ABSTRACT

CHOWDHURY, FARHAN H. Skateboarding and Nontraditional Participants: An Exploratory
Study (Under the direction of Dr. Stephen Wiley).

This study examines the experiences of non-traditional participants in the skateboarding
subculture. Traditionally the most visible participants in skateboarding are participants that can
be classified as white cisgender males. This study seeks to understand the experiences of Black,
Indigenous, People of Color, women, and the experiences of college aged skaters who identify as
members of the LGBTQ+ community. Several participants in the study have some overlap in
their personal identifications, for example one of the participants in the study is a Black woman,
who is also a member of the LGBTQ+ community.

The data in this study was collected by personal interviews, and ethnographic fieldwork.
Nine participants were interviewed for this study. The interview contained 15 questions
regarding their experiences in skateboarding in connection with their personal identities. The
participants interviewed were also skaters who had been skating for at least a year, around the
Triangle area of North Carolina. The data was then looked at and analyzed for commonalities
that help to identify the lived experiences of these skateboarders in the skateboarding
community.

Overall, the data showcased that the general skateboarding community does not feel like
a safe and inclusive space for many of the participants interviewed, which is why space and
visibility for nontraditional participants in the skateboarding community is helpful as a method
of connection. Intimidation was a common theme among the experiences of the participants, as
many of the participants stated feeling “uncomfortable” while in public skating areas as the only

person that was different to what the public is accustomed to seeing regarding skating.
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CHAPTER 1:
Introduction
Skateboarding is a multi-billion-dollar industry and expected to continue growing to

doubling its market share by the year 2024, significantly due to people who are not the
traditional image of a skater, picking up a board and creating their own communities in the larger
skateboarding community (Miller, 2021). Over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic,
skateboarding companies and stores saw record growth, and skateparks became full of new
people, who may not have picked up a skateboard had it not been for digital media in the
pandemic (Miller, 2021). In the Triangle area of North Carolina, the impact of the pandemic and
skateboarding can be seen throughout the skateparks of Raleigh and the campuses of the major
universities in the area.

Over the course of my time as a student and researcher, I was able to witness numerous
skateboarders, and of varying backgrounds, and nationalities. Historically skateboarding has
been an activity that was dominated by white adolescent males, becoming a form of an accepted
alternative expression of masculinity that seemingly embraced an anti-patriarchal form of
masculinity (Beal, 1995). While that was the idea to onlookers, inside the skateboarding
community revealed a different reality; one where whiteness became authenticity, and where
“otherness” was unwelcome (Yochim, 2010). Skateboarding became hostile to participants that
were not white cisgender males, and that is something that remains an issue to this day. Despite
the growth of skateboarding as an activity, and the emergence of non-white, cisgender male
participants becoming more visible, there are still skateboarders who are still uncomfortable in

going to a skate-park (Atencio, etc, al, 2008).
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It seems incredible that there are still elements of hostility in the community; especially

when the community has seen so much growth over the last two years. In the Raleigh area,
skateboarding groups have found vibrant followings due to the increasing number of time people
have spent online in the pandemic, and most of these groups have become spaces dedicated to
inclusivity and claiming space in the real world through inclusivity. These groups such as Skate-
Forward have become the visible communities of “othered” skaters; consisting of participants
that are members of the LGBTQ+ community, participants that are Black, Indigenous, and of
color, and that identify as female. These are the participants that historically have been invisible
in the skateboarding community.
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study is to examine the tactics that BIPOC, women, and LGBTQ+
skateboarders use to enhance visibility, and claim power and space through the formation of
communities. Through an ethnographic study that combines cultural history, and media analysis,
a better understanding of the lived experiences of the aforementioned groups in the
skateboarding community will attempt to be developed, adding a new layer to the existing
academic research into skateboarding. The nature of this study is exploratory due to the time
constraints of a graduate thesis in the COVID-19 era. As it stands, much of the existing
published skateboarding literature tends to focus on its early subcultural roots, and how it has
evolved as an alternative expression of masculinity. The research procedure consisted of in field
observations while participating as a skateboarder, and a follow up interview with willing
participants regarding their experiences as a skater, and the methods and tactics that they have
used to claim space and enhance visibility. The study ended with 9 participant interviews. As

mentioned previously, given additional time I would have been able to develop the initial
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findings of the study more fully, and delve deeper into some of the cultural aspects that resulted

in the findings of this study. The first research question asks, what are the methods that are used
to negotiate physical space in public skateboarding spots? What are the ways that nontraditional
skateboarding participants in Raleigh negotiate their way into claiming space? The second
research question is focused on the concept of visibility and its importance to the participants.
The second research question asks how important is visibility to the group of skateboarders that
are being interviewed?

The findings from the interviews and participant observations showcased that the
methods that the participants used varied greatly. Visibility is considered something that is
always there for the participants by nature of being different, and that is not always a good thing,
as there is a difference in feeling visible and welcome, and feeling visible and scrutinized. The
most important finding from my exploratory study was that getting participants to feel visible
and welcome, was a sense of solidarity with another skater or group of skaters that shared some
sort of commonality and understanding of one another’s experiences.

These research questions and the findings that were derived from the study arose in the
process of conducting the initial research into skateboarding in the context of subcultures and in
a cultural studies analysis. During the interview and transcription process, I noticed some of the
limitations of this kind of general approach to this type of study. Some of the limitations from
starting from that approach involve grouping all the participants together, and that can
significantly reduce the overall strategies and stories that the participants share. There were some
specific details that were mentioned in the interviews that I could not go into greater detail due to

time and scope limitations. The findings of this study merits future research into some of the



more specific aspects of the racial, ethnic, gender, and sexuality groups that each of the
participants belong to.

The structure of this thesis begins with chapter 1 which includes the introduction and
research questions that justify the study. Chapter 2 is a literature review of the relevant literature
around skateboarding, the skateboarding community, subcultures and youth cultures, femininity
in skateboarding, race in skateboarding, and alternative expressions of masculinity. Chapter 3 is
a cultural studies focus on the history of skateboarding and the community and its role in society.
This chapter examines media artifacts, media representations, and the gendered differences in
risk in skateboarding. Chapter 4 examines remediation, and the ways that media artifacts,
primarily video games have shaped the skateboarding community. Chapter 5 outlines the
methodology used in this study. Chapter 6 outlines the findings of this study. They are divided
up by interviews of each participant, who are given a pseudonym to protect their identities, and
some short summarizes and descriptions of the participant observation session along with the
participant, and a section regarding the aspect of visibility in the findings. Chapter 7 is a
discussion of the findings, an examination of the strengths and limitations of the thesis, what
future research should aim to do in a similar topic of this study and a conclusion section.

Gaps in the Literature

Skateboarding research has grown significantly in the last thirty years, but they all seem
to focus on the same few categories. Those categories being a focus on the subcultural history of
skateboarding, the focus of masculinity in skateboarding, a focus on the physical space of
skateboarding, and the concepts of authenticity in the skateboarding community. Very little
research has been conducted into the study of the LGBTQ+ community of skaters, and the

BIPOC community of skaters. There has been considerable research done into the issue of



gender in the skateboarding world, but there also was a near decade long gap in the literature
produced regarding gender from 1996 to 2004. There has been more research produced on
gender since 2004, which provide a nice base into the lived experiences of predominantly white
heterosexual, cisgendered women. This study aims to create literature and research that focuses
on expanding the existing skateboarding research on gender, and race, and creating opportunities
for research into the LGBTQ+ communities’ contributions and impact on the skateboarding

community.



CHAPTER 2:
Literature Review

To fully understand the lived experiences of women, BIPOC, and the LGBTQ+
communities experiences with the skateboarding subculture, this chapter provides a critical
analysis on the available literature on subcultures, skateboarding, and women, BIPOC, and
LGBTQ+ research. The first portion of the analysis is centered around subcultural research aims
to examine the dominant discourses surrounding youth culture and the activities that are deemed
to be “alternative”, and how this research affects the people involved in a particular subculture.
The second section examines available skateboarding research and literature. Throughout my
time researching skateboarding, there seems to be a gap in research particularly for skaters who
do not fit the traditional image of a skateboarder. This will be addressed in both the
skateboarding section, as well as the third section on gendered research, and queer culture
research. Most skateboarding research focuses on aspects of masculinity, and the use of physical
space. Another aspect of skateboarding research is that there is a repeating circle of
skateboarding scholars as well, adding to a lack of diversity in voices, and topics in
skateboarding academia.
Literature on Subcultures

Western societies view age in an interesting light. Age is associated with hierarchy; with
adult life associating us with responsibilities and power, while childhood is contrasted by being
associated with freedom. In the midst of these two ends is the adolescent phase that is associated
with a desire for their own identity and rebellion (Skeleton & Valentine 1998). Youth culture
became a source for academic research around the 20™ century and was often associated with

delinquency and deviance (Carrington & Wilson, 2004). In the 50s, it was argued that youths,



particularly young adults lived in a frustrated state, due to not being taken seriously, a lack of
identity, and being financially insecure, led to an increase in crime among young adults (Merton,
1968). Something else to bring up during this time was also the rise of popular culture to the
masses; pop culture and youth culture are very similar and go hand in hand in many ways,
particularly when it comes to the consumption of culture (Delany, 2007).

Youth culture and subcultures became topics of academic study in the 1950s and 1960s.
Contextually these were some of the more interesting times in western history; as the 50s
followed the end of World War II and left the United States as a place where mass culture was
widely produced, and the 60s would begin the Cold War, and a time where youth anti-war
protests became widespread (Hill, 2009). These early academic findings revealed that the
differences in socio-economic classes played a large factor in the participation rates of youth and
subcultural movements (Epstein, 1998).

Following this early period of youth research, the research that focused after the 50s and
60s was labeled New Wave Subcultural Theory (Calluori, 1985). The New Wave research
focused on the youth’s disillusionment with the status quo. Researchers looked to symbols, in
addition to the economic motivations of past subcultural scholars. This era of research is where
popular culture artifacts became academic studies of youth culture (Leong, 1992). Particularly of
note are aspects of reclamation and appropriation, that helped to cultivate and create an
alternative source of culture for youths during this frame period (Leong, 1992). The
appropriation and reclamation of these artifacts into something uniquely their own is considered
by subcultural scholar Dick Hebdige as a tactic of “guerilla warfare” against the dominant ruling
class (Hebdige, 1979). This led to these subcultures to adopt their own forms of mass culture,

such as activities, mannerisms, music, and films. Hedbige also makes note that this alteration of
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artifacts is also not completely isolated from the dominant ideologies, so this alteration is also a

form of negotiation within the mainstream ideology. Clarke’s study on masculine identities in
subcultures provides us with a look into the rationale of risky activities and masculine identities
(Clarke, 1973). It helps to establish the link between masculinity and aggression with risk taking.

One of the more visible subcultures that arose from this time was the punk subculture
(Leblanc, 1999). This subculture gained mass notoriety by the outward aesthetics of the
subculture and identified strongly with the concept of the outsider of society (Lanny & Levin,
1985). The punk subculture grew rapidly and formed an entire ideology of resistance and social
activism through cultural artifacts (Moore, 2010). Punk rock rose through this field and became a
rallying cry and melting pot of those who identified with the subculture to meetup and express
themselves with one another.
Critique of Youth Culture Research

Through all the research on the early activities of subcultures, it is often focused on the
activities of white Western people. Something that tends to go unexplored is the experiences of
women, BIPOC and LGBTQ+ subcultures throughout history, as they have not had the same
amount of academic focus. There are merely pockets of academic research on these “othered
participants” rather than a full historical examination. There is some acknowledgement of
women and their role in the establishment of subcultures, such as Leblanc’s acknowledgement of
women in punk, but they remain mostly unaccounted for. The research done on subcultures is
not to be undermined; they are still excellent academic research done to help fundamentally
understand the reasons for youth movements and rebellion, they are however a one-sided
viewpoint. The importance of post-war activities and financial motivations in the early

subcultural research gave way to the acceptance of the term, “post-subcultural”. Some scholars
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argue that the fate of all subcultures is to be accepted by the mainstream (Encheva, et al, 2013).

