Palmer into any apology that operated to 

imply fault on her behalf: “As I said earlier, I failed in many ways. But Janay and I have learned 

from this…” (Hensley, Mortensen & Shefter, 2014). Additionally, John Harbaugh expressed that  



Rendered	  Unconscious	  	   	   	  

	  

43	  

“[Rice] made a mistake. He’s going to have to pay a consequence. I think that’s good for kids to 

understand it works that way. That’s how it works, that’s how it should be (“Ravens RB 

suspended,” 2014). Reporters in this group did not seem to feel that these statements needed 

critical examination. Teun van Dijk (1995) reveals that the repetition of news reporting, in this 

case the reporting of objective facts about the Rice case and the statements derived from sources, 

can generate an active consensus, which replaces previously tacit and passive consent. This type 

of ideological control or hegemony is supported by persuasive texts, which are seen not as 

ideological but rather as self-evidently true (p. 16). By reporting on just the facts, there is a 

possibility that the public may not feel the need to question the statements if the media is not 

actively challenging them. Two articles stood out and showed how although the media was well 

aware of Rice’s indictment, that were some who felt there could still be other explanations (see 

appendix A)  

With the proliferation of the blogosphere into the wider sport media market, these 

mediums have the potential to increase the dissemination of information and reach a diverse 

public, bypassing traditional networked gatekeeping (Mean, [chapter 28], 2014, p. 331). They 

also have the power to uphold existing constructions of power. Providing alternative theories that 

have no factual basis serves to distance the language of domestic violence from the facts of the 

case. Publics that consume this type of ‘what if’ content may be offered an opportunity to remain 

skeptical of the circumstances, thereby relieving themselves of acknowledging the factual 

elements  of the Rice case.   

The other side of the media took direct action against what the two-game suspension 

meant in terms of how imperfectly the league views women and women’s issues. Many of these 

articles highlighted the discrepancies in allotting a minimal suspension for domestic violence 
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while on-field and drug violations receive larger punishments (“A disgrace to men,” 2014; Kelly, 

2014; Preston, 2014). The marketing of the league to the female fan base, that seems to ‘pinkify’ 

everything from clothing to disease, is called into question by the league’s failure to see women 

as equal participants in their franchise even though they make up nearly 50% of NFL viewers, 

fans and consumers of merchandise (Davis, 2014). Jane Coasten (2014) put the message that 

NFL was sending by suspending Rice for two games in plain language, echoing the sentiments of 

every article in this group: “The NFL sees women as an audience and as a market target but not 

as ‘people’…It’s always good to remember that no matter how much women care about this 

sport, [the NFL] will continue to not give a shit about women” (Coasten, 2014). 

The media and the public in unison seemed to be grappling with what the suspension 

meant on a larger societal level. Keith Olbermann, a well known sports and political 

commentator, publicly denounced the two-game suspension on his ESPN2 and TSN2 television 

program Olbermann. This was more than a reiteration of the above arguments; it was a 

dismantling of the pervasive sports centered ideologies that reifies a man’s ascendancy over 

women in sport culture writ large. The clip entitled “Insufficient Punishment” provides examples 

of how women are systematically dehumanized by sports media through sexualized and 

gendered language, symbolized and characterized as less than men in their athletic achievements, 

and taken apart for their looks and lack of adherence to expected gender norms. Olbermann 

states that:  

By some tiny amount each one of [these] things lowers the level of basic 

human respect for women in sports. And sooner or later there are so many tiny 

amounts that basic human respect is gone altogether. Eventually after all the 

B-words and hoe comments and penis jokes and nudity demands and waitress 
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jokes, the most powerful national sports league in the world can then get away 

with suspending a wife-beater for two games (Petchesky, 2014b, [video file])  

The established gender order has long been embedded in sport, preserved by the idea that 

gender segregation is the only reasonable mechanism for the maintenance of sport culture as it is 

(McDonald [Chapter 30], 2006, p. 507). Even with people like Olbermann contesting these 

ideologies, the sport complex continues to be a legitimate site of the replicating of ideologies 

around natural male superiority and the reification of binaries (p. 507). Women who transgress 

against the ideological pervasiveness of ‘femininity’ are subject to homophobic language (Bruce 

& Hardin, [chapter 27], 2014, p. 316) due to the intimidation men feel when confronted by 

women who do not conform to the traditional feminine roles (Sabo, 1994b, p. 194). This 

intimidation can be acted out through aggression and anger towards women who may be seen as 

encroaching on the masculine space (p. 194). McDonald (2006) exemplifies the ways in which 

certain sports like bodybuilding disrupt narratives concerned with physicality, masculinity and 

femininity and how mainstream media instead keeps its focus on the sexual construction of the 

feminine form; illuminating gendered differences and dulling the similarities (p. 508). This can 

be seen on sport blogs and websites that tout the image that athletic prowess plus attractiveness is 

the only way to make a female athlete appealing to the assumed heteronormaitve male audience 

(Bruce & Hardin, 2014, p. 314). If this standard is not met she will be ‘othered.’ 

There is something more to Olbermann’s indignant verbal essay that can be seen by 

paralleling a female sportscaster’s take on the Rice situation. Sam Ponder an ESPN personality 

tweeted her thoughts on the sport media culture’s culpability in the objectification of women: 

“Blogs/websites that constantly disrespect women and objectify their bodies, then take a strong 

stance on the Ray Rice case really confuses me” (Yoder, 2014). Bruce and Hardin (2014) utilize 
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the website The Bleacher Report to exemplify how these types of websites are complicit in the 

reproduction of the “hetero-sexy” ideal (p. 316); this is the same website that called for 

accountability from the NFL on their victim blaming of Janay Palmer (Freeman, 2014). 

Olbermann was celebrated on Twitter and in the media for his dismantling of the NFL hegemon, 

but Ponder was attacked on a level that only proved her point. Matt Yonder (2014) complied a 

sampling of tweets that showed how some people reacted to her comment: “@sam_ponder once 

again proves an ironic fact that female sports reporters are better off seen and not heard, that’s 

why they’re hired anyway; @sam_ponder never heard of this hot lady but am I the only person 

wondering what her butt looks like?; @sam_ponder put the phone down. I think the baby is 

crying”.  It’s as if due to Ponder’s gender, her message is dismissed but she is essentially saying 

the same thing as her male colleague. When Olbermann is saying it, it is coming from the 

masculine body, which in a sport context is relatively ideologically uncontested, and what 

Ponder’s body represents is this ideologically contested terrain, the feminine body (McDonald, p. 

508). Olbermann is undeniably analyzing the “male experience” from the feminist paradigm 

(Sabo, 1994b p. 194) but he is also articulating this through an explicitly white, heterosexual, 

male space, the sport-media-complex, and is therefore legitimatized. The Foucauldian viewpoint 

sees the body as a site for the representation of power and Olbermann’s body in its masculine 

form is still an enactment of this power (McDonald, p. 508). Ponder’s body and language comes 

from a place where her position is still contested in the male-centric sports sphere and therefore 

delegitimized.        

The second development shows a turn away from matter-of-fact reporting and challenges 

the narratives that drive masculine hegemony within the NFL and sports culture. Twitter users in 

the second development actively contested, confronted and disrupted the entrenched ideologies 
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and discourse of the NFL. It was starting to become less about Ray Rice and more about the 

pervasive mechanisms that keep the NFL hegemon thriving. The NFL hegemony relies on the 

overt and sanctioned gendered discourse and binaries and the elevation of the integrity of the 

game over anything else. This is seen in the way they protect the integrity of the masculine by 

valuing the natural strength ideal and eviscerating those who transgress against. And it is in the 

way they render the female gender and women’s health to nothing more than the color pink, in 

the way they relegate female reporters to the sideline and use feminized discourse to describe 

male athletes who don’t live up to expected norms and masculine discourse for women athletes 

who do the same.  

Third development – Release of the second video 

On August 28th, 2014, Commissioner Goodell announced changes to the domestic 

violence policies regarding the number of suspensions that should be allocated for this type of 

transgression. Goodell sent a letter to NFL owners outlining the new policy and taking 

accountability for some of the actions during the Rice scandal. Katie Sharp (2014), reported on 

this memo and contextualized what was delineated: Goodell revealed that he “didn’t get it right” 

with the first suspension and that he takes “responsibility both for the decision and for the 

ensuring that our actions in the future properly reflect our values.” The memo notified owners 

that the suspension for a first time domestic violence offender would increase from two games to 

six. What was also made clear in the memo was that criticisms of the suspension and NFL 

leadership were the reason Goodell amended the policy (Sharp, 2014). It is not noted exactly 

where this criticism came from, but as I have outlined in my research, the critical mass of digital 

voices and online media were most certainly a factor.  
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The release of the video that showed what happened between Ray Rice and Janay Palmer 

inside of the elevator was undoubtedly the most pivotal moment for the galvanization of digital 

voices that opposed how the NFL operates as an entity of power. Further, Twitter and online 

media functioned as a watchdog, critically analyzing how certain groups reacted to the digital 

activism that ensued and how the NFL and other interested parties responded. Immediately after 

the video was released, Rice was released from the Ravens and given an indefinite suspension 

from the NFL. This also became a critical intersection of how the public and online media 

negotiated and contextualized the abuses of power by the NFL.  

This section has a different focus than the previous sections. Up until now the emphasis 

was on critically analyzing, through the lens of power, how the media and public framed the Rice 

case. This section instead emphasizes how collective digital voices dramatically shifted towards 

a critical interpretation of their own. The symbiosis of public concerns and media debate 

culminated in a defense of women’s rights and a rejection of the NFL’s ethos of white patriarchal 

masculine hegemony.  

This section is divided into two sections to contextualize the events that happened in this 

timeframe: Tweets referencing the #GoodellMustGo hashtag and online media responses to the 

leak of the second video and analysis of the Ultra Violet image and the blogs and online news 

and sports media that covered the activism.  

Second video: Twitter responses #GoodellMustGo. The #GoodellMustGo hashtag 

revealed discourse that took aim at the NFL and Roger Goodell for their actions during the Rice 

case. While Goodell is the primary target of this hashtag it was very evident that the Twitter 

public saw culpability in the systemic abuses of power by the NFL as a whole. As noted above, 

this became less about Rice and his actions and more about how the NFL attempted to control 
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the situation and how it ended up revealing an agenda that delegitimized women as participants 

in the sport, condoned domestic violence and upheld a structural misogynistic demagoguery.  

 A dominant theme evident in this set was that the public believed that there was a cover 

up of the scandal. Many pursued a similar logic to prove their point: “EVEN IF #Goodell didn’t 

see the video that means he ‘settled’ for not having the best evidence available to him;” “Don’t 

really care when the @nfl saw the video. They saw #RayRice drag an unconscious woman from 

an elevator and did nothing;” “So, the billion dollar empire #NFL can’t get access to the 

#RayRice video but the trash empire TMZ can?;” “What did a vid reveal that the NFL & Ravens 

didn’t already know?;” “Just to be clear. Ray Rice was not fired for beating his wife. He was 

fired because a video of him beating his wife was released”.  

Many users noted long surviving systemic issues within the NFL that propagate a cultural 

acceptance of norms that continually oppress women and promote a culture of violence that 

intersects with hegemonic masculinity and misogyny: “…in essence, the league is rather reactive 

rather than proactive with these fundamental societal issues;” “@nflredzone: 12 hours to 

Touchdowns! By then 2 women will be killed by their partners;” “New NFL attitude toward 

women critical to fair pay for women, DV sexual assault, and much more. Not going away;” 

“Emphasizing #GoodellMustGo is dangerous – are problems resolved when he’s gone? Owners 

stay the same. Broader change starts with the viewer;” “I’m all for #GoodellMustGo for a # of 

reasons, but if anyone thinks that will solve a cultural issue that spans generations they’re idiots;” 

“NFL and NCAA are rich and powerful cultures of violence that operate unchecked and out of 

balance;” “Because this culture is inherently misogynistic and encourages female self loathing.”  

These tweets highlight how the trajectory of the case has evolved from conforming with 
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hegemonic ideologies put forth by the NFL’s apparatus to a counter-hegemonic narrative that 

became the dominant voice.  

 People identifying as avid or casual fans of the NFL voiced their intention to boycott the 

NFL by not watching games or expressed feelings of cognitive dissonance: “I think I’ve realized 

the problem: I still love football, but God damn, I’ve come to hate the @nfl;” “I’m a casual fan at 

best. Until player/criminals & owners/enablers are excised, I’ll walk out of any room with a 

game on;” “I was so excited about watching @DallasCowboys Football! Not anymore. I’m 

boycotting;” “For the first time in 10+ years, I wont spend my Sunday watching football because 

I can’t stomach the @nfl lies;” “I will not watch any NFL games today to express my support for 

all domestic violence victims and my outrage against the @NFL;” “Love the sport but can’t 

bring myself to watch anymore until real changes are made;” “I’ve loved you my whole life and 

I can’t see quitting you. But I may need some space.” 

This digital movement was a refusal of consent to the hegemonic mechanisms the NFL 

attempted to propagate: “Roger Goodell admits to interviewing the victim w/ the abuser together 

was ballsass stupid;” “#GoodellMustGo because he seriously doesn’t get that his action on 

#RayRice, his apology, aren’t the core problem. It’s the inaction;” “Roger Goodell wants YOU 

to accept his nightmare of violence and sexism #rapeculture;” “No! #RayRice needs counseling 

not a fast track appeal!;” “Thanks for confusing the heck out of my adolescent son who is 

learning about how to treat women;” “He fucking punched her, TWICE. Then dragged an 

unconscious woman. If he is released, what will he do to her then?;” “I am!! Mom and Football 

fan #nfl should be held accountable!” “@NFLCommish I understand why @NFL team owners 

like your style. The plutocrats have spoken, decency and morality be damned;” “Gross 

incompetence at the top. And that’s the best case scenario;” As well, over a dozen tweets 
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communicated that 56 players under Goodell’s term had been convicted or accused of domestic 

violence and that in total, 13 games were missed due to these incidents.  

 The start of the case showed that many people remained complacent about domestic 

violence in the NFL and found it fodder for humor and passive commentary. As the case 

progressed and more was revealed about the circumstances and action taken by the NFL, the 

voices began to shift toward a cohesive alliance of interrogation and away from consenting to an 

authoritarian sports regime.  

Bieler and Morton (2004) see Cox’s (1981) critical theory of hegemony as “based on a 

coherent conjunction or fit between a configuration of material power, the prevalent collective 

image of the world order (including certain norms) and a set of institutions which administer the 

order with a certain semblance of universality” (p. 87). Further than that, it is the reality of 

intersubjective meaning – reciprocated ideas about social relations – not just the physical 

environment that shapes reality; moral, institutional and ideological context are legitimizing 

forces that mold thoughts and action (p. 87). In the context of the NFL, it is more than the 

capitalist endeavors, consumption and consumer relations and physical position of the institution; 

it is the norms and values that have been replicated through a sporting body and embedded into 

the ideologies of those who consent to the organizational ethos. The NFL officially manages 

American professional football but it has also absorbed ahistorical ideologies of nationalism, 

sexism and racism that permeate broader sport and civic society and culture. What is said or 

acted on and off the field by players and other active participants (coaches, owners, general 

managers) is then concentrated and disseminated by the media through the representative values 

of drama, personalization, spectacle and immediacy (Parry, 1984, p. 77).  