Post-subcultural studies take this into account, as well as the active role that the participants in
the subculture play in shaping the movement, rather than it just being rallying cries of rebellion.
With the rise of social media, and the fracturing of popular culture, it is difficult to make claims
of a traditional subculture; as most activities, hobbies, and entertainment have found a following.
Post-subcultural theory can be seen as an evolution of a cult-following; allowing a greater
number of artifacts to gather a devoted and sizable following.

Many subcultural studies assume that these subcultures are unified (Clarke, 1973, Cohen,
1955, Cohen, 1980, Hedbige, 1979). This of course is ignoring and erasing the wealth of
identities and cultures that went into the creation of these subcultures, and something that I
consider to be a big reason as to why the “othered” identities in subcultures tend to be ignored;
early subculturalists examined these cultures and identified them by reducing them to one large
identifying artifact. For example, the aesthetics of the punk movement, or the “skate or die”
attitude of 80s skateboarders. Subcultures have been increasingly fragmented in the social media
era, but they have also likely been fragmented even back then. For example, the many different
forms of alternative rock music. There is of course punk rock, but then there is garage rock,
grunge, psychedelic rock, and post-grunge rock. These are various forms of alternative rock
music, but each genre is distinctly identifiable with individual variance and differences.
Literature on Skateboarding

In examining contemporary skateboarding research, one name that is found quite often is
sports sociologist Becky Beal. Beal provides important foundational research into skateboarding
identities, challenging traditional hegemony, alternative masculine identities, and the resistant

aspects of skateboarding. Beal’s work relies heavily on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, in
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which cultural artifacts and ideology help to create and maintain power for the ruling class

(Gramsci, 1971). Gramsci defines hegemony as a form of control exercised over another, and it
can be seen in skateboarding through the harassment, exclusion and sexualization of certain
participants. Her 1996 examination of gender roles finally provided much needed research into
the lived experiences of female identifying skaters and provided some explanation into the lack
of visible female skaters compared to the number of visible male skaters, being as the culture and
expressions of an “alternative masculinity” still created an environment in which female
identifying skaters felt uncomfortable (Beal, 1996). Since the publication of Beal’s 1996 article,
there was a large gap in research among the experiences of female skaters, which the next major
wave of skateboarding research focusing on women being done in the mid-2000s (Porter, 2003;
McLaughlin, 2004; Young, 2004; Rinehart, 2005; Atencio, 2008). That is a significant gap in the
research that is available for insight into female skaters, and it is confusing as too why there was
such a gap. The reasons for the renewed focus into that portion is the growth of the
skateboarding industry, in appealing to new demographics to continue bringing in money, as
well as the visibility of notable female skateboarders, such as Elissa Steamer (Atencio, etc. al,
2008).

Skateboarding research in general has often been linked to subcultural studies and
resistance, due to the public memory of the “skate and destroy” attitude of 1980s skateboarding
marketing, and due to the “trivialization of skateboarders” in the public space (Willard, 1999).
Willard makes a claim that skateboarders are sectioned off in their own spaces, away from the
visibility of the public, and away from property by powerful adults who are claiming dominance
over the youth, and the youths right to public areas and spaces are being denied. lan Borden

argues that skateboarders use this as a “chip on the shoulder” to establish unique and creative
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identities that are “outside of the box” but their identities remain tied to the core of mainstream

visibility and society, that being located right in the city (Borden, 2001). Similarly, Ocean
Howell also links how intrinsically tied the city is to the skateboarding community. A city is a
playscape for skateboarders to figure out ways to use the physical space to come up with tricks,
and ways to circumvent urban planning’s attempts to chase away skateboarders (Howell, 2001).
These articles make the claim that the city is still the home of the skateboarding community;
which helps to differ skateboarders from other perceptions of subcultures that dwell in shady
areas in the outskirts of the city; rather skaters claim space inside of the city. The ways that use
the space is how they are agents in criticizing those in power.

Ocean Howell also argues that the creation of skateparks inside of the city is a way of
gathering all the “deviants” into one area so that those in power can keep an eye on them
(Howell, 2005). Additionally, Borden supplements this argument with these skate-parks then
function as a self-containing society of skaters who become a community, and then reinforce
specific ideas regarding gender and sexuality that are not widely different from mainstream ideas
regarding these ideas (Borden, 2001). Borden follows this up with an explanation that the lack of
female skaters is an attempt to avoid being sexualized, and avoid injuries (Borden, 2001). Alana
Young’s research into the lives of female skaters revealed that skaters were surprised to see other
female skaters, and even thought that they might be gay, exploring that the heterosexuality was
also considered the norm among skaters (Young, 2005). Beal links homophobia to skateboarding
in her 1995 analysis of the skateboarding community, noting that despite being a place for
alternative and “softer” forms of masculinity, a wide acceptance of homosexuality is something

that was still seen as taboo (Beal, 1995).
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In part due to the homophobia of the general population and the skateboarding

community, there is not a whole lot of research and insights into the LGBTQ+ community and
skateboarding. Only recently have researchers begun to examine the experiences of the LGBTQ+
community in skateboarding (Geckle & Shaw, 2020; Glise & Garcia, 2021; Romero, 2021). The
articles that are mentioned above are the most fleshed out research into the lives of the LGBTQ+
community in the skateboarding subculture. There are some acknowledgements in research
(Yochim, 2010; Rannikko, 2016), but very little in depth ethnographic research that digs into
these subcultures. The existing literature comes from non-academic, and biographical sources
that allow some sort of insight into the lived experiences of these skateboarders.

The concept of visibility is important regarding the perception of “othered” people. A
framework that helped to inspire this study is the framework of strategic visibility, and strategic
entitlement, created by researchers Asa Backstrom and Karen Nairn. These concepts were
created by the duo to research strategies to persuade more women to skateboard in Sweden; a
country that prides itself on progressiveness and gender equality, and yet struggles to build a
female following in skateboarding (Backstrom & Nairn, 2018). Strategic visibility is a research
strategy that is defined as a tactic to highlight the female skaters, making them a special case,
and differing them from the male skaters. Strategic entitlement is defined as a tactic that markets
the female skaters as indistinguishable from the male skaters (Backstrom & Nairn, 2018). The
research article produced by Backstrom and Nairn examines the benefits and deficits of these
strategies and which way works best to create a more inclusive following. They interviewed 15
female skaters about their experiences under both contexts and which was preferred. The idea of
claiming physical space at the skatepark was the focus, and something that helped the female

skaters feel more confident in claiming physical space at the skatepark was the presence of other
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female participants (Backstrom & Nairn, 2018). Physical space for leisure activities for women

is something that is a difficult task due to resistance from male participants in the activity
(Caudwell & Browne, 2011). But claiming space collectively, is something that reduces the
uncertainty of claiming space solo, and in that element strategic visibility was the most helpful
strategy for the female skaters in the study.

Skateboarding research focusing on BIPOC skaters is something that is also lacking.
There is some substantial research that dives into the lives of black skateboarders (Atencio,
2013; Marques, 2015; Brayton, 2005; White, 2015; Beal, 2004). These research articles examine
the lived experiences of black skateboarders, and how they deal with the elements of authenticity
in the growth of the skateboarding community. Particularly Brayton’s research into a “white-
lash" of black skateboarders provides an interesting background tension, of where black
skateboarders of the early 2000s were often called “posers” by white skaters due to an influx of
new black skaters picking up a board for the first time (Brayton, 2005). There was resistance to
new members from entering the established community; gatekeeping in the subculture became
commonplace to skaters that were deemed outsiders by the dominant and powerful members of
the community. Interestingly Brayton connects the attitudes and themes of the Beat Generation
of Poets into skateboarding, comparing skateboarding to the narrative themes in Jack Kerouac’s
On the Road (Brayton, 2005). Atencio’s research examines how the racial diversity of the
skateboarding community finally began to be highlighted by social media; people could find
others that were similar to them from online platforms; making it easier for them to be able to
find people to identify with and claim space collectively (Atencio, etc. al, 2013). Katherine
White’s research likewise examined the segregation that takes place in the skateboarding scene

in the Bronx, highlighting the racial tensions that still exist in the community (White, 2015).
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Elsewhere there is a surprising amount of research into Native American skaters.

Skateboarding has become a favorite activity of Native American youth, and in many places, that
has resulted in an increased visibility of Native American skaters, and their culture (Weaver,
2016). The influence of these Native American skaters has increased the culture of Native
Americans as well, as custom boards and merchandise featuring Native American images are
commonly used by skaters that hail from Native American ancestry (Badoni, 2009). The extent
of research into other people of color however is almost non-existent; there are research that
brings into focus South Asian skateboarders; however, they are not focused on South Asian
American skaters, rather focusing on the scene in those nations.

There is substantial research done on skateboarding culture, and the impact and influence
of skateboarding media. Emily Chivers Yochim’s book titled Skate-Life: Reimagining White
Masculinity. This book provides researchers with an insight into the dominant culture in
skateboarding; white masculinity (Yochim, 2010). Yochim finds that skateboarding culture for
those in the community provides them with a sense of freedom, authenticity, and permission to
take risks (Yochim, 2010). An interesting find in Yochim’s research centers around the idea of a
“not quite anti-patriarchal critique of patriarchy” (Yochim, 2010). This find expands upon Beal’s
earlier work on white masculinity and identity in 1995 (Beal, 1995). Yochim states that the
alternative masculinity expressed by the young men in the skateboarding community, mock and
antagonize the traditional and dominant expression of masculinity. However, simultaneously,
these young men maintain power over women, BIPOC, the members of the LGBTQ+
community, and working-class citizens (Yochim, 2010). This behavior is co-opted and accepted
by the skateboarding media available at the time, such as professional Skateboarder Bam

Margera’s multiple reality television series, and the Tony Hawk Pro Skater series of video
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games. Yochim also brings into some questions regarding the subcultural nature of the activity;

as it was something that affluent children in post-war America started, and later became a multi-
billion-dollar industry, that seems to attempt to keep the activity from being accessible to others.
Examples are given regarding the prices of skateboarding equipment, shoes, and the hobby’s
expression of fashion and access to places to skate. Yochim defines the nature of skateboarding’s
romanticism of the outsider culture, as a discursive evolution; evolving from one form of
dominant narrative to another, depending on what stakeholders in the industry can market and
materialize to create more money-making opportunities (Yochim, 2010). This flexibility allows
for skateboarders to create an identity for themselves based on the things that they find the most
personal from all the things that skateboarding is supposedly representing; whether that be
rebellion, freedom, a competitive sport, or a childhood toy, it allows the activity to blend through
mediascapes (Yochim, 2010). These ideas are expanded ideas that Donnelly expressed in her
work in 2008, regarding the need to look at skateboarding outside of the realm of rebellion
(Donnelly, 2008).

Donnelly claims that skateboarding academic literature needs to evolve past the
subcultural and rebellion heavy studies of Beal’s early work, and the need to stop using Beal’s
mid 1990s studies as an end all academic study into the activity (Donnelly, 2008). While Becky
Beal has certainly done important and ground-breaking research and is one of the more prolific
researchers in the community, I agree with Donnelly in the need to evolve the literature and
focus on the modern skateboarding world. It is of course important to trace steps to identify
patterns, but the skateboarding world continues to grow, and its growth in the 2020s is in large

part due to “othered” participants taking up the sport for the first time.
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Additionally, Yochim connects extreme sports with an erasure of the multi-cultural

history of the United States of America. She notes the analysis of 1990s extreme sports by Kyle
Kusz that notes that extreme sports align with classic American values, such as rugged
individualism, and the conquering of a frontier. Because the media focused on white Americans
who were involved in extreme sports, the genre of extreme sports became a representation of
whiteness as American-ness (Yochim, 2010).

Becky Beal and Charlene Wilson’s 2004 article titled Chicks Dig Scars:
Commercialization and Transformations of Skateboarders’ Identity, examines the
commercialization effects of skateboarding, and bringing in derogatory slang term applied to
female skateboarders called “Betty” into the academic world (Beal & Wilson, 2004). A ‘Betty’ is
a woman who is a skateboarder or a fan of skateboarding that some male skateboarders dismiss
as someone who is trying to hook-up with a male skater; essentially pursuing a hobby to talk to
boys (Beal & Wilson, 2004). This section unfortunately does not go into greater detail, but it
provides us with some examples of the outright hostility that female identifying skateboarders
have experienced in the past, and other skateboarding media that features interviews with
professional skateboarders, often have them discussing “Bettys”, in rather unflattering terms,
which contributes further to the idea that women do not belong in skateboarding; as well as an
erasure of any sexuality that is not heterosexuality.

Literature on Skateboarding Masculinities

The research on masculinity in the skateboarding subculture is rooted once again in the
research of Becky Beal (1996) article examining the influence of hegemonic masculinity and
alternative masculinity in the skateboarding community (Beal, 1996). This article also examines

the effects that masculinities play into the gender dynamics of the skateboarding world. The bulk
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of Beal’s examination of the alternative masculinities argues that masculinity in sports is not

“predetermined” and are socially constructed by the participants of the community (Beal, 1996).
A lot of Beal’s work into skateboarding research examines the community as a sport rather than
a subculture. What this does is to provide a sporting sociological background into the
masculinities that are seen in the skateboarding community. Beal’s work on skateboarding
masculinities has a large influence on gender and masculinities in the skateboarding community.
Masculinities research into skateboarding largely identifies skateboarding as a sport first and
foremost to understand the differences in masculinities in traditional sports, and action or
lifestyle sports.

The existing literature of skateboarding research showcases ample research into the
subcultural origins of the skateboarding community, as well as research into the white
masculinity of the skateboarding community. Additionally, there is research that showcases
insights into white female skateboarders and their lived experiences in the skateboarding
community. There is however a gap in research regarding the skateboarding experiences of
skateboarders who are BIPOC, besides the ones that I mentioned, and members of the LGBTQ+
community. When it comes to the skateboarding experiences of women of color, the academic
literature is non-existent. Academic research is sparse into the lived experiences of these skaters
when compared to the experiences of white, cisgender male skateboarders. The upcoming
chapters seek to address the gaps identified in the literature, by analyzing skateboarding in
general society; the impact media representations have had on the skateboarding community, and

the ways that digital communication has changed the skateboarding community.
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Chapter 3

Skateboarding in Society

Origins of Skateboarding Culture

This chapter aims to provide readers with a history of skateboarding and examine some
of the origins of the skateboarding community. To be able to understand the issues of
nontraditional participants in the present, it is important to examine the history of
skateboarding’s participants and make connections to the present issues. The focus of the chapter
is to provide a background and understanding of the community, and to understand the
subcultural roots and reasoning for the hostility to “outsiders” to the skateboarding community.
The concept of authenticity will be examined quite a bit in this chapter. Beal (1995) addresses
the concept of authenticity as something that is very important to the skateboarding community,
and often used as a way of preventing “posers” from picking up a skateboard. Authenticity ties in
with the “outsider masculinity” that was especially prevalent in the early years of the
skateboarding community.

Skateboarding grew out of the California surfing culture in the mid-20th century.
Initially the activity was called “side-walk surfing” and was an activity that primarily consisted
of surfers who wanted something to mimic the activity of surfing on pavement, while waves
were flat (Adleman & Taylor, 2010) Soon enough, skateboarding entered the first “boom
period”, as skateboards began to be mass produced in the early 60s, and the first competitions
were hosted by West Coast shops. For a while, skateboarding became a multi-million-dollar
industry in the early to mid-60s, and one of the most notable skaters of the time, Patti McGee
was paid to tour the United States to demonstrate her skills as a skater and was even featured on

the cover of LIFE magazine (Beal, 1995). However, the popularity of skateboarding crashed
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following this initial craze, leading to media figures labeling the activity as a “fad”; a short-lived

enthusiasm (Vivoni, 2009). There is not a definite reason as to why the popularity crashed, but
some state that most skaters simply returned to surfing when the season allowed for waves
(Vivoni, 2009).

Skating would not see another period of popularity or innovation until 1972, when Frank
Nasworthy developed a new type of wheel made from polyurethane (Adleman & Taylor, 2010).
This new wheel was much more durable than previous skateboarding wheels and improved the
traction and precision of control which skateboarders had. New types of boards were being
created, varying in width and length to offer different types of control for skaters, and at the
same time, skaters would flock to urban environments, to create their own spaces within these
environments and skate around, starting the creation of a skating subculture (Donnelly, 2008).
By the mid-70s, sponsored competitions began to pop up again, and a team of twelve skaters,
known as the “Z-Boys” would become one of the pioneering skate teams of the time (Walker,
2013). At the time skate tricks still resembled the movements of surf moves, and at the end of the
decade Alan Gefland invented the moved known as an “ollie”, a move that a skater jumps and
lifts the board into the air, opening new innovations and creativity for what was possible on a
board (Walker, 2013).

At this point, skate culture differentiated itself from its surfing origins, and began to
become associated with “deviant” behaviors; “deviant behaviors being behaviors that diverged
from what is socially acceptable. The deviant attitudes came often directly with the use of urban
space. Skaters were a “nuisance” to property managers and police officers. Along with the
“deviant” association, the subculture began to fully showcase itself, as skaters now had their own

defined terms, hangout spots, and associated styles that showcased resistance (Howell, 2008).
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Skaters commanded their own spaces in public spaces that were not geared towards skating and

would cause a certain amount of chaos, which resulted in authorities being called on the youths
carrying out these statements; as well as urban planners actively creating methods to deter
skaters (Howell, 2001). By this decade’s end, skateboarding also developed specialized
disciplines, vert, and freestyle. Vert skating originated in empty pools, which consisted of skaters
launching themselves into the air and performing aerial tricks. Freestyle skating consisted of
“flatground” tricks, which are tricks performed rolling on flat surfaces (Vivoni, 2009).

Skateboarding goes through periods of increased popularity that brings it to the forefront
of mainstream popular culture throughout its history. That is showcased by the initial popularity
in the mid-60s. The 70s decade allowed the subculture to grow, and the 80s would introduce the
world to skateboarding legends Rodney Mullen, the inventor of the “kickflip” trick as well as the
start of Tony Hawk’s career (Yochim, 2010). It was also in the 80s, where an increased
“deviancy” occurred, with the origins of the “skate and destroy” attitude emerging (Donnelly,
2008). The “skate and destroy” attitude was largely launched by Thrasher Magazine, who leaned
in very heavily with the rebellious image of skateboarding. The rebellious aspects of skate-
culture became stressed out, and over the top during this time. This attitude is also in line with
the culture of the 80s. The popular culture of the 80s is one called “excess”; enigmatic, larger
than life superstar celebrities, such as Michael Jackson, represented this decade’s popular culture
(Ryan, 2014). The decade of the 90s, featured Tony Hawk becoming a household name, and
another skateboarding boom period (Donnelly, 2008).

An interesting thing to note is that skate-culture began to associate itself with other
subcultures in this decade; with the culture also being associated with punk and rap music, as

well as video gaming (Donnelly, 2008). These subcultures were linked together due to the
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release of the Tony Hawk Pro Skater video game series, which meshed gaming and music with

skate culture. The release of the video game Tony Hawk'’s Pro Skater, in 1999 showcased an
acceptance for skateboarding to the mainstream, while also marking an increase of gatekeeping
within the community, giving rise to the term “poser” (Beal & Weidman, 2003).  The term
“poser” grew because of the growth of a new audience consuming skateboarding media and
merchandise, resulting in a division between the skaters that skateboarded before the release of
Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, and those that were inspired to skate because of the video game. The
appearance of being “authentic” became a huge factor in the culture; which can be hypothesized
as the traditional demographic of skaters was now changing from able bodied white boys and
men; into a larger demographic (Yochim, 2010).

The growth of digital and social media is something that also plays a factor in looking at
possible a post-subcultural world. Skateboarding has lent itself well to audiovisual media and the
quick videos and snapshots of skaters performing tricks on social media is an effective way to
gather attention, while also bringing in a new community, with popular tutorial videos, or
showcasing of individual skills (Dupont, 2019). Digital media has allowed subcultures to link
with a greater number of people, through the use of various social media platforms such as Tik-
Tok, Instagram, and Discord. Additionally, because of the community provided by the internet, it
seems to be less of a resistance, and more of a culture in relation to the mainstream dominant
society, which is the point in time where it can be pinpointed that the subcultural attitudes shifted
and allowed for popular opinion to turn and accept skateboarding as an Olympic sport. The
media dimension of skate culture is important to understand to contextualize the current

landscape of skate culture, and it is fleshed out in chapter 4 of this study, to fully contextualize
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the media dimension. The media dimensions in those chapters focus on video games,

remediation and representation and the ways technology has changed the digital communities.
Subcultural Studies

To fully contextualize skateboarding and the community, we must look at some research
and literature regarding subcultural studies. The skateboarding community initially started off as
a subcultural activity before gradually moving on to becoming something that is more
mainstream (Beal, 1995). Subcultural theory has ties to criminological academic sources, which
seek to explain that certain groups have values and cultures that inherently lead to crime and
violence. This paper focuses on the cultural studies and sociological aspects of subculture
studies, fleshed out by Paul Willis and the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (Barker &
Jane, 2016). Willis states that subcultures contribute to our understanding of mainstream culture;
specifically, to provide a reaction of sorts to mainstream culture (Barker & Jane, 2016). Some of
these aspects can be seen in the skateboarding subculture, as there was an inherent anti-
establishment attitude, which can now be debated due to the popularity of skateboarding in
general. However, through the history research, and through various points of skate culture; anti-
establishment was a central theme, as well as the focus on the individual (Beal & Weidman,
2003).

A key point stressed in subcultural theory is the relationship between a subculture and
capitalism. Capitalism showcases a lack of human empathy in many cases, as well as the
commodification of the things such as creativity, interactivity, and camaraderie (Blackman,
2014). For many, the skateboarding subculture provides individuals with these tools; and a sense
of individuality and freedom that at least by narrative, is resistant to hegemonic capitalism

(Encheva, etc al, 2013). Even in the increasing commodification of skateboarding, attitudes
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themselves can be resistant. The spirit of skate competitions in Raleigh for example, showcases

that for skaters the competition is more of landing and showcasing your tricks and skills, rather
than a traditional sporting competition of keeping score, dominating your opponent, and
crowning a victor (Beal. 1995). There is active and passive resistance that is inherent to
skateboarding. This has been a central theme throughout the history of the subculture, the idea of
individuality, that some in the culture feel has been “corrupted” by mainstream culture (Beal,
1995). Within capitalism is another source of tension in the skateboarding community, as of
course mentioned prior, the fact that skateboarding is a multi-billion-dollar industry. Skate shops
have spaces in mainstream malls, and there is a whole market for items specifically marketed
towards skateboarders. The market grew as the mainstream culture embraced the subculture.
This resistance can also involve resistance within the subculture. Subcultural theory has
been expanded to include classifications of gender, race, sexuality, etc., in addition to the initial
focus on class (Blackman, 2014). The subculture is very male-oriented; as an expression for a
form of white male masculinity that was not as socially acceptable (Yochim, 2010). Gender
became a point of tension in the subculture, as elements of hegemonic masculinity pushed into
this subculture, with the same arguments of women in sports being repeated in this subculture.
The act of being a woman who skated became a form of resistance, just as the physical act of
using the body to skateboard did. Hegemonic masculinity is the most powerful form of
masculinity and establishes a dominant man as the center of society and justifies the subjugation
of women and some men (Beal, 1996). It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when these elements
began to appear in the skateboarding community, but there are studies that showcase that
resistance to women, and sexualizing women have been in the community since at least the

1970s (Beal, 1996).
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As mentioned in the discourse section, female skaters have been more open to the idea of

skateboarding as an Olympic sport, and it may be because the subculture has different meanings
for them as opposed to males in the culture. Notable skaters such as Cara-Beth Burnside, has
been skating since the 1970s, and felt visibility was important, as she was often one of the few
women at skateparks throughout her career. She views the addition of skateboarding as an
Olympic sport, not as the commodification of a subculture, but an opportunity for visibility and
validation for skaters who are female (Mackay & Dellaire, 2012). There are women who have
forced their way into the skateboarding community, and a lot of that can be seen by the rise of
digital media. The exposures to women can help form communities of feminist, and
intersectional groups that wish to challenge both the power dynamics within the skateboarding
community (MacKay & Dellaire, 2012). There is however a need to detangle gender, sexuality
and race here however, as white women did enjoy some level of visibility and power in the
skateboarding community, which is something that women who were not white or not straight or
non-binary members of community were denied. The draw of skateboarding is clear, the
challenges of the subculture to traditions. To the credit of the community, it seems as though the
community is becoming more open towards people of various and diverse backgrounds.
Media Representations and Skateboarding

As skateboarding evolved through the process of going from a subcultural activity to
something more mainstream, the media began to depict skateboarding across various platforms.
Various media across history shaped different ways skateboarding was viewed. That can be seen
through the lens of framing theory, showcasing how the media shapes the narrative (Entman,
1993). The notion of the “underground” is something that is against mainstream ideals, and that

is the origins of the subculture. However, media attention later focused on the tricks and the
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skills needed to land these moves, and soon the focus began to be more on the positive aspects of

skateboarding. The imprint of public memory will have some of those “skate and destroy” legacy
attached to the subculture; but that is not exactly completely true. As showcased in previous
studies and the inclusion into the Olympics, skateboarding has become more accessible and open
to anyone who wants to pick up a board. Essentially the mediatization of skateboarding has
allowed it to shift from exclusively “deviant” notions, into something that is more acceptable.
This can be argued as the fate of most, if not all subcultures; even punk rock and graffiti artists
became mainstream (Encheva, etc, al 2013).