Rendered	  Unconscious	  	   	   	  

	  

52	  

This is the mechanism of ideology that Gramsci illuminated as an, ‘implicit philosophy’ 

in the practical activities of social life, background and taken for granted, that connects it to 

“common sense” (Fairclough, p. 70). Additionally, at the onset of the scandal the consent of the 

salient audiences was in line with the NFL’s message that Rice’s actions were within the norms 

and values of the public and therefore treated with minimal gravity and would be dealt with 

through the same messages and actions as those who had transgressed in this nature on previous 

occasions. By the time the second video was shared these norms and values were starting to 

point to the embedded power relations that the NFL relies on to legitimate their ideological 

doctrine and that is supported by American football culture.  

With the two-game suspension there was a resistance to the NFL’s ideological stance on 

domestic violence. This was enacted through mainstream media’s reporting and publics on 

Twitter who articulated their disapproval of the insufficient punishment. Together, a cohesive 

voice of opposition was formed. Digitally produced content and transmission has intensified and 

altered the supply chains of sport media allowing for the bypassing of traditional media 

dissemination (Hutchins, 2011, pp. 239 & 242). With unmediated discourse enabled by social 

media platforms this too can become mechanisms through which ideology becomes distilled. 

Social media allow for the amplification of voices that can shape and influence ideology (Bruce 

& Hardin, p. 316) The release of the second video now had a historical and ideological context 

associated with it due to the amplification of counter-hegemonic positions revealed during the 

two-game suspension. 	  

With all of this said, there was still a faction of the Twitterverse that still subscribed to 

dominant ideologies about women and victims of abuse. This data was collected by searching 

references for #RayRice. With the keyword “Janay” I was able to locate discourse directed at 
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Palmer. Many people relayed that they were scared for Palmer’s safety after the release of the 

video; others admonished her family and friends for not stepping in. John Harbaugh was quoted 

as saying “ I have nothing but hope and goodwill for Ray and Janay.” This led some users to 

interpret this tweet as showing a lack of concern for Palmer. By standing by them as a couple, 

Harbaugh removes Palmer as a victim and frames it as a couple struggling with marital issues, 

not an act of violence.  

The dominant theme in this set was people attacking Janay’s character for marrying Rice. 

Many stated that they felt Palmer stayed with Rice for his money and directed compassion 

toward her only because they felt that now that Rice was out of a job she would not get a big 

payday. “I guess Janay won’t have sugar daddy now. Pleases the feminists, but she lost 

everything too;” “(mocking) Janay Rice – Please give Ray his 35m contract back, everything is 

fine now, please don’t let that punch be for nothing;” “What if Janay Palmer chose to marry Ray 

Rice not out of love but for his money? Does she still deserve victimhood status?” The other 

people in the set retained victim blaming positions and seemed genuinely befuddled and angered 

by the fact that Palmer married Rice: “How wild is it that Janay married #RayRice after the fact 

he knocked her out cold?!?!? Explain. Please;” “I wonder if Janay Rice feels that if she wouldn’t 

have slapped him and been arguing with #RayRice then he wouldn’t have beating her;” The 

attempt to portray Janay Palmer as just a ‘victim’ here is reverse sexism in of itself.” 

Many Tweets referenced the Ravens tweet from the day of the press conference in which 

the team highlighted Palmer’s apology for her role in the attack. This theme of her apologizing 

came up over and over, pointing to either the protection of Rice, that it mitigates his culpability 

or contextualized what this type of blame looks like: Sad truth about #RayRice debacle: Ray 

Rice blames Janay Rice, Janay Rice blames Janay Rice and rabid football fans blame Janay Rice. 
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Further, there were those directly related the downfall of Rice’s career to Palmer’s involvement: 

“If I’m a sport star, I am not dating Janay Palmer.”  

Overwhelmingly, the initial reaction on Twitter in the data set associated with this 

timeframe conveyed a pushback against institutional hegemony. What started as consent to 

structural abuses of power against women transformed into an evolving shift of collective digital 

voices that began to question and actively challenge the dominant discourse, put forth by the 

NFL. 

During this time there was a separate conversation happening on Twitter that aimed to 

dispel myths around why women may stay in abusive relationships. This was in direct response 

to the reactions on Twitter that had many questioning why Palmer married Rice after the assault 

(see appendix B).  

Digital news and sport articles  – Second video. Online non-Twitter media 

approached this development in a variety of different ways. At this point this was a multi-layered 

crisis that presented journalists with a difficult task in framing the issues. There was the issue of 

what the NFL knew about what happened in the elevator and when. Domestic violence, with the 

release of the videotape, only became more important to address. This section attempts to 

contextualize reporting about the second video, the responses by media and the other events that 

occurred outside of the above protest movements. The mainstream media are distancing 

themselves from the NFL’s message, creating a counter narrative about corrupted power and 

misogynistic ideologies.   

 An analysis of power within the NFL was at the epicenter of how many journalists 

framed the aftermath of the second video’s release. It was about deconstructing the events of the 

past seven months and revealing a suspicious agenda orchestrated by Roger Goodell and the 
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NFL. Headlines such as “Roger Goodell played God and lost (Yoder, 2014);” “In the Ray Rice 

case the NFL only sees what it wants to see (Powell, 2014b,);” “Is the NFL too big to fail 

(Deford, 2014,);” “What were they thinking? Ugly video, blind justice (Powell, 2014c);” “NFL 

stands by its leader” and “More gutless; Ray Rice or Roger Goodell? (Stanly, 2014)” encapsulate 

the tenor of how many reporters framed the issue. Again, this was becoming less about Rice as 

an individual and more about the abuses of power, the alleged cover up and the systemic 

stewardship of the NFL towards a plutocratic organization. 

 Matt Yonder (2014) described Goodell’s tenure as having turned the NFL from an 

organization with a stable executive branch into a dictatorship. Goodell’s personal conduct 

policy is called into question as Yonder deconstructs the hypocrisy of the imbalance of 

punishments and notes that the Commissioner is the “judge, jury and executioner over the league 

and its players.” Additionally, there is the issue of his campaign to quell the noise surrounding 

the concussion controversy and Goodell’s push for a game schedule that many players felt was 

excessive. The hypocrisy goes beyond just the imbalance of punishments as Yonder elucidates 

the heavily marketed push of merchandise aimed at women while at the same time the NFL is 

involved in one of the most abysmal stances on domestic violence witnessed in the public arena 

(Yonder, 2014). Like Yonder, other journalists emphasized Goodell’s history of incompetence in 

order to show that the Rice case was not an isolated incident but rather another point of 

contention that added up to a proved pattern of ineptitude (Corbett, 2014; Powell, 2014b).  

Joe Nocera (2014) of the New York Times directed his reporting towards why Goodell 

would remain in power despise the obvious failings. While other reporters seemed to think that 

with Goodell’s history in context, coupled with the Rice case that this was it for Goodell. Nocera 

went a little deeper and cited the NFL owners and their financial success under the 
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Commissioner as the reason why Goodell would keep his job. The only people who have the 

power to fire Goodell are the 32 NFL owners and while Goodell has failed stakeholders 

ideologically on positions such as domestic violence, punishment standards and their 

implications, he increased the NFL’s revenue by approximately 22% between 2010 and 2014. By 

negotiating an owner-friendly collective bargaining agreement in 2011 and solidifying massive 

broadcasting deals that would ensure unprecedented stability of exposure and profit (Kimes, 

2016), the idea that the owners would retain a man that secured the NFL as a plutocracy is not 

surprising.  