The early audience of video games, and skateboarding seemed to have many links and
overlaps. The audience of video games that was predominant during the 90s skateboarding
boom, is primarily made up of white male children and adolescents (Embrik etc, al 2012).
However interestingly enough, minorities are more likely to label themselves as gamers, while
also showcasing growth in minorities in the gaming world (Shaw, 2011). Similarly,
skateboarding historically has had a similar audience (Yochim, 2010). Yochim also theorizes that
skateboarding was a space to allow a form of white masculinity that was not socially acceptable
to the mainstream, which is something that can be applied to the subculture of video gaming as
well (Yochim, 2010). Eventually video games became an acceptable hobby in hegemonic
masculine culture because it became useful to capitalism. Hegemonic masculinity is something
that is always changing and adapting so that the economy can benefit from it, such as new
industries that make lots of money.

Due to both subcultures being spaces for white masculinity; they have been resistant to
identities outside of white male, which further became complicated as both activities grew from

dedicated niche hobbies to billion-dollar industries. Following the 90s skateboarding boom, the
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culture of skateboarding changed significantly. Racial and gender minorities encompassed a

significant audience for the hobby; to the point where in the recent iteration of the Tony Hawk
series; player created avatars no longer have specific clothing or items divided by gender; as well
as included top ranked street skater Leo Baker who identifies as trans (Henley, 2020). The
importance of representation in open spaces for play is important, as it allows for players to
examine the culture and how to function (Giddings, 2009). The video game depictions of
skateboarding provide a fascinating insight into the culture of skateboarding, as well as the
representation of skaters. The early Tony Hawk Pro Skater titles represented the culture of its
time, which ultimately is one that is mostly geared towards white males. There are
representations of women and other races as avatars from the earliest games; the games also
featured caricatures such as the heavily sexualized, fictional unlockable character, Private
Carrera.

The tone of the series was juvenile, and as the gaming industry matured, so did
skateboarding and their video game counterparts. The release of EA’s Skate series showcases
some of this maturity in these communities. The Skate series is more down to earth than its rival
series and features different takes of the subculture; where Tony Hawk was bombastic and, in
your face, Skate was milder mannered. 7ony Hawk was a product influenced by Thrasher
magazine’s iconic “Skate and Destroy” campaign (Donnelly, 2008). Skate did not share those
origins. Even a look at something such as the soundtracks of the first entries in the series
showcase how things have changed in the skating culture. Tony Hawk Pro Skater featured a mix
of ska, pop punk, and alternative music in its soundtrack, whereas Skate features music more of
pop rock and hip-hop. The influence of the Skate series is arguably more relevant to the current

culture of skateboarding. After the series was put on hiatus, other developers tried to put in their
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visions of skateboarding games, more so emulating the mechanics of the Skate series than the

Tony Hawk series (Henley, 2020). This is a small capsule encompassing the larger change in the
skateboarding demographic, which has seen it go from a dedicated “deviant” image to being
represented at the Olympic Games, a showcase of traditional power structures in sport (Qing,
2010). Even the act of calling skateboarding a sport is an interesting aspect, it can be seen as
strange to consider these activities as sports, as many skaters shy away from the competitive
aspects of skating, focusing more on the individual expressions that skateboarding provides to a
skater (Beal, 2013). The announcement of skateboarding at the Olympics has created tension
within the skating subculture, as the aspect of sport and competition to many seem at odds with
the activity, despite the presence of the X-Games growing the community and making it a more
mainstream activity.

Similarly, the gaming world has seen its share of changes as well. Both subcultures have
seen dramatic shifts in the consumption of its content as well as the people who identify
themselves as part of these subcultures. There are larger calls for more inclusivity in gaming
subculture spaces, from play to the actual work of developing these games (Williams, etc, al
2009). Games themselves have seen massive growth, and the industry rivals the film industry in
profits and narrative capabilities (Somerdin, 2016). Similar to the changes in what a skateboarder
looks like, video games have had their own changing demographics to incorporate and adapt to
(Chess, et al, 2017). Changes in these demographics are being seen by those who develop these
products, which can be attributed to numerous contexts, such as the fate of subcultures in a
capitalist system, and the role of globalization. However, while there are calls for greater
inclusion and diversity for the games industry, there was also a very vocal backlash against

inclusion from a minority voice within the video games industry, such as gamergate. The game
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scholar perspective of subculture differs from the cultural studies definition, which states

explicitly that the mainstream subjectification of a subculture ends up stripping away some of the
unwanted elements to produce something that a mass audience would enjoy maximizing profits
(Barker, & Jane, 2016). The video game re-creations of skateboarding will be further explored in
chapter four.
Gendered Risks and Skateboarding

With Skateboarding becoming a more mainstream activity, something that has become
“hidden”, is the element of risk in skateboarding. The mid-2000s era of skateboarding, is
sometimes called the “Jack-Ass” era of the activity (Concepcion, 2018). This era was one that
seemed to be geared toward shock value and resulted in some gruesome videos of bails montages
that spread through early internet video platforms. The growth of the industry points to different
stakeholders that are responsible for the growth of the sport to seismic portions. Stakeholders are
those that support a group, activity, or organization through financial means in order to turn in a
profit. Without the support of stakeholders, the organization would essentially crumple
(Freeman, 1994). Stakeholders in the skateboarding industry range from the public that is
consuming skateboarding related products and content, to the media organizations that are
dedicated to covering skateboarding, to large corporations that sponsor skaters and essentially
created professional skaters, to merchandise companies, to marketing firms, and to social media
platforms. All these stakeholders work together to maintain the lucrative industry.

Stakeholders are also essential to elements of risk management (van Vilet, etc. al, 2020).
Stakeholders influence the public’s perception of the risks that are associated with the group,
organization, or activity that they are promoting or are involved in. Examples of this can be seen

in climate awareness campaigns, and the various COVID-19 pandemic related items that have
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been pervasive throughout society since the start of the pandemic (van Vliet, etc. al, 2020). The

risk of repeated head injuries can be classified as the risk communication event as defined by
Lundgren and McMakin (Lundgren & McMakin, 2018).

Skateboarding, alongside many other hobbies, received a boost in interest over the course
of the COVID-19 Pandemic (Heston, 2020). Social media use increased during the pandemic,
and one of the notable trends that occurred was “skatetok”. “Skatetok™ is a colloquial term for a
specific genre of videos uploaded to the social media video sharing platform, TikTok (Miller,
2021). A notable example of the power of these “skatetok” videos, showcased Nathan Apocada
skating down a road while listening to “Dreams” by Fleetwood Mac, and drinking Ocean Spray
cran-raspberry juice. This video was viewed by more than 80 million people and sent the song
“Dreams” back into the sales charts, as well as driving sales for the beverage. Additionally, it
helped to drive the sales of skateboarding as well as skateboarding equipment up as well helping
to establish and create a new public for the industry to engage with (Miller, 2021). The
stakeholders hold a large amount of power over the public perception of an activity (Habermas,
1999).

Chronic traumatic encephalopathy has cast a large shadow over the sport of American
football, as numerous former football players have suffered the consequences of repeated head
and neck trauma. CTE is a progressive neurological disease that stems from repeated mild to
severe head injuries and can show up as a variety of symptoms that can severely hinder the
quality of life of the sufferer (Wolter, etc. al, 2017). CTE, while primarily associated with
American football, has also been found in the brains of other athletes, one of them being
legendary extreme sports star Dave Mirra (Wolter, etc. al, 2017). Dave Mirra committed suicide

in 2016, and autopsies found evidence of CTE in his brain, signaling a cause of concern among
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other extreme sports professionals. While the effects of CTE are showcased dramatically among

professionals, it is estimated that about 4 million people experience a sporting related traumatic
brain injury per year (Winkler, etc. al, 2016).

Skateboarding itself was found to be the culprit of the most injuries in a study done
regarding risks in extreme sports from a period from 2000 to 2011 (Sharma, etc. al, 2015).
Furthermore, skateboarding also had the highest number of extreme traumatic brain injuries, and
is 54 times more likely to fracture their skulls than other extreme sport athletes (Sharma, etc. al,
2015). Skateboarding is a dangerous activity, but the public may not understand the devastating
effects of repeated head and neck traumas, because it is an aspect of the sport that is not
showcased as much. That is because the stakeholders would rather hide the dangerous elements,
to make the activity more attractive to bring in more money. It is not as systemic of a cover-up as
the NFL’s efforts to hide the effects of CTE, but it is still notable that many popular
skateboarding advertisements do not feature safety gear or equipment, and the lack of coverage
and awareness towards head injuries.

In skateboarding related media, the culture and fashion of skateboarding is its own
subculture, with authenticity becoming a key factor in the community (Beal & Weidman 2003).
In skate advertisements, or even videos, helmets have become increasingly uncommon
(O’Connor, 2016). The stakeholders in the merchandising of skateboarding are less concerned
with the long-term head injuries and impacts and would rather sell merchandise that they can
acquire. Popular contemporary skateboarders, such as Nyijah Houston typically forgo a helmet
for various caps or beanies that are typically sponsor branded material. Other skateboarders state

that large companies do not care much about the safety of their skaters, and the status of
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independent contractors leaves them with large medical bills, resulting in a culture of hiding the

pain (Murrell, 2018).

Young skaters under the age of twelve are at a greater risk of developing serious long
term CTE related ailments (Murrell, 2018). Children have been picking up the sport at younger
and younger ages, and with that comes an increase in children racking up head injuries (Murrell,
2018). Children who have had traumatic head injuries before the age of 12, are at an increased
risk of CTE (Murrell, 2018).

One thing to note of the research provided in the risk element, is that most of these
numbers and statistics are results from male skateboarders (Atencio, etc. al, 2008). Risk aversion
and risk taking are concepts that are divided socially by gender norms and constructs. Traditional
gender stereotypes assume that people who identify as women are more likely to avoid risk; and
people who identify as men are more willing to perform risk taking activities (Atencio, etc. al,
2008). This is something to keep in mind when it comes to the findings section, especially
regarding how some female skaters feel at the skate-park, in terms of hesitation due to
sexualization. The findings of risk in skateboarding are primarily studied from the perspective of
male skateboarders, so it would be interesting to understand the risks of female and gender non-

conforming skateboarders, and how the manage the risk-taking elements of skateboarding.
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Chapter 4:

Technology, Skateboarding and Remediation

The purpose of this chapter is specifically to contextualize skateboarding, and the
skateboarding community regarding technology. This chapter builds on the chapter regarding
media representations in skateboarding, adding knowledge of remediation and how
skateboarding video games remediate the culture of skateboarding, as well as to mention the
importance of technology to skateboarding. Numerous skateboarders have picked up a
skateboard because of the Tony Hawk'’s Pro Skater franchise, myself included. Among the
participants that I interviewed for the study, this franchise was one that is commonly mentioned
as one of the big factors of visibility and exposure to skateboarding and skate-culture.
Technological advancements in formats have played a role in increasing the visibility of
skateboarding to a mainstream audience; for example, VHS tapes helped skaters learn tricks
through tape-sharing, video games exposed skate-culture to a different demographic, and
television brought skateboarding a whole new audience of onlookers from an audience that
watches traditional sports. This chapter explores the unique relationship between skateboarding
and video games, the aspects of remediation and how skateboarding video games remediate
skateboarding culture in a manner that other forms of media cannot, and how an analysis into
representation in skateboarding video games and media.
Video Games and Skateboarding

Skateboarding became a multibillion-dollar industry in the years that followed the boom
period in the late 90s, and early 2000s (Donelly, 2008). There are several reasons for this new
boom period; the exposure of the X-Games, an extreme sports program launched by ESPN

which drew hundreds of thousands of people and became an annual event (Yochim, 2010).
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Another factor was the popularity of Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater video game series. These media

representations allowed for a massive growth period for the sport, and it became increasingly
difficult to argue that skating remains a subculture, following such a period of mainstream
success and revenue. It certainly varies by demographics, as there is still the association of “the
other” with the subculture of skateboarding; even as recently as 2012, elected officials still
criticized skaters (Slee, 2011). The growth of digital and social media is something that also
plays a factor in looking at possible a post-subcultural world. Skateboarding has lent itself well
to audiovisual media and the quick videos and snapshots of skaters performing tricks on social
media is an effective way to gather attention, while also bringing in a new community, with
popular tutorial videos, or showcasing of individual skills (Dupont, 2020).