For Fairclough (1989) economic production enables the relationship between the social 

classes. If we think of the NFL as a state, which wields its capitalist power, there are those who 

uphold the capital interests as alliance members to the capitalist ethos (this might include 

sponsors and the networked television organizations who vie for broadcast rights as well as the 

NFL). This alliance would be known as the dominant bloc. The power of the capitalist class and 

the state rely on its ability to control all parts of a society. In the context of the NFL this extends 

to modes of production, cultural ideology and social interaction that as a collective ensure and 

bolster the dominance of the capitalist class and the state (p. 27). McDonald adds the notion of  

(2006) troubling power, a concept, which aims to subvert traditional (neo) Marxist 

understandings of power and relies on a Foucauldian concept of power that is imaginative, 

mobile, ascending and malleable (p. 512). In this context, the power of the NFL can be seen as 

being facilitated by and “performed through microlevel, capillary-like networks and hierarchical 

webs of bodies, knowledge and institutions” (p. 512). When Frank Deford (2014) of NPR asks 

the question “Is the NFL too big to fail?” he explains that due to the popularity of the NFL the 

damage done to the organization by the Rice case should not have a significant impact. Some 
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people said in their tweets they loved the game but hated the NFL. Because these two things are 

inextricably linked, the likelihood of people turning off games, in the long run, in protest of 

ideological stances taken by the NFL, is slim. While dominant ideology may be contested, the 

resulting conflict is like a tectonic plate shifting and creating a rumbling for those standing on 

terra firma; it is felt and recognized for what it is, but once it stops, people continue on with their 

lives.   

Overwhelmingly, journalists put the microscope on the details of how Goodell handled 

the case throughout the seven months and paralleled and deconstructed it with what he was 

saying now. From the onset, Goodell situated himself as a judicial body, all on his own: He was 

the one who met with Rice and Palmer behind closed doors to find out what had transpired in the 

elevator and decided without the tape, which he allegedly made repeated attempts to obtain, that 

what happened warranted a two-game suspension. Goodell was interviewed by Norah O’Donnell 

of CBS This Morning to attempt to get ahead of the story and explain what he knew and when. 

During the interview Goodell stated that, “When we met with Ray Rice and his representatives, 

it was ambiguous about what actually happened.” O’Donnell, refusing to accept his statement 

followed-up by asking “What was ambiguous about the first video, available since February, 

which showed an elevator door opening at an Atlantic City casino and Janay Palmer, who is now 

Rice’s wife, lying there, out cold? Rice tried to drag her out, before giving up in disgust.” To 

which Goodell responds, “That was the result of what we saw. We did not know what led up to 

that” (Powell, 2014b). Don Van Natta Jr. reported that while Goodell remained adamant in his 

claim that the event was ambiguous in nature, the public record showed that a police report 

stated that Rice committed “assault by attempting to cause bodily injury to J. Palmer, specifically 

by striking [her] with [his] hand, rendering her unconscious” (2014).   
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Media had had to come to their own conclusions about what this meant. Yonder (2014) 

was explicit in his understanding of what could have transpired on Goodell’s side: He either had 

to admit that he was unable to obtain the tape and that the celebrity website TMZ was able to 

“outwit, outthink and outmaneuver a league whose teams are worth a combined $45 billion 

dollars.” Yonder also indicated that if the tape was a shocking revelation to Goodell and it 

incited his indefinite suspension of Rice, then he would also have to admit that the investigation 

that he led was not only impotent, but almost completely ineffective. The other conclusion 

Yonder drew was that Goodell was lying to owners, players and fans, and in fact had seen the 

video but tried to cover it up (2014). The Associated Press reported that a law enforcement 

official sent a copy of the tape to the NFL. An NFL employee confirmed that it had been viewed 

and provided AP with a voicemail from another NFL employee stating, “‘You’re right, it’s 

terrible’. Additionally, ABC News cited sources that the Baltimore Ravens knew that Rice’s 

attorney had a copy of the video but never asked to see it ” (Keller, 2014). 

These are only a few examples of how the media critically examined and deconstructed 

how the NFL and Roger Goodell operated during this time. An investigative story by ESPN went 

one step further: On September 19th 2014, Outside the Lines reporters, Don Van Natta Jr. and 

Kevin Van Valkenburg released an investigative report that took the entirety of the Rice case and 

detailed the events, start to finish. Interviewing more than twenty sources over an eleven day 

period that included advisors and friends of Rice, NFL Player Association associates and 

representatives, team officials and former league officials, the report “found a pattern of 

misinformation and misdirection employed by the Ravens and the NFL since that night in 

February” (Van Natta Jr. & Van Valkenburg, 2014). The investigation alleged that Rice was 

made to be scapegoat in the wake of the release of the second video in an attempt by Goodell to 
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relieve himself of blame for his ineptitude. The Ravens released a response to the allegations and 

systematically rebuked the majority of the report but other than countering with a different view 

of events (Bisciotti, 2014), it did not provide infallible evidence to the contrary.  

Foucault’s interpretation of the Panopticon and how it translates to an instrument of 

power over larger society, exemplifies the ways in which the NFL uses supervision as a 

mechanism of control and how they enact punishment on players who transgress against the 

organization: The Panopticon is an architectural figure that allows for the observation of multiple 

individuals by a supervisor without an individual knowing whether or not he is the one under 

surveillance. Though backlighting of the individual’s cell, a supervisor can see into the room but 

the individual cannot see if he is being watched (Foucault, 1977, p. 200). Foucault sees the 

Panopoticon as having one primary effect: “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and 

permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power” (p. 201).  

This effect is recreated by the NFL during a game: video, instant replays and a team of 

supervisors in a different location, are in place to review and decide if a play is good or if the 

team or player has transgressed according to the rules of the game. Extreme violations of the 

game such as unnecessary roughness, directly impacts the integrity of the game and therefor is 

seen as challenging the power enacted by the NFL. In order to restore power the transgressor 

must be punished (Foucault, p. 47). 

In the case of domestic violence, it happens away from the field and does not directly 

affect the integrity of the game. Michael Powell (2014c) of the New York Times explains in an 

article detailing domestic violence within the NFL that, “[a] man’s most brutal blows are often 

delivered in private and at night.” Due to the NFL’s historically lax domestic violence policy, 

players may not have felt that they were under the complete control of the league’s observation 
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when in private. There may be criminal charges or reprimand but they are not seen as an affront 

to the NFL itself. In fact, as stated in previous sections, it upholds dominant ideologies. With the 

release of the second video, the footage became an injury to the NFL. This affront directly 

challenged the NFL’s authority by revealing the brutality of the attack and delegitimized the 

leagues ability to appropriately punish Rice.  

 The above section is meant to elucidate how the media, which is normally a vital part of 

upholding the ideology of a hegemon, directly challenged and disrupted the messages the NFL 

was attempting to disseminate. There were multiple other articles whose aim was to dislodge 

Rice from the story and focus on the issue of domestic violence on the NFL by concentrating on 

the lengthy and dismal record of the NFL to appropriately punish players for violent offences 

involving a romantic partner (Ciapponi, 2014; Hess, 2014; Huffman 2014; Leonard & Capser, 

2014; Strasser, 2014; Valenti, 2014; Shpigel, 2014). Giania Ciapponi’s blog (2014) targets the 

cultural aspects that sustain ideologies and allow for domestic violence to be tolerated in the 

NFL. She believes that the NFL does not exist in a vacuum and it is the valorized misogyny and 

idolization of athletes that creates the societal acceptance. With this in mind, she imagines how 

many cases of domestic violence and other violent crimes have gone unreported. 

The media was utilizing their visible positions to directly send messages to the NFL. 

Annie Rose Strasser (2014) reported on sportscaster James Brown’s denunciation of the 

ideologies set forth by the NFL and sports writ large during a segment before a Baltimore 

Ravens game. Brown asked his audience to pay attention to the language that is used in the 

sports realm such as ‘you throw like a girl or ‘you’re a little sissy’ and how it “reflects an attitude 

that devalues women. And attitudes will eventually manifest in some fashion”. It is the threat of 

fragile masculinity and the perception of men that they will be labeled as effeminate, that can 
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drive their sense of what it means to be masculine (Messner, 1994a, p. 30). Strasser (2014) 

emphasizes the focus on the narrative that places women in the context of how they can prevent 

their own domestic violence and how this is intrinsically linked to blaming the victim.  