Video games have also had an intrinsic relationship with skateboarding, and there are
many parallels with each of the industries. The first skateboarding game was 720 and it was
released in 1986 for arcade cabinets and developed by Atari (Zwiezen, 2020). While early
skating games look different to modern skating games; the early foundation has stuck around;
essentially games that offer players spaces to accumulate as many points as possible by stringing
tricks together in a finite amount of time. This is the foundation that the Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater
franchise would expand on, in the 3-D era of video gaming. The Tony Hawk'’s Pro Skater
franchise would become a monumental success, both as a video game, and as a representation of
skating culture. The series at its peak in popularity was one of the bestselling franchises in the
world trailing only the long-running Madden NFL series (Bennett & Lachowitz, 2004).

The early games of the series dropped players into an enclosed space, with the objective
of getting a high score and collecting all of the collectables in the level; essentially a collect-a-

thon platformer in a skateboarding disguise. The series went out of its way to accurately portray
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the culture of skating at the time; with accurate move names, animations, music, environments,

and big names of playable skaters (Carter, 2012). In many ways the series captures a sense of
social realism rather than being a realistic simulation of the actual mechanics of skating itself
(Galloway, 2004). Galloway distinguishes between realistic representation and the idea of social
realism; realistic representations tend to investigate graphical fidelity, and a simulation of real
life in a Baudrillardian sense. Social realism is more catering towards authenticity of
representation. The Tony Hawk series, particularly the older games, tend to rely on stereotypes
and exaggerations, so there are limits to this social realism found in this series. Tony Hawk
himself was involved heavily with the realism aspects of the early games, from providing
guidance into the culture of skateboarding, providing motion capture, and asking other fellow
skaters if they wanted to be involved in the game (Ombler, 2020). This helped to add on the
social realism elements that are found in the game, and are deemed authentic to the
skateboarding culture at that time. In a “meta” sense, the Tony Hawk series is an interesting
series to look at in the context of social realism; like the actual activity of skateboarding the
series emphasizes movement and the freedom of movement in small spaces to create a combo of
tricks. That is an aspect of social realism. However, the series as mentioned, does not seek to
replicate how actual skateboarding works; the series exists in an environment where physics are
exaggerated to the point where someone can ollie, which is a trick that involves jumping with
your skateboard, over other humans off, and reach impossible heights by player-controlled
transversal. This was a deliberate design choice done so that the game can be fun and remain
accessible to as many people as possible. The social realism concept authenticity of the
representation of skate-culture goes even into the leaked source code of Tony Hawk’s

Underground, where even in the coding there is commentary from the developers that are nods
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to the greater skate culture. It leads to an interesting contrast between the actual gameplay, and

the environment.

The aspect of social realism can be further explored as the series progresses. The social
realism element plays towards the white audience, as the early games featured one black
skateboarder, Kareem Campbell, and one female skateboarder, Elissa Steamer. The earlier games
of the series are perceived more favorably, with the peak of the series typically associated with
the 6th generation of video game consoles which consisted of the Nintendo GameCube, the Sony
PlayStation 2, and the Microsoft Xbox (Ryckert, 2012). As with most long-running video game
franchises, the series experienced its share of changes to keep things new and fresh to maintain
its colossal sales numbers.

The networks of digital media have allowed subcultures to exist in a completely new
space, and link with more people. Additionally, because of the community provided by the
internet, it seems to be less of a resistance, and more of a culture in relation to the mainstream
dominant society, which is the point in time where it can be pinpointed that the subcultural
attitudes shifted and allowed for popular opinion to turn and accept skateboarding as an Olympic
sport. The perception of skateboarding and skaters has changed radically throughout its history,
and to the point where it is an internationally recognized sport that will be represented in the
Olympics. This change in perception can be linked to the multi-faceted visibility of digital
communities due to social media.

Remediation and Skateboarding Culture

This section will seek to understand the ways that skateboarding culture has been

remediated across various technologies and digital platforms. Remediation is a way of

understanding new media. Essentially it is defined as the representation of one medium into
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another medium, for example the Tony Hawk series of video games remediate the skateboarding

VHS tapes, into a video game format (Bolter & Grusin, 2003). Medium is defined as the
materials and cultural tools used to create new meanings (Brandt, 2004). Skate culture is no
stranger to representation in various media formats, from skate VHS tapes of the early days that
focused exclusively on the tricks being performed, to the more stylistic, underground style
videos of the 2000s, to the short clips geared towards social media of today, skate culture has
found various ways to take advantage of the media that is laid out in front of them to grow the
subculture. Arguably the Tony Hawk Pro Skater series is responsible for much of the growth of
skateboarding due to the ways the series represents and remediates different aspects of skate
culture, rather than just skateboarding itself. The series was able to introduce skateboarding,
skateboarding brands, skateboarding culture to a whole new audience. (Ombler, 2020).

The first two entries of the series laid down the foundations of the series, and extreme
sports video games in general, with time-based levels, fast-paced gameplay, and leaning on the
“arcadey” feel rather than a true simulation. Aesthetically, stylistically, and mechanically, the
subsequent sequels of the series provided a remediated time capsule into the happenings of skate
culture at the time of release, as well as a remediation of what was happening in the video game
industry as well. The games become “storage devices” of culture, storing memories of culture in
the coding and data of the physical games (Brandt, 2004). The first two games of the series
remediate those early skating VHS style culture: similar to the famous Rodney Mullen trick
videos of the early era mechanically. These two games were the most “grounded” games in the
series for about a decade before the Skate series introduced a simulation style of skateboarding
video games. While the games allowed players to capture unrealistic heights, and tricks that

professionals can only dream of; it also contained no manuals, spine transfers, and emphasized a
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more realistic momentum-based system. The physics of the game were tuned so that it would

take a lot of creativity from the player to capture some of the more unrealistic, and crazy tricks
that the series would become known for in future entries (Peters, 2020). The game also
emphasized street style and vert style skateboarding, which were the popular formats of
skateboarding in late 90s and early 2000s (Beal, 2013). Street style skating encourages free use
of the environment to perform various tricks, and vert style skating emphasizes gathering air out
of a pool to perform aerial based tricks, as made popular by the X-Games and Tony Hawk
himself (Borden, 2001). The first two games of the series capture the vert and street popularity,
along with the early Mullin style of VHS sharing of skate culture, capturing two distinct eras of
skate culture, and remediating them into one.

The third entry of the series sits in an interesting position, when it comes to the video
game industry. Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 3 was released throughout 2001-2002 on various 5th
and 6th generation consoles, which encompass the PC, Nintendo 64, PlayStation 1, Xbox,
PlayStation 2, and Nintendo GameCube (Carter, 2012). The game was released in the shift of the
industry moving on to a new generation of consoles, while also supporting the previous
generation as players eased into the new systems. As an early next generation game, Pro Skater 3
had much improved graphics, and much larger levels than the previous entries to showcase the
power of the new machines. Mechanically, the introduction of the revert move in this game, is
what started the multi-million-point combos that the series became famous for due to the
spreading of these combo videos online, which is not unlike the sharing of skateboarding tricks
to others. The revert, and other point-based, timed and collection methods remediated the line
combo aspect of skateboarding, in which a line combo is when a skater performs a string of

tricks in a “line”; the “line” ends when all four wheels of the skateboard hit the ground at the
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same time. The series shifted into more fantastical elements, as well as incorporating different

gaming tropes such as scripted event sequencing when a player performs certain actions in the
context of the levels, which were a new idea in these 6th generation games which were played on
6th generation consoles such as the PlayStation 2, Xbox, and GameCube (Stang, 2019). The third
entry retained the classic timer and collect-a-thon elements, while also introducing pseudo-open
world level design which would be further refined in the next entry, Pro Skater 4.

Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 4 was released in 2002, after the gaming industry was changed
after seeing what was possible in an open, “free-flowing” world with the release of Grand Theft
Auto III (Frasca, 2003). The fourth entry of the series was a shift in the career mode of the series;
abandoning the two-minute timer altogether, and introduced story elements, NPCs, cutscenes,
and larger open, free roam-able levels that are semi-open world. There is a distinction between
open-world and free roam-able design which boils down to linearity and level design (J-U-I-C-E,
2020). The levels of Pro Skater 4 are open to explore, but self-contained; it is not one large
world map like Grand Theft Auto, rather a series of smaller free roam maps with lessened
restrictions from the previous entries of the series. The larger open areas can also be seen as a
response to the increase in street style skating, and the decline of vert skating (Beal, 2013). The
game’s introduction of NPC characters also are stereotypes of various skate culture figures, such
as a stark traditionalist, or “stoner” characters that are included in this game. They are simplistic
representations of skater archetypes, but it is the first time in the series that they were included,
and a simple representation of the more “marketable” elements helps newcomers to take in the
scene and accept it. However, it is also important to recognize that the racial and gendered
representation of the series was not widespread, featuring only 1 skater of color, and 1 female

skater for many of the early titles.
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Tony Hawk’s Underground provided a stylistic shift in the series. As the previous entry

introduced more story elements, and NPCs, Underground introduced a fully fleshed out story
mode, and a more in-depth character creation tool, as this game’s story mode will have the player
play as this created skater for most of the time in the story. Character customization became a
bigger part of the game, and the game remediated MTV’s Jackass era style of skateboarding;
emphasizing risks and leaning into some of the early skate and destroy, outsider elements of
skate culture, but for the “MTV” era. The Underground games are interesting as cultural artifacts
because of the remediated elements of skate culture, as it combined two different eras of skate
culture into two games that emphasized the absurd and the outsider. Following the release of
Underground and Underground 2, the series slightly toned down the MTV elements for the next
entry, American Wasteland. By this point the series had started to lose its critical darling
reception, as the game received the lowest review scores in the series up until that point (2005).
American Wasteland sought to remediate the Los Angeles roots of skating and skate culture, and
the game was set entirely in Los Angeles, as an open world game.

The next two games in the series shifted the game significantly from both a mechanical
aspect and an aesthetic aspect. Tony Hawk’s Proving Ground and Tony Hawk’s Project 8 shifted
the series into a more simulation based skateboarding game, with an atmosphere and tone that is
significantly toned down from the three previous entries. This is in part the influence of skate
culture at the time, going back to park style skating, and the rise of smartphones affecting the
ways in which skaters performed their tricks for an audience (Dupont, 2017). The two
“simulation” games remediated this by adding a smartphone in the game that allowed you to
record the new tricks that were performed in contextual situations; a mechanic the game calls,

“nail the trick” which sees the player flicking the control stick to control the board and make
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their own tricks essentially. The mechanic is similar to the overall control scheme of the Skate

series, which would become the top critical and commercial skate video game of the 7th
generation of consoles. The remediation of park skateboarding in these games were significant,
as the open world featured many of these parks as progress points for the story. Park
skateboarding rose in part due to the accessibility of skating videos due to video sharing
platforms that rose at the time such as YouTube (Beal, 2013). Skate videos have been influential
in spreading word over top new prospects, what pros are doing and witnessing new tricks. A
launch party hosted for the release of skate VHS were common activities in the subculture
(Porter, 2003). VHS tapes are one of the iconic collectables in the early games of the series, and
the two sim style games evolved beyond that and remediated the ways in which skate videos
were being created, consumed, and shared via video sharing platforms, and camera phones.