A Feminist Wire article by David Leonard and Monica Casper (2014) quotes David Zirin 

from The Nation Online on how Palmer is being used in the media: 

 No one cares that she is now going to have to relive this incident over and 

over again. No one cares that the world has now become privy to what may be 

the most humiliating moment of her entire life. No one cares that she’s 

basically now being used as a soapbox with otherwise apolitical NFL 

commentators using her prone body to get on their high horse and blast the 

league. There is video and those who never raised their voice publicly about 

the axis of domestic violence and the NFL before are the loudest shouters now. 

Leonard and Casper (2014) see Palmer as an object to be used by media to be shared 

and gawked at with no regard for her humanness. Subsequently, Rice is now the object 

that the NFL can use to distance itself from domestic violence.  

Ultra Violet Image 

The final piece of digital phenomena of the Rice case is the image of a Cover Girl model 

sporting Baltimore Ravens colors as makeup, photoshopped to show her with a black eye. This 

image prompted a mass replication of the image though Twitter and was subsequently picked up 

by sports and news media online. This section will mainly focus on the digital image and the 

media that reported on it. The tweets in this section will receive minimal analysis due to the fact 

the image was shared without much commentary. Instead, the focus will be on the replication 
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and viral aspect of how this image continued to disrupt the hegemonic ideologies that are tied to 

the NFL.  

 Cover Girl image with #GoodellMustGo  

Adele Stan, a senior digital editor at The American Prospect magazine initially created 

the Cover Girl image (Stan, 2014). It was then co-opted by the women’s advocacy group Ultra 

Violet with Stan’s permission to enhance the image to show a very convincing photoshopped 

black eye. The image came to signify multiple representations including that fact makeup is 

notoriously used to cover up injuries sustained by domestic violence; that the NFL, Baltimore 

Ravens and by extension their sponsors support domestic violence; and illuminates the willful 

ignorance of both the NFL and sponsors to address the history of domestic violence within the 

league (Ryan, 2014; Slotkin, 2014). Further, this image represents how the NFL views women 

and how they decide to market to them. By placing women in an essentialized sphere of 

femininity and relegating their fandom to a perceived distinctly female realm, like beauty 

standards, it send the message that this is how a female fan ought to express herself. The Cover 

Girl ad both untouched and magnified when altered, says ‘you are apart from; you don’t exist in 

our fandom, we will market products to you that fit our feminine ideal and conform to our 

segregated gender values.’ 

 The hashtag #GoodellMustGo accompanied the image along with other hashtags such as 

#GameFace #BoycottNFL, #ViolenceIsViolence, #YesAllWomen and hashtags of the names of 

active players embroiled in violent transgressions like #GregHardy and #AdrianPeterson. This 

created intertextual considerations that expanded the image and Goodell hashtag beyond one 

dimension to lasso accompanying text and the indexical meaning as apart of broader framework 

(Bonilla & Rosa, 2015, p. 6).  
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Online mass media reporting of Ultra Violet image  

 I identified a singular trend of online media reporting in this final segment of data: 

journalists who reported on the viral activity of the #GoodellMustGo hashtag accompanied with 

the photo and focused on the contexts of the Rice case in conjunction with the photo and 

hashtags and how this impacted sponsors and other interested parties.   

Most used exemplars of how the image was framed in the context of the sporting sphere. 

Mandy Valez (2014) used a quote from Kate Nolan of Fox Sports who relayed that boycotting 

the NFL as a mechanism of protest needs to be expanded beyond just not watching the games to 

incorporating women as active participants in sport and sport media. Nolan is quoted further as 

says: “It’s time for women to have a seat at the big boy table. The truth is, the NFL will never 

respect women or their opinions as long as he media it answers to doesn’t” (September 15th). 

Overall the majority in this set framed the image as a symbol of an NFL and NFL sponsor 

boycott, the firing or resignation of Goodell, and aimed show how the image and hashtag 

combined facilitated a discussion beyond the Rice case that aimed to oust the NFL figurehead 

and call for accountability of league sponsors (Beer, 2014; Brazzle, 2014; Clark, 2014; 

Gajewski, 2014; Litman, 2014; Suskind, 2014).   

At the same time the image was spreading via social media, Ultra Violet had planes fly 

over three NFL stadiums with banners reading #GoodellMustGo. Ultra Violet recognized the 

immediacy of the online protest already happening and capitalized on this by bringing the digital 

declaration to the physical space. Sponsors, including Cover Girl, were forced to respond to the 

confronting digital protest and pressed the NFL to make changes in their policies and handling of 

domestic abuse within the league (Elejalde-Ruiz, 2014).  There was no escaping the message and 

this effectively excommunicated Goodell from his own house.  
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Goodell was scheduled to appear at the San Francisco 49ers game that had been arranged 

years in advance but cancelled last minute without explanation (Petchesky, 2014c). Ray 

McDonald was slated to be on the starting roster at this game and had recently been arrested for 

felony domestic violence where he hit his pregnant fiancée (Petchesky, 2014c). The optics of 

having Goodell at the game with a banner reading #GoodellMustGo flying overhead as Ray 

McDonald runs onto the field, certainly could have been factor in the Commissioners decision to 

not attend the game.  

 The digital collective reached it’s apex with the banners, Cover Girl image and the 

#GoodellMustGo hashtag. Sponsors were questioning their partnerships and it’s fan base was 

faced with the reality of their beloved sport were the makers and participants of a culture that 

condoned, valorized and sanctioned the oppression of women and minority groups. This was the 

point at which there was nothing more to be done. Stakeholders and those who had never 

previously engaged with the NFL had come together and voiced their opposition to the hegemon 

and sought to remove its leader. The sport-media-complex was now saturated with digital and 

physical representations of the NFL’s bungling of the Rice case through seven months of 

ideological deconstruction and reconstruction.  

What is clear is that the digital movement facilitated a change in the media coverage of 

the case. The discourse that emerged at the onset of the incident was systematically contested by 

voices in opposition to the narrative of events that were being disseminated by The Ravens and 

the NFL. With the proliferation of strong, grassroots critiques on Twitter in opposition of the 

NFL’s response to the assault, the media had no choice but to cover what was immediate and 

newsworthy. The digital movement by publics on Twitter aided in the contextualization of how 

domestic abuse is talked about within the sports landscape, the media and the public sphere, and 
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facilitated the re-framing of the narratives that surround ideologies concerning violence against 

women. The media had to make a decision to either be complicit in the upholding of hegemonic 

masculine discourse or they could aid in the effort to dismantle it. From my research, it is clear 

that the majority of news and sport media chose the latter.    

Conclusion 

  A collective digital voice emerged opposition to a sporting hegemon, the NFL, to 

emancipate the consciousness of a culture uncritically immersed in spectacle, nationalism and 

fandom. Historically, there has been and still is an undercurrent of oppression through racism, 

sexism and misogyny running through the capillaries of sports culture. It is tolerated by the 

media, sanctioned by sponsors and supported by fan bases of almost every professional sport in 

America. Without the physical ideals of the athlete that are supported by its ideological doctrine, 

there seems to be a fear that the public will not have the idol to worship, the team to identify with 

and the sport to link their nationalism to. 

The Rice case proved to be a scandal that evolved in a way drastically different from 

other sports scandals but which lived up to the drama and spectacle of any sporting event. The 

different media entry points that were threaded throughout this case, especially newly prominent 

online and social media, allowed for a diverse range of voices to be heard over and above the 

messages the NFL was trying to circulate. Those who advocate for a theory of hegemony in sport 

see power as a “relationship between agents, the outcome of which is determined by agents’ 

access to relevant resources and their use of appropriate strategies in specific struggles with other 

agents” (Hargreaves as cited in McDonald, 2011, p. 504). The NFL used its hegemonic power to 

punish Rice based only on its own interpretation of what constituted appropriate punishment 

sanctioned by league precedent, resulting in a two-game suspension.  Critical theory does not see 
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power as necessarily monolithic: “particular ideologies and their materialized and 

institutionalized signifying practices are made to accommodate at least some of the oppositional 

beliefs and activities from shifting sets of alliances of dominant and subordinate groups” 

(McDonald, p. 504). The values of the league and the values of salient publics failed to match up 

and a battle of positions between the NFL and stakeholders ensued over the suspension. Critical 

hegemony theory allows for this through not only top-down dialectics but also bottom-up (p. 