Unfortunately, the rise of smartphones and video sharing applications were never
featured in the Tony Hawk franchise due to the series going on hiatus, but these ideas were seen
in the Skate series, as the career mode involved taking photo shoots for magazines, video sharing
tricks that were performed, and increasing a follower count for social media and keeping up with
social media to track your sales, showing a modern hypermediacy of the life of a professional
skateboarder. Hypermediacy is where the user is aware of the medium and that they are using or
observing (Bolter & Grusin, 2003). In this case the hypermediation is the virtual phone that
keeps track of the virtual social media network within the Skate video game franchise.
Representation in Skateboarding Video Games

As mentioned in the introduction of the chapter, video games have had an incredible role
in helping the skateboarding industry grow, exposing many potential skaters to their first taste of

skate-culture, albeit in a remediated form. The early audience of video games, and skateboarding
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seemed to have many links and overlaps. The audience of video games during the period of the

90s skateboarding boom is primarily made up of white male children and adolescents (Embrick
etc, al 2012). However interestingly enough, minorities are more likely to label themselves as
gamers, while also showcasing growth in minorities in the gaming world (Shaw, 2011).
Similarly, skateboarding historically has had a similar audience (Yochim, 2010). Yochim also
theorizes that skateboarding was a space to allow a form of white masculinity that was not
socially acceptable to the mainstream, which is something that can be applied to the subculture
of video gaming as well (Yochim, 2010).

Due to both subcultures being spaces for white masculinity; they have been resistant to
identities outside of white cisgender males, which further became complicated as both activities
grew from dedicated niche hobbies to billion-dollar industries. Following the 90s skateboarding
boom, the culture of skateboarding changed significantly. Racial and gender minorities
encompassed a significant audience for the hobby; to the point where in the recent iteration of
the Tony Hawk series; player created avatars no longer have specific clothing or items divided
by gender; as well as included top ranked street skater Leo Baker who identifies as trans
(Henley, 2020). The importance of representation in open spaces for play is important, as it
allows for players to examine the culture and how to function (Giddings, 2009). The video game
depictions of skateboarding provide a fascinating insight into the culture of skateboarding, as
well as the representation of skaters. The early Tony Hawk Pro Skater titles represented the
culture of its time, which ultimately is one that is mostly geared towards white males. While
there were skaters of color and female skaters, it seemed that they had yet to garner a significant
enough audience to where the series would showcase greater representation towards these skaters

until much later on in the lifespan of the series. There are representations of women and other



42
races as avatars from the earliest games; the games also featured caricatures such as the heavily

sexualized, fictional unlockable character, Private Carrera.

The tone of the series was juvenile, and as the gaming industry matured, so did
skateboarding and their video game counterparts. The release of EA’s Skate series showcases
some of this maturity in these communities. The Skate series is more down to earth than its rival
series and features different takes of the subculture; where Tony Hawk was bombastic and, in
your face, Skate was milder mannered. Tony Hawk was a product influenced by Thrasher
magazine’s iconic “Skate and Destroy” campaign (Donnelly, 2008). Skate did not share those
origins. Even a look at something such as the soundtracks of the first entries in the series
showcase how things have changed in the skating culture. Tony Hawk Pro Skater featured a mix
of ska, pop punk, and alternative music in its soundtrack, whereas Skate features music more of
pop rock and hip-hop. The influence of the Skate series is arguably more relevant to the current
culture of skateboarding. After the series was put on hiatus, other developers tried to put in their
visions of skateboarding games, more so emulating the mechanics of the Skate series than the
Tony Hawk series (Henley, 2020). This is a small capsule encompassing the larger change in the
skateboarding demographic, which has seen it go from a dedicated “deviant” image to being
represented at the Olympic games, a showcase of traditional hegemony in sport (Beal, 1995).
Even the act of calling skateboarding a sport is an interesting aspect, it can be seen as strange to
consider these activities as sports, as many skaters shy away from the competitive aspects of
skating, focusing more on the individual expressions that skateboarding provides to a skater
(Beal, 2013). The announcement of skateboarding at the Olympics has created tension within the

skating subculture, as the aspect of sport and competition to many seem at odds with the activity,
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despite the presence of the X-Games growing the community and making it a more mainstream

activity.

Similarly, the gaming world has seen its share of changes as well. Both subcultures have
seen dramatic shifts in the consumption of its content as well as the people who identify
themselves as part of these subcultures. There are larger calls for more inclusivity in gaming
subculture spaces, from play to the actual work of developing these games (Williams, et al,
2009). Games themselves have seen massive growth, and the industry rivals the film industry in
profits and narrative capabilities (Somerdin, 2016). Similar to the changes in what a skateboarder
looks like, video games have had their own changing demographics to incorporate and adapt to
(Chess, et al, 2017). Changes in these demographics are being seen by those who develop these
products, which can be attributed to numerous contexts, such as the fate of subcultures in a
capitalist system. The game scholar perspective of subculture differs from the cultural studies
definition, which states explicitly that the mainstream subjectification of a subculture ends up
stripping away some of the unwanted elements to produce something that a mass audience would

enjoy maximizing profits (Barker, & Jane, 2016).
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Chapter 5:

Methodology
Due to the nature of the research, I decided to really get to know and understand the
skateboarding culture in the Raleigh area. I spent a year and a half meeting skaters, attending
skateboarding events, going to various “skate-spots”, and skating at skate-parks across Raleigh
before I realized the research potential of the skateboarding scene. I immersed myself into the
skateboarding scene in Raleigh, to fully understand the cultural dynamics.

Ethnography is a type of research that analyzes the behaviors of a specific social group in
their environment (Arnould & Wallendorf, 1994). This type of research allows the researchers to
really go and understand social behaviors, and essentially creates a situation where the researcher
must become a part of that group (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). The research collection
tactics employed by ethnographic research, such as interviewing, and participant observations
were methods that made the most sense to me in conducting the research, as it allowed me to
have access to more authentic information and allowed me to observe dynamics that I may not
have found out by simply asking participants about what was happening.

There is a lot of controversy regarding the use of ethnographic methods especially
considering Alice Goffman’s ethnography scandal. Alice Goffman wrote an ethnographic study
of a working-class, Black neighborhood in Philadelphia, and it sparked an intense controversy,
with claims that Goffman fabricated elements of her novel.

In an attempt to address this, I decided to use overt ethnographic tactics, fully disclosing
that [ am a researcher and that I was doing research into the skateboarding community to all of
the participants and potential participants. While I did not wear a badge that said that [ am a

researcher, I would introduce myself to participants in a skating space and let them know that I
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was conducting research for my thesis, and I answered any questions that people had, and did so

to try to be as ethical as possible and to build trust among the skateboarding community, and so
that they would also be willing to be a participant in the interview portion of the data collection.
Covert observation tactics do not inform the participants their role in the study and are left
unaware of the researcher’s involvement (Lugosi, 2006). Additionally, I have also offered my
transcripts of the audio recordings to the head of my committee to validate, and fact check the
findings in my research, as well as storing the audio recordings in password protected NC State
Google Drive in which only Dr. Wiley, and myself have access to. The audio recordings have
identifiers, such as names wiped from the recording to protect the identity of the participants who
chose to not be identified by participating in my study.

The primary data collection methods used in this research study was interviewing, and
participant-observation. Through participant-observation, I was able to gather data about what I
was seeing out in the field, regarding the skateboarders, and negotiation of public skating spots.
Once I spent enough time in the various skate-spots around Raleigh, I would approach skaters to
introduce myself and get to know them, before informing them about my research and then
asking them if they would be willing to participate in a short interview about their experiences in
the skateboarding community, and if I could skate with them as well. I typically skateboarded
with the participant before interviewing them, and would take notes after the skateboarding
session, and would schedule an interview for some time within the week.

I prepared an interview schedule which consisted of 18 questions. These questions were
pre-screened by a group of my close friends and were made up of different racial, ethnic,
sexuality and gender backgrounds to eliminate any problematic phrasing, or offensive wording.

The IRB approved of the study on January 5%, 2022, and as part of the approval process, I also
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prepared an exempt interview consent form. The participants of the interviews were informed of

the purpose of the study as well as the risks, benefits, and confidentiality assurance, as well as
consent to record and transcribe the interviews. It was made clear that the study was completely
voluntary; along with the disclosure of the participants identifying information. Furthermore, I
made it clear that if the participants felt uncomfortable at any time, they could ask to stop the
interview (See Appendix A for Interview Schedule). Additionally, I prepared for more formal
participant-observation sessions that took place over the course of January 2022. I planned out 7
specific sessions in which I took down notes for about an hour while engaging and interacting
with various skateboarders at various sites across Raleigh.

The way that I recruited participants for the study followed a pattern of repetition. While
I was doing participant-observation, and interacting with skaters, I would mention that I was also
doing research on skateboarding. One of the benefits of the long process it took for the IRB to
approve of the study, was that [ was already involved with skateboarding before I visualized the
research study; so, I had some familiarity with the community. I had started skateboarding during
the pandemic when I lived in Florida and continued to do so when I moved to Raleigh for
graduate school. During my first week skateboarding around the NC State campus, I had literally
fallen into a group of skaters who watched me bail attempting a manual down a hill. After
befriending these skaters, I had gotten access into the Raleigh skating community, attending
events, sessions, and just hanging out with other skaters. Once I had formulated my idea for a
study on skateboarders, I had informed other fellow skaters that I had planned to do this research,
once the IRB approves of the study. I did not feel uncomfortable or out of place around other
skateboarders, as the time it took to process the approval allowed me to gain further

skateboarding skills that allowed me to seem less of a “poser”. Following the approval of the
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study, I would go to skate-spots in Raleigh, and I would skate for a couple of days. Once I saw

some repeated faces, I would approach them with the recruitment script I prepared, which asked
them if they wanted to be involved with the study.

Additionally, some of the participants of the study recommended their friends to me to
interview which helped to increase the number of participants. The participant pool ended up
with 9 skaters; all of whom have diverse backgrounds and fall in line with the aforementioned
groups that I was curious in understanding the skateboarding experiences of; which are BIPOC,
skaters who identified as members of the LGBTQ+ community, and skaters who identified as
women. There were some overlaps in these identities, as that is unavoidable and allowed for
opportunities of intersectional analysis. The dates of the interviews are recorded in the table
below. All the participants consented to participate in the interviews and followed all the COVID
guidelines and protocols that were set by the IRB at the time of the interviews.

Participants in the interview were asked questions regarding their experiences in the
skateboarding community in Raleigh, North Carolina. The first section of the interview were
introductory questions that asked the participants about how they first started skateboarding,
their favorite things about skating, and any negative experiences. The second section of the
interview involved questions regarding identity, and the importance of visibility and scrutiny.
The final section of the interview asked participants questions regarding their identity and how it
relates to skateboarding, and the skateboarding community. Occasionally participants would
mention something interesting relating to their identity in the interview and I would ask them to
further elaborate, but aside from those moments, I stuck to the schedule of questions that I
prepared for IRB approval. Due to the nature of interviews, and the rapport and willingness of

participants to disclose aspects of their lives, there was not a set time for any interview. The
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length of the interviews varied from 10 minutes to 28 minutes. There were some insights into

why that may have been the case, which is something that I will discuss further along in the
findings section of this study.

The participants in the study were all skateboarders who have skated in the Triangle area.
They are all people who come from diverse backgrounds and have unique stories to tell
regarding their experiences skateboarding. It was a privilege to listen to these deeply personal
stories of skateboarders and the things that have shaped them.

After the interviewing portion was finished, the data from the interviews then needed to
be transcribed. I used an audio to text transcription service called Temi. Temi saved me a lot of
time in the transcription process, as the service provided a high-quality transcription, and I
primarily had to look back to edit out identifiers, and other small mistakes. The transcription
process took place concurrently with the conduction of the interviews in January and early

February.
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Chapter 6

Findings

This chapter showcases my findings of the interviews as well as the observations I made
during my field research in skate-spots across Raleigh. This chapter will be organized through
introductions of the individual skaters and some of their experiences which will be supplemented
by my observations in the field. The participants in the study are given pseudonyms to help give
them personality, without completely identifying them. It is also important to understand that
despite the grouping of the participants in the study as belonging to BIPOC, and LGBTQ+
groups; that the experiences are not universal and are personal accounts of these individuals.
There are significant differences, strategies, and stories within the participants of the study and
within the groups that they belonged to. Some of the things that stood out to me during the
research involved the different tactics and strategies involved among the participants regarding
my research questions. Some of the key findings was the revelation that strategic visibility is not
always the answer for helping to ease the anxieties of the skateboarders, as well as realizing just
how paralyzing the fear and anxieties of the skate-park is.