504).  What rose above the deterministic claims of traditional hegemony theory, was a complex 

ideological clash. The two-game suspension gave interested publics a platform on which to raise 

their concerns but the video would give them evidence to confront the hegemon head on.  

The most critical aspect in this case was unequivocally the video. It inspired the counter-

hegemonic narrative that was produced digitally and forced the NFL and Roger Goodell to 

reverse themselves over the issue of the severity with which Janay Palmer was assaulted. With 

the historical context of the previous developments in the Rice case, the video caused what had 

been a fleeting moment of controversy in hashtag and social media to generate a huge digital 

aggregate effect, which is an inherent part of how Twitter functions (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015, p. 

11).  

If we are to look at how the hashtags and shared media became a mediated form of 

democratic action against a hegemon, there must be an acknowledgment of the three main 

groups that enabled the emergent movement praxis of media activism against the NFL (Carroll & 

Hackett, 2006, p. 85): The digital media and the surrounding mainstream professionals who had 

resources and access; the fan base which argued vigorously representing regressive traditional 

views but also critical progressive views; and external unrelated publics that recognized an 

intersection in which to raise their political and social agendas, such as women’s organizations 
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and anti domestic violence advocates. Each of these groups may differ in their strategies of 

intervention and have varying degrees of expertise in encoding and decoding texts (Carroll & 

Hackett, p. 85) but they formed an organic alliance that relied on one another. Each one allowed 

for a different entry point into the challenging of the NFL hegemon: The media refused to 

consent to the message that they had previously passed on uncritically to the public, the fan base 

that provided the popular support of subordinate groups did the same by effectively utilizing 

their multiple means of access; and the external publics made use of the prominence of the story 

and joined with the platforms of the media and fan base to advocate for a new approach to the 

Rice case and the many issues it represented. Each segment used one another interchangeably to 

elevate their expressed representation to become a powerful and diverse semi-united front.  

It has been two-years since the Rice case first unfolded. Rice appealed his indefinite 

suspension and on November 28th, 2014 was reinstated in to the NFL on the grounds that he had 

been punished twice for the same offence (Macure, 2014). Even though Rice has been eligible to 

play since his suspension was overturned, he remains unsigned by any team. Teams seem to 

want the stain of this famous domestic violence case to be far removed from their franchises. 

Instead Rice has become yet another exemplar of domestic violence in the NFL and has and will 

continue to be a comparative point of reference for domestic violence cases inside and outside of 

sports.  

The NFL has kept their word on their domestic violence policies and in the recent 

aftermath of the second video Roger Goodell created a Social Responsibility committee made up 

four prominent women to advise the league when allegations of domestic and sexual violence are 

brought forth (Pellissaro, 2014). While Ultra Violet representatives noted that this was more of a 

crisis communications tactic than a sincere initiative (Conner, 2014) the committee does aim to 



Rendered	  Unconscious	  	   	   	  

	  

68	  

educate players and staff on domestic violence and sexual assault and create, build on and 

implement standards of practice concerning violence against women (Brinson, 2014).  

Additionally, the NFL Draft recently barred any player that has a felony or misdemeanor 

conviction involving violence, domestic violence, weapons charges and sexual offences or 

assaults, from participating. Attempting to regain some of the high ground it so blatantly lost in 

the Rice story, Troy Vincent, Football Operations Executive Vice President stated, “It is 

important for us to remain strongly committed to league values as we demonstrate to our fans, 

future players, coaches, general managers, and others who support our game that character 

matters” (Goodbread, 2016).  

One example of the change that stands apart from the rest is an open letter by Detroit 

Lions linebacker DeAndrey Levy (2016) published through the Players Tribune entitled Man Up. 

This beautifully penned essay tackles head on the hyper-masculine culture that tells men to ‘man 

up,’ that they’re ‘pussies’ and to ‘grow a pair.’ He talks about how this language permeates 

through the locker room and that the worst thing you can do to another man in the sport sphere is 

to question his masculinity. He asks his audience to look further than the field or locker room 

and realize that “if appearing feminine has all these negative connotations, how does that affect 

how men view women on the societal level?” He proceeds to talk about how men exert their 

ascendancy over women through the power of their sexuality how it is supported through 

masculine ideals and prowess. Levy believes that while this ideology permeates through culture, 

this sexual power is often connected to the idolized athlete. Concerning how athletes are 

idolized, Levy explains that, “an athletes sense of entitlement to a woman’s body is exacerbated 

because he has been idolized and put on a pedestal in a hyper-masculine culture. ‘Not only am I 
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a man, but I am also a strong successful man. Why would someone say no? You should all want 

me’.” 

Using his platform as a professional athlete Levy calls attention to sexual assault by 

elucidating what consent is and is not. He does this with brutal honesty and does not shy away 

from describing the graphic nature of actions in which men assume a woman is giving consent 

but when in fact she is not. He challenges all men but especially his fellow players, to advocate 

and change the values of the culture by starting with themselves. He wants this conversation to 

happen in locker rooms and use the prominence of their NFL positions to effect real change in 

their communities. Subsequently, he warns that if they stay silent, they are simply condoning it 

(Levy, 2016). The most striking part of this essay is that Levy references the public domestic 

violence and sexual assault issues that have plagued the NFL in recent years and says that it was 

through the training and education he received from the league that helped to mold his new 

perspective (Levy, 2016).  

My research has charted the loci and function of digital intersections that informed how 

ideologies of publics repudiated the ideological doctrine put forth by the NFL.  This study has 

helped to show that there was an emancipation of consciousness, that ignorance of domestic 

violence and other violent crimes against women was not going to stay locked behind boardroom 

doors and that the NFL would become a little more accountable for its role in how violence 

against women is considered. Hegemonic masculine ideology will not disappear overnight, but 

with players like Levy the system can see real change. Until this conversation starts to become a 

normalized aspect of the worldview of athletes, stakeholders, sports organizations and fans, it is 

vital to continue to critically examine the intersection of gender and racial binaries that reify the 

power relations that are intertwined throughout the sport landscape. 
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Appendix A 

Mike Florio (2014b) compared the four game suspension of Ben Rothlisberger for a 

sexual assault civil lawsuit to Rice’s two games 

 The obvious explanation is that the NFL did its own investigation and 

concluded that unacceptable behavior occurred, and that Rothlisberger had 

become a repeat offender. Which leads to the inescapable conclusion that the 

contents of the still-unleaked video of Rice punching the woman who became 

his wife supports the notion that Janay had crossed the line repeatedly before 

Ray reacted. 

 This could imply that he felt Rice was protecting himself from harm but it is not stated what he 

means by “crossed the line.” Regardless of the implied meaning of this statement, what is clear is 

that this reporter felt that the NFL’s ruling on Ray Rice was less than Rothlisberger’s because it 

did not show equal severity, and therefor must not have been an unprovoked attack.  

The second article by Joel Tradian (2104), found a much darker explanation for the 

assault. While he frames this as a ‘what if’ situation, the implication is so egregiously misguided 

that it is hard to digest: “An aggressive encounter is not likely to occur without sufficient role 

playing to achieve the desired mental states for both parties. What if the images witnessed were 

the unintentional viewing of foreplay by outsiders?” He adds that, since Palmer refused to testify 

in the case or press charges and then married Rice, this could be an indication that they were 

trying to keep a “private characteristic” of their relationship secret. Finally, he adds that if this 

scenario were to be true that Commissioner Goodell would be in the difficult situation of having 

to decide if this was domestic violence or a case of sadomasochism and if the latter was revealed 

that he would be “the commissioner who penalizes players based on sexual orientation.” As a 
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starting point, sadomasochism is not about sexual orientation, it is a fetish. That aside, the 

reporter, perhaps unintentionally, moves the discourse away from the criminal language of the 

assault and shifts it to a psychological interpretation of the events. This removes Palmer as a 

victim and even attempts to convey compassion for a couple who might just be engaging what 

Tradian (2014) describes as a kind of relationship that is considered taboo by societal standards.   