I grappled with how I would organize the findings chapter. At first, I had categorized the
chapter with certain themes that were found throughout the interviews, which were initially
passion, creativity, visibility, diversity, masking, gatekeeping, sexualization, hesitancy, and
location. However, after some deliberation and discussion with my committee members I
decided that was not the best organizational pattern, as it minimized the interesting stories and
perspectives that the participants would tell me within the context of the group that they were in.
Additionally, through the feedback of the committee I realized that visibility had negative

aspects that needed to be addressed. This organizational pattern also revealed more differences
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than similarities in the tactics that these participants used in dealing with strategic visibility. The

organization of this chapter will focus with the introduction of the participants and notable
findings from my interviews with them, followed by my notes in the field, and then some of the
unifying trends that I saw, such as the anxieties that come with visibility, aspects of surveillance
and the fear of the skate-park.
Interview with Bryant

Bryant was the first participant I interviewed for the study. Bryant identifies as non-
binary. My interview with Bryant lasted around 30 minutes, and they provided me with excellent
testimony regarding their experiences in skateboarding, both in their hometown, and in Raleigh.
Bryant’s preferred style of skateboarding is down-hill skating, stating that it provides them with
a feeling of thrill as well as mindfulness. Bryant was introduced to skateboarding at a young age
from their exposure to the Tony Hawk Pro Skater franchise when they were in the fifth grade.

I say it was Tony Hawk and stuff like those you definitely get on like coming-of-age time

or whatever, really. So it was like Tony Hawk’s American Wasteland when I was in like

fifth grade. So that was like, when I started getting into skateboarding and when I wanted

to actually buy a skateboard (Bryant, personal communication, 2022).
Bryant detailed how they often played the game for hours on end, and later on described the
series as something that would also help them realize something about their own gender identity,
as Bryant mentioned the create-a-skater option in the game where they would often dress their
virtual skater in gender-neutral clothing. Later on, when I asked Bryant about their favorite
aspects of skateboarding, they detailed to me about how it is one of the few things that fully
demanded all of their attention :“Specifically going down a hill, like I was struck with the feeling

of like, okay, this is one of all things that I actually have to fully pay attention to other than



51
maybe some music (Bryant, personal communication, 2022).” In the quote Bryant talks about

how the thrill of going down a hill and how it requires them to be fully in the moment because
their safety is on the line. Bryant gushed about the speed of going down the hill and the wind in
their ear taking them to a happy place and living completely within the moment. As we
continued to discuss their favorite moments of skateboarding Bryant mentioned how they wished
that they had a friend group of skaters to skate with, stating that they always wished they could
have more of a community where they lived: “Well, I always wished it was more communal, but
yeah, yeah. For me, like I always, yeah, I didn't have that many friends who skated and I wish I
did (Bryant, personal communication, 2022).”

Bryant openly discussed wanting a more communal experience skating in their
hometown, and that was something that stood out to me during the interview. This was
something that some of the other participants in my study also mentioned, as a common trend
was that a lot of the participants in the study skated solo.

As we continued the interview into the questions that asked for more information about
their negative experiences, Bryant offered me incredible and painful insights into their
skateboarding life. Bryant mentioned the earliest negative experience they had skateboarding
involved being made fun of in middle school for carrying a skateboard with a brand that was not
very well known and was considered by other skaters as a “poser” brand; essentially calling them
an inauthentic skater.

I do specifically remember being in like shop, like the wood shop class or whatever in the

sixth grade and getting made fun of for having, uh, a world industry supported basically

like I didn't really skate or whatever, basically. So there was definitely like a vibe of that.

(Bryant, personal communication, 2022)
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Gatekeeping in skateboarding is defined as the strategic exclusion of certain people in

skateboarding due to power dynamics (Beal & Ebeling, 2019). Historically gatekeeping was
something that kept women from skateboarding for a prolonged period, under the guise of
authenticity and keeping potential “posers” out from the activity (Beal & Ebeling, 2019). This is
something that still has lingering effects, as the tension seen by skateboarding’s inclusion into
the Olympics was something that traditional, “core” skaters were heavily against, while skaters
that identified as female were more receptive to the idea of skateboarding as an Olympic sport
(Beal & Ebeling, 2019).

Once we got to the identity portion of the interview, Bryant bravely laid out some of their
own personal struggles in the skateboarding community that comes from being a non-binary
person. Bryant spoke at length about how aspects of the community, particularly when it came to
what they called “bro-masculinity”, kept them from fully wanting to be immersed in the
skateboarding community.

So, like I am non-binary so that is an aspect that has affected me. whether I was like

outwardly or whatever, you know what I mean? Because there is like some sort of macho

undertone, uh, somewhat to skateboarding. Like even when I was, uh, going by the

people out there, whatever, just the clothing they're wearing now, some of the things that
they say are like pretty like, I love hot moms, you know? Like that's not necessarily like,
it's not like vulgar, but it does like promote this culture of definitely like bro masculinity.

(Bryant, personal communication, 2022).

Skateboarding merchandise was something that really alienated Bryant, as they felt that many of
these merchandises promoted sexualization of women, and violence against “posers”. It stood

out to me that Bryant termed this “bro masculinity”, as what they stated sounds like hegemonic
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masculinity, which is defined as a practice that legitimizes certain men’s position in society as

the de facto position and justifies the oppression or subordination of women, other gender
identities and men who are not fit to be the considered as the dominant (Scott, 2015). Beal
(1995) stated that men who skateboarded, typically expressed an alternative form of masculinity,
but still possessed elements of hegemonic masculinity, such as encouraging risk, competition,
and the sexual objectification of women (Beal, 1996). This is something that Bryant had to deal
with in their experiences in the skateboarding community. Bryant also mentioned that it was very
difficult to try and make connections within the community, as the bonds that were formed
before they skated were very tight knit in their hometown.

As we continued the identity questions, I asked Bryant if they ever felt that they were
scrutinized as a non-binary skater. Bryant stated that one of the tactics that they used was
masking up their true identity. Bryant hid that element of themselves when it came to
skateboarding. They would wear gender-conforming clothing, they would not paint their nails,
and avoided drawing attention to themselves when it came to skateboarding in a skate-park.

I would say more than I try to sort of mask my true identity as much as possible. Sort of,

at least outwardly, you know, like I might, dress differently. I don't think anyone would

be surprised, I guess that I skated based on the way I generally dress or whatever. But do

I feel scrutinized for it? Still yes. Like, yes. Like I feel like I'm scared or whatever to

approach people. (Bryant, personal communication, 2022)

Bryant felt very much like an outsider when it came to skateboarding in an area that had
numerous other skaters. For Bryant, and like some of the other skaters in this study,
skateboarding was more of a solo endeavor. Bryant stated that they usually skated on campus

when there were little to no other people around, and often would seek out areas on campus that
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people did not often go to. However, Bryant mentioned that another one of their friends recently

came out to them as non-binary, and that their friend also wanted to try skateboarding but felt
like it was not something for them. Bryant is now teaching their friend the basics of
skateboarding, and going to more public places, such as a skate-park with their friend, as it has
provided both of them with a sense of being welcomed by at least one other person.
I don't know, my friend wants to start skateboarding and she's trans, so, and we have
skated and I've like tried to teach her the thing or like, I don't know, like start by
balancing on one foot first. Cause that's what you're actually doing, like more than half
the time. It’s been fun and nice to like have someone with you skating that like knows
you (Bryant, personal communication, 2022).
That was the note that concluded my interview with Bryant. It ended on a more positive note, as
they had mentioned many hardships that they had to endure just to participate in an activity that
they enjoyed in their free time. In my field observations with skating with Bryant, I had noticed
how withdrawn they seemed when we would skate at certain highly populated areas. They
certainly seemed uncomfortable being around so many other skaters, as we were there on a day
that had quite a lot of people skating there. However, they mentioned that it was something they
wanted to do but did not feel comfortable doing. We kept the mood light, and soon enough
Bryant was simply skating. When another skater who was female started talking with Bryant,
they immediately seemed to feel at ease as they were really the two skaters there who were not
male skaters. It was a joy to be able to skate with Bryant, and I made sure to promise them that

we would have to do it again later. My next interview was with a skater named Pepper.
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Interview with Pepper

Pepper is a woman who as been skateboarding recently. She was primarily someone who
used a longboard before trying a skateboard. She stated that longboarding was her only real
method of transportation, and she had been longboarding for as long as she can remember. She
recently came into skateboarding because of wanting to try something new and try out some of
the cool looking tricks. Pepper differentiates longboarding from skateboarding by saying that she
sees different uses for them.

I mean, right now, especially, you know, I, I don't have a car, you know, if I need to go

someplace real far, I guess I'll Uber take a bus, but for the most part, this is pretty much

my only means of transportation. It's my only means of getting around, you know, I've
gone to downtown Raleigh and back on, on a longboard. And so it, it really means to me,

just sort of the freedom movement (Pepper, personal communication, 2022).

For Pepper, longboarding is something that is only used for transportation, whereas
skateboarding is something that is used for tricks, and for getting around a shorter distance than a
longboard. Pepper stated that her skateboarding skills could use some work, as she had suffered a
rather nasty sprain last semester but was still having fun being on the board and practicing the
many beginner level tricks that she could try and master. Pepper also mentioned being a big fan
of bombing hills, which is a style of skateboarding that the skater tries to skate down a hill as fast
as possible. It is something that seems to be a recurring theme among the participants of my
study. Pepper prefers to skate with very loose trucks, which allows her to have more control over

turning, and less speed.

Well, a lot of time it's a bit of a balancing app just because I keep my trucks pretty loose.

Okay. And so it's a lot of the time just sort of knowing when it's better to slow down
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more than anything else. And you know, L, I try to go at a reasonable pace, but if I see

just sort of a hill or something that I'm like, okay, yeah if I can go this distance and

maintain control and keep balance, then I'll just go right ahead (Pepper, personal

communications, 2022)

My interview with Pepper was the shortest one, as she mostly spoke at length about her
identity and skateboarding, and some of the reasons that she is hesitant about skating at certain
places. The primary place that she stated caused her anxiety about skating, was the skate-park.

Maybe they won't share my interests, you know, there's all that stuff. and even in the

people I've met, you know, like my friend, for example, he has no idea about my identity

here or, you know, in terms of, and all that. And that's another thing I've seen sort of at
the skate park is that, you know, sometimes you see sort of a diverse group of people.

Yeah. But for the most part, it is sort of you know, straight men and you see in a lot of

skate parks, like a lot of graffiti about that and so, you know, it, it's not necessarily a

space where you want to sort of be open about that. (Pepper, personal communication,

2022)

She stated that the skate-park is not a place where she would feel comfortable being open in, and
that she does not really see anyone that might share her interests or share some connecting
identity with. Similar to some of the observations that Bryant made, Pepper spoke about how she
would sometimes notice anti-trans or anti-woman graffiti at the skate-parks she went to with a
group of her friends. She would not go regularly to the skate-park, as it was only something that
she would go when a group of her friends were available to go. Unlike Bryant, Pepper expressed
no desire to go to a skate-park. She really wanted to avoid it unless her friends wanted to go.

Pepper stated that making connections with skaters outside of her friend group was difficult, as
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she was anxious of what they might say or do to her if they found out her true identity. She stated

that when she does go to a skate-park, she does her best to mask herself.

When I go to like a skate park, for example, I, I don't exactly show, my identity. And

under that aspect, it's sort of well, you know, yeah. I'm having fun, but I'd like to have the

freedom to be myself. Yeah. Whenever I'm sort of around campus, for example you

know, I, I tend to express myself and I do get some looks here and there and it does feel a

bit like scrutiny (Pepper, personal communication, 2022).