With the proliferation of the blogosphere into the wider sport media market, these 

mediums have the potential to increase the dissemination of information and reach a diverse 

public, bypassing traditional networked gatekeeping (Mean, [chapter 28], 2014, p. 331). They 

also have the power to uphold existing constructions of power. Providing alternative theories that 

have no factual basis serves to distance the language of domestic violence from the facts of the 

case. Publics that consume this type of ‘what if’ content may be offered an opportunity to remain 

skeptical of the circumstances, thereby relieving themselves of acknowledging the factual 

elements  of the Rice case.   
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Appendix B 

#WhyIStayed and #WhyILeft  

Tweets. The day the TMZ released the videotape showing Rice punching Palmer, many 

people took to Twitter to ask why Palmer had stayed with him. Beverly Gooden, an author from 

the United States, had been in a physically abusive marriage for over a year and understood how 

difficult it can be for a domestic abuse victim to leave. Gooden did not want to speak for Palmer 

but did want to speak for herself and let people know why she stayed with the man that was 

abusing her. For her it was, “a process not an event” and she knew that this process was a 

complex and lengthy one to navigate (Gooden, 2014). When asked why she decided to create the 

hashtag she revealed, “I believe in storytelling. I believe in the power of the shared experience. I 

believe we find strength in community. That is why I created the hashtag. I hope those tweeting 

using #WhyIStayed find a voice, find love, find compassion, and find hope (Gooden, 2014)”.  

She started her tweets by saying “You think you know but you have no idea.” She then 

continued with her story of domestic violence alongside her hashtag: “I stayed because I was 

halfway across the country, isolated from my friends and family. And there was no one to help 

me;” “I stayed because I thought love was enough to conquer all;” “I had to plan my escape for 

months before I even had a place to go and money for the bus to get there;” “He said he would 

change. He promised it was the last time. I believed him. He lied;” “I stayed because my pastor 

told me that God hated divorce. It didn’t cross my mind that God might hate abuse, too.” Twitter 

became overwhelmed with responses to Gooden’s original hashtag and by the early afternoon on 

September 8th, 2014, the hashtag had ben used 46-thousand times (Grinburg, 2014). 

The tweets from people who shared they’re stories do not warrant critical analysis. These 

are their stories and the hashtag became a mechanism to tell their stories and they should remain 
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as such. The main objective of compiling data from this is to show the disruption of the dominant 

ideologies that permeated this case was facilitated by the use of digital activism aimed at 

dismantling victim blaming and empowering those who were victimized. For the purpose of 

showing where ideology surrounding domestic violence is located, the tweets will be 

contextualized to allow the people using the hashtags to articulate how their victimhood was 

informed. With that said, I found that the hashtag was co-opted by those who sought to uphold 

sexist and misogynistic belief systems about women and their victimhood. In comparison with 

the collective digital voices of survivors and victims, it was miniscule. I will not be analyzing 

this set as previous sections have covered the ideologies that perpetuate this kind of discourse. 

Further, I want this section to show how these ideologies are challenged and allow for the voices 

of survivors and victims to be recognized. Additionally, this hashtag was also used as a 

mechanism of support by those who may not have experienced domestic violence but wanted to 

express empathy for the movement. While broad in its replication and allowed the hashtag to 

gain momentum, I feel it is suffice to say that these messages empowered and supported those 

who chose to tell their stories on Twitter.   

Shame was a significant theme in the tweets. Many stayed silent due to fears of judgment 

from family and friends and felt that they were to blame for the abuse: “As a blk queer radical 

feminist I was afraid 2 tell community I was living the reality I was trying to dismantle;” “BC 

strong women don’t get their asses beat – WRONG;” “Because I was embarrassed and thought it 

was my fault;” “Because I didn’t wan to admit another failed relationship;” “I was young and 

embarrassed/ashamed. He was popular, a noted Black writer. And a ‘feminist’;” “Felt 

embarrassing to know it was happening because of internalized victim blaming – ‘you’re too 

smart for that.’ ”  
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Learned responses that are embedded through an individual’s cultural, societal or familial 

experiences were a prominent reason why many people stayed in violent relationships: “Because 

I was raised in a society that says it’s the woman’s fault;” “Because Christian purity culture told 

me being a teen survivor of rape made me damaged goods and I was lucky someone wanted 

me;” “The way this society is set up it’s easier for a man to walk away than it is for a woman;” 

“Because all the people I reached out to for help leaving reported back to my abuser;” “I watched 

every woman in my family be abused. Honestly, part of me thought it was normal;” “Because 

my mother, also a dv victim, counseled me the only way she knew. ‘You’re selfish if you take 

the kids from their father;’” “It’s what Love looked like as a child;” “Because I didn’t realize it 

was abuse. Because I thought it was the best I could expect.”  

Fear, threats, manipulation and guilt by abusers kept many individuals from leaving. 

Stories of abusers who threatened to kill themselves if their partner should leave was a dominant 

theme within this category: “he threatened to end his own life on my front porch if I left;” “He 

threatened to kill himself in front of me, which would have left me as the 1 to tell the kids & 

family what I made him do;” “I was afraid he’d kill himself. He said he would if I ever left him.”  

Many abusers threatened to take children away and harm friends and family of the 

victim: “I stayed because he told me he would take my daughter from me & no one would 

believe me;” “He threatened to take my son, made me feel like I deserved it and made me feel 

ashamed it even happened;” “Told me he’d hurt my friends and rob my ex;” “He said he’d kill 

my whole family if I left. I believed him. I told my parents. They asked me what I did to him. I 

was alone.”  

Manipulation was a clear tactic used by abusers in these stories. Additionally, guilt over 

the abusers upbringing or emotional state seemed to be strong psychological underpinning for 
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why many people stayed with their violent partners: “Because by the time it got physical I had 

been groomed to think I deserved it, and no one would believe me anyway;” “Because I thought 

taking his abuse was necessary in order to help him het over his own abuse as a child;” “When it 

was good it was Halmark-card perfect. He played the model boyfriend so well, I believed him 

every time he said he was he was sorry;” “Because he put himself so far inside my head and 

twisted things around, I was desperate to be a better girlfriend to him;” “He said I was all he had. 

I felt so sorry for him: who else would care for him if I left?;” “Because I knew his own father 

had beaten him and that he was also a sexual abuse survivor”.  

While there were many other dominant themes that contextualized why victims stayed 

with their abusers such as, geography, emotional and psychological abuse not being recognized 

as domestic violence and financial reasons, I felt that showing the ideological and psychological 

forces that domestic violence partnerships are realized through and the sociological and cultural 

implications that uphold these ideologies had to potential to show why the question of why 

Palmer stayed was so prominent in Twitter discourse. Further, if we are to go back to the first 

data set of tweets the prevailing discourse rendered the victim invisible and domestic violence 

became a vehicle for humor. This was normalized behavior for these users and once people saw 

that this discourse was accepted, the replication only continued. This hashtag intentionally or 

unintentionally pulled the power back from those who perpetuated dominant misogynistic and 

sexist dialogue and gave a voice to those who did not have a community to express their 

interpretations and stories of domestic violence.  

The #WhyILeft hashtag was again created by Gooden so that messages of hope could be 

heard through the stories of people caught in violent relationships. Protecting children, help from 

family and friends, finding power within themselves, and internalized breaking points were the 
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central reasons people gave for why they left: “Because I believed him when he said I was 

worthless and no one else would want me #whyileft because he was wrong;” “Because he fell 

asleep and I was tired of staying awake;” “I didn’t want to raise my child in an abusive 

environment;” “I left when I found my voice. I wasn’t scared to speak up and get out but it took 

me 9 years;” “He’d convinced me that I was nothing. #WhyILeft He’d started to convince my 

daughter the same and she deserved better;” “After locking myself in the bathroom overnight 

woke up & told myself I Will Not Live This Way Anymore;” “ Scared, isolated ashamed, 

believed him instead of believing in myself. I reached 4 help & discovered my self worth;” “I 

had low self esteem & thought it was us vs the world. Friends helped me realize my worth & I 

wanted to get out alive;” “Because I was a police protecting everyone else. I woke up staring at 

the barrel of my own gun in his hand.”      

This discourse incited a shift from the media away from the context of sport to the topic 

of why domestic violence victims often stay with their abusers. Digital media activism can be a 

primary factor in the democratization of media in civil society where a trending topic created by 

the public can influence the patterns of the media. Messaging is altered and practices, institutions 

and contexts shifted towards the enhancing of subjectivity and democratic values, as well as 

societal decision making and equal participation in public discourse (Carroll & Hackett, 2006, 

pp. 84). The use of the #WhyIStayed and #WhyILeft hashtags created a momentous drive to 

reframe the dominant ideologies surrounding domestic violence online but also in the media. 

These hashtags were counted in the hundreds-of-thousands over the course of a week (Winter, 

2014) and through digital storytelling by the public the media was impelled to contextualize the 

viral phenomena.   
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Online blogs and sport and news media. The media identified the trending hashtag 

within hours of its inception. There was three frames that I was able classify in this block of data: 

Journalists who covered the hashtag and aimed to dispel misconceptions about why victims often 

stay with their abusers, those who looked deeper at the cultural and societal implications of 

domestic violence and journalists who put the spotlight on media and individuals who took an 

apologist stance on domestic violence.  

 In their contextualizing of the hashtag, journalists offered statistics of domestic violence 

and reiterated the events of the Rice case (Herman, 2014; Zurcher, 2014; Bahadur, 2014,; 

Winter, 2014; Grinberg, 2014). Pulling from Twitter, journalists provided examples of tweets but 

what is most important about those who covered the digital phenomenon was that it was not just 

about the story. Some journalists enlisted commentary from domestic violence activist groups, 

hotlines and offered resources for those still in abusive relationships (Grinburg, 2014; Tompkins, 

2014; Winter, 2014;). Others reached out to Gooden to gain further insight into why she decided 

to create the hashtag (Grinburg, 2014; Bahadur, 2014; Warren, 2014). By going beyond just the 

story itself, online media decided to become accountable for offering solutions and insight, not 

just the facts.  

 Other journalists took a different route; they may have highlighted the #WhyIStayed 

hashtag but they provided a deeper context to ongoing plight and stigma represented by those 

caught in domestic violence situations. Christy Paul (2014,) a news anchor from CNN, followed 

in the vein of storytelling and offered her own experience of domestic violence. She touched on 

many of the themes prevalent in the hashtag responses including self-doubt, feelings of 

worthlessness, shame and depression; asking questions about why he does this, what did I do, 

what will my parents and friends think? By exposing her own battles with domestic violence, this 
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well-known news personality possibly facilitated a broader understanding of how this can 

happen to anyone, regardless of their status or situation. Her identity as a journalist may be one 

of the first thing people think of and by standing with these women and men who shared their 

stories online, she became another voice to add to the collective digital story. 

 A post from Storify.com focused on the Rice case in the context current cultural views of 

women and domestic violence (“NFL and domestic violence,” 2014). They did a small critical 

discourse analysis of the tweets that were sent out at the onset of the Rice case to show how the 

misogynistic ideology of partner violence is bound up in cultural underpinnings of femininity 

and masculinity. Using scholarly literature they exemplified how when a professional athlete 

receives minimal punishment for domestic violence, there is a trickle down effect to particular 

levels of society that can send the message that this behavior is acceptable and normalizes the 

act. They identify that with such a highly mediatized case there is an opportunity for it to become 

a catalyst for social change and cultural shifts by elaborating on the domestic violence policy 

changes created by the NFL during the scandal. Further, they exemplify how social media can be 

used as an accessible and safe platform for people attempting to escape violent relationships, 

provoked by online community responses. By looking at both Palmer and the Ravens reactions, 

Storify offered interpretations of why Palmer, who’s response could have been an indication of 

her shame over spectacle of her life, decided to try and shield her position. Producers of the 

Storify post interpreted the way the Ravens responded, created symbols out of Palmer and Rice: 

Victim and abuser. On either end of these representations, critique of both the abuser for his 

actions and victim for staying became symbolic identifiers (“NFL and domestic violence,” 

2014,) through the first and second developments.  
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 Julian Long (2014) of the Washington Post penned a thought-provoking letter to black 

males who maintain an apologist stance on domestic violence. His message is that through the 

years of civil rights action for black Americans, women have supported black males unilaterally 

in the fight for equal rights and justice. He ponders why black males don’t do the same for their 

female counterparts. Stephen A. Smith an ESPN sports commentator, contested that women need 

do better when it comes to provoking violent men, asking them to be accountable for 

deescalating the violence. Long uses him as a starting point to identify the troubling trend of 

black men attempting to explain away the Rice domestic violence case on Twitter, in a way 

telling women “Your lives and your sense of safety have less value to me than the recreational 

sports I watch ritually.” He believes that what this says on a deeper level is “You damage their 

feelings of safety with you. You reinforce the perception that they are alone in their struggle. All 

of that leaves them even more vulnerable in a society that so often leaves them behind.” Long 

parallels this with Twitter responses by white males during the Ferguson, Missouri shooting of 

Michael Brown by police officer Darren Wilson, which attempted to dislodge blame from the 

officer. The irony is explained in crippling clarity that leaves the position of the black male 

apologist indefensible (September 10th). 

 B. Alexandra Painia (2014) continues this argument in her online blog by noting that 

black feminist authors and activists have pointed to a propensity by black people, when the 

situation involves a black male and black female, to side with the male. She exemplifies this with 

the sexual harassment of Anita Hill by Clarence Thomas, Mike Tyson’s rape case and singer R. 

Kelly’s sexual involvement with underage women. Brice-Baker (1994) theorizes this as a 

syndrome, which she calls the Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas syndrome that attributes the disbelief 

of Hill to the implication that “being in a racist society which already holds and perpetuates so 
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many pejorative stereotypes about Black people, it is the job of all the cultures’ members to 

collude in not besmirching those images further” (pp. 32).  

In the context of sports, the myth of American meritocracy is realized through the 

prevalence of Black males in the sporting world that are then represented as “symbolic 

validations of the American dream” (Grainger, Newman & Andrews, 2004, p. 450). With the 

stereotypes and narratives of  “threatening urban Black masculinity” (Grainger, et.al, p. 450) and 

the black female as a sexual temptress and emasculating matriarch who is able to fend for herself 

(Brice-Baker, p. 29), it then falls to the woman to ensure that the male counterpart pathologies 

are not upheld and that his status should remain in tact to debunk the violent black male 

stereotype.  

These three online articles are important in understanding how domestic violence is 

intertwined with identity, representation, ideology and culture. Whereas, Christy Paul’s 

undoubtedly valuable open letter about her experience of domestic violence it helps to reify a 

traditional feminist theoretical approach that emphasizes the common experiences of abused 

women in the interest of galvanizing a strong feminist movement to end domestic violence 

(Sokoloff & Dupont, p. 41). Increasingly, scholarship is aimed at showing that this framework 

“trivializes both the dimensions that underlie the experiences of these particular abuse victims 

and more important, the ways we analyze the prevalence and impact of violence against them (p. 

41)”. Paul’s experienced is expressed from her position as a white, female imbued with status, 

visibility and who has escaped her situation, whereas Palmer’s experience may be thought of as 

being expressed through her position as the wife of black, male athlete who was relatively 

unknown until the case was made public. By presenting domestic violence as singularly a 
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“women’s experience,” undercuts the intersectionality of race, gender and class and how 

violence is distinctly pathologized through a cultural lens (Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005, p. 45).	  
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