Pepper feels uncomfortable in the skate-park, and sometimes even on public property. It is very
difficult for her to deal with some of the scrutiny, and it is the reason why she avoids skating in
public. As my interview with Pepper progressed, I asked her about her thoughts on being visible.
Throughout the interview Pepper explicitly mentioned avoiding being visible herself but stated
that she likes seeing other women and non-binary skaters. It helps her to feel more comfortable
seeing other skaters who are like her and increases her willingness to skateboard in public. She
stated “It’s very important. You know, when you see sort of a more diverse group of people, it
gives you the impression that they're more friendly, more open. And it's just a lot more fun to be
around in general” (Pepper, personal communication, 2022).

I skated with Pepper twice, once with her group of friends, and once with just the two of
us. There was a stark difference in the experiences. Pepper seemed much more reserved and
guarded when it was just me and her; whereas when she was with her friends, she was much
more open and conversational. She was even bolder with her friends, as I watched her attempt an
ollie down a flight of stairs. When Pepper and I skated solo, it was much more of a chill and
reserved type of atmosphere, as we cruised across the campus, making mostly small talk, in

which I was the one making most of the talking. The comfort level with her friends was much
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higher than it was with me and having her friends around her emboldened her to try different

skateboarding things, such as a daring and dangerous trick, as well as not caring as much that we
were in an area with more foot traffic, as we skated around. Regardless they were both incredible
experiences, and | appreciated the ability to understand what she goes through as a transwoman
who also skateboards. My next interview participant was Jessica.
Interview with Jessica
My next interview participant was Jessica. Jessica identifies as a woman. She was also
new to skateboarding, as she had started skating on rollerblades, before deciding to try out a
skateboard during the first wave of the pandemic.
Well, I skated a little bit when I was like little, like I did roller skating and my mom
actually put me in like in low lessons there, I think. And so there was like this little, like,
like recreational, like facility where she would take me and I would go around this track
skating. But that was when I was really young and then I didn't do it for a long time. And
then I started doing it again, like during quarantine, like most people, like I saw videos
online and then decided to buy a board (Jessica, personal communication, 2022).
Jessica stated that she really enjoyed both rollerblading and skateboarding, and that her
experiences rollerblading has made balancing on the board at least a little easier. The transition
has been unique as she stated there have been multiple times in which she has tried to push on
the board with both of her feet. Jessica mentions that online videos are something that got her
into skateboarding. Online videos have helped to grow the skateboarding industry significantly
in the pandemic, as skateboarding grew substantially among women and non-binary skaters
(Miller, 2021). The Tik-Tok platform has provided a new audience, opportunities to try skating,

as well as skating influencers to encourage audiences to participate in skateboarding and engage
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in an online community. The positive encouragement from the Tik-Tok content creators that

Jessica watched was something that she stated emboldened her to try skateboarding and then try
to skateboard in public places. Something that I noticed as these interviews progressed was the
differences in media consumption between some of the older participants and younger
participants. The younger participants all seem to consume skateboarding media from Tik-Tok,
whereas the older participants mention skateboarding videogames as the primary skateboarding
media consumption.

As the interview progressed, Jessica mentioned numerous hesitations when it came to
skating in a skate-park. She mentions that skateboarding participants are still mostly men, and
that can sometimes be scary to women. She mentioned that she fears that she would be
sexualized and not be taken seriously as a skateboarder because she is a woman.

I guess just a lot of things that women struggle with in public or just life, like catcalling.

So that too, people viewing me sexually while I’'m just minding my business. That is a lot

of what is intimidating about going to a skate park mainly dominated by males, especially

young males. It's sort of like being afraid of them, like making comments about you or

saying something gross to you. (Jessica, personal communication, 2022)

I had not considered this aspect when putting together the interview questions, as being
sexualized and infantilized are not typical of the experience of being a cis male. I let Jessica
continue speaking about this aspect, as I felt that it would be disrespectful to interrupt or to
further prod about these experiences. Jessica mentioned that she is majoring in a study that is
predominantly made up of men, and that she has to deal with casual sexism in the classroom on a
near daily basis. Due to her experiences in a male-dominated classroom, as well as just life as a

woman, she felt a lot of hesitancy to go to a skate-park and actually skate.



60
One thing that is intimidating though is sometimes I do want to go to skate parks and like

go down ramps and stuff, but there's always so many guys with like skateboards. Yeah.
And so I'll definitely feel intimidated to like go up, go up and like go down and like take
up space, you know? So I definitely think that representation is important because the
times I have seen women I feel a bit more inclined to want to go on. But a lot of the times
that sort of like shy us away (Jessica, personal communication, 2022).
Jessica expresses a desire to be able to go to a skate-park and skate the ramps, but because of the
overwhelming number of men, she feels uncomfortable going to a skate-park by herself. She
stated that representation is important, as it helps her feel more inclined to do something if there
are more women doing that activity. She mentions that she had made a friend skating around
campus, and that by meeting her she skateboarded nearly every day, but that was right before her
school kicked everyone off campus in the Spring of 2021.
When we were, well during my freshman year, like before we got kicked off campus I
was skating around and there was another girl skating and I talked to her and we skated
together for a while, almost everyday and we haven't talked since then, but she was from
like the same city as me, I think like the same area so yeah, I met her and that was fun.
She was also a freshman and we just kind of talked and like, I guess, related to that.
(Jessica, personal communication, 2022)
My interview with Jessica concluded with her expressing a greater community to skate
with; specifically, a community of skaters who were women. Jessica mentions that not every
male at the skate-park is going to intimidate or sexualize her, but she feels like they will. She

also does not like to have the burden of being the only skater in a public area that is a woman;
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she prefers to be with a group of people who are primarily women. It was an interesting

conversation with Jessica, and it leads to my next interview with Dean.
Interview with Dean
My next interview was with Dean. Dean identifies as a man, and stated that while he is
mixed, he predominantly identifies as African American. Dean was a very outspoken interviewee
and provided me with excellent details and information throughout the interview. Dean first
became interested in skateboarding as a child, citing Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater. Dean talked at
length about how he played the games all the time and became a diehard fan of the series before
picking a board. One of the things that Dean mentioned is important to him is being able to play
as other African American skaters in the games. He stated that it was not something that he
realized at the time, as when he grew up, he saw diversity in skateboarding media.
The skate culture that I remember like seeing, not like being a part of necessarily, but
seeing in the magazines and the videos and the on TV even was, was, was pretty diverse,
I'd say. Okay. I mean you had, you had people from all sorts of ethnic backgrounds, you
had white, black, Hispanic, pretty much every circle you could find. Okay. So I never
really felt like, oh, I can't do this because I'm not the same skin color then, because there
were plenty of people who were doing the same things who were of a different skin color.
(Dean, personal communication, 2022)
Dean detailed his early experiences and some of his favorite parts about skateboarding was
seeing a visual improvement after numerous failed attempts at tricks. He stated that seeing that
improvement with every attempt helped to motivate him and keep him going.
I remember, man, I ate, I ate the dust so many times I banged up my knees cut my, but

eventually I had dropped this halfpipe. Successfully gone up the other side and kicked,
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turned around and came back. So, [ wasn't going fakey backwards because that would've

sucked badly. And that's what I had been doing before. Yeah. And I just felt so

accomplished because you know, you fall, you fall, you fall and then you finally get it

and then you keep doing it. And it's like, okay, I got this now. (Dean, personal

communication, January 22", 2022).

Dean also detailed that the reason he stopped skateboarding was because he had suffered a
severe injury from a bail, or a hard fall. He told me that he thought he was going to have to come
to college with stitches and scars on his face, and he has been longboarding mostly since that
incident as he is not yet comfortable with skateboarding just yet.

But because like I had taken a hill, I have taken plenty of times and I, I don't know,

something just went wrong, I guess the construction on the road and done something my

wheel bit badly. And I came flying off and tore my hand open, broke my elbow broke
basically parts of my face tore up. And it leaves you feeling a bit defeated. You know,
this happened over the summer. I thought I was going to come into college with stitches

on my face and it feels, you feel a bit defeated. (Dean, personal communication, 2022).
Since that incident he has been longboarding but is planning on resuming skateboarding at some
point in the future. He mentioned feeling eager to get back to skateboarding, but that injury has
left a big mark on him, so he is refraining from skateboarding for now.

As the interview progressed, I began to ask Dean some questions about how the activity
of skateboarding was perceived in his hometown. He had mentioned off hand that skating in
Raleigh was different from skating in his hometown. He explained that the neighborhood that he
lived in was filled mostly with affluent and older people who thought skateboarding was a

rebellious activity.
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You definitely do get looks a lot, especially in my neighborhood, which is unfortunately

for lack of a better word not very diverse, very predominantly white, older people.
Specifically, the older people, the younger people do not usually give me too much of a
hassle, but the older people, I mean, you usually find them staring out at their cars,
staring from their gardens, you know, just sitting there and looking (Dean, personal
communication, 2022).
I asked Dean a follow up question to this, asking if he had felt that his race or appearance would
have anything to do with the scrutiny he faced while skating in public. He stated that it might
have, but he was reluctant to blame it solely on his race. He cited socio-economic background as
the reason for the looks that he would garner while he was skateboarding around in his
neighborhood.

I guess this is probably more of a classism thing, but you, you also see depending on
location, a lot of these friends that I made from the more urban group were quite frankly,
poorer than the kids from the other ones, these kids got their mothers to drive them to the
Greenway, to the skate-parks and stuff like that. Some of these kids have never seen a
skate park because they do not have any. You know, they would skate in skate parks, but
nobody has built a skate park for them to skate in, you know? So, they, they make do
what they make do with, you know, you skate on. I mean, I have seen people skate short
boards on gravel, one, I am sitting there wondering, I'm like, dang, I can't even skate a
longboard on brick. How are they doing this? It is because that is the environment, they
grew up in. You know, if you have to have fun some way you figure out a way to do it.

(Dean, personal communication, 2022)
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When we got to the questions in the interview regarding visibility Dean provided me with some

interesting insights about visibility that echoed the sentiments of the previous participants. Dean
also spoke about masking, which has also been mentioned by the previous participants. He talked
at length about the ways they would take extra precautions to try not to draw unnecessary
attention, typically by dressing differently, listening to “clean” versions of songs, and in general
trying to look less like a rebellious skater and more like someone that is just minding their own
business.

So sometimes you would, you know, turn off the music or you would put it in your

headphones. At times I remember I would take off my beanie, which I don't think really

did much, but I mean, I would do it you know, sometimes 1, if, if [ was listening to music,

I would try to change the lyrics, to clean. Or sometimes [ would change the genre

entirely. (Dean, personal communication, 2022)

Dean also talked at length about anecdotes about how the security guards in public places
would treat them differently, then the group of preppy skaters. He attributed this difference in
treatment as one of reasons for them to mask and change their appearance; though he once again
did not want to specifically say that race had something to do with this treatment, rather it was a
small factor in several other factors.

Like the other participants Dean also mentions that seeing other people like them is nice,
specifically mentioning other African American skaters and other skaters of color but was
uncomfortable in being the only African American skater or other skater of color in public.
While he did not avoid skateboarding in public, he also took precautions to make sure he did not
appear to be threatening in his neighborhood which included predominantly older white

residents. The steps he took differ from the steps that Pepper and Bryant took, because they were
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masking different elements of themselves. Pepper and Bryant were masking gender, and Dean

was masking race and economic class. He took steps to appear more “professional” and would
listen to different music. Dean also mentioned how the scene in his hometown was a scene that
had the public memory of skateboarding as a rebellious scene, resulting in more scrutiny from
authorities in the scene. He further detailed some of the violent tactics that security guards and
cops would use to deter skateboarders from skating on public property, citing physical violence
to intimidate skaters, as well as damaging the skateboards and other skating gear. He has not
witnessed that in Raleigh and noted that skateboarding is more acceptable in Raleigh. He noted
that often when he skated around on Raleigh, security guards and other spectators would ask him
to perform a certain trick or talk to him about skateboarding.

My interview with Dean concluded with him stating that Raleigh needs to invest in more
skate-parks as it gives more people something to do. Dean interestingly had a very positive
outlook on skateboarding throughout the interview even when detailing some of his more
personal and painful experiences. I cannot wait to finally get the opportunity to skateboard with
Dean, though I had seen him around the skate-spots in and he is usually one of the more social
people at the skate-spots. Dean seems to be able to get along with just about anyone, but he
stated to me that interacting with people of color was special to him, as he mentions a lack of
diversity in Raleigh. Dean provided me with excellent commentary and stories of his life as a
skateboarder, as well as further insights into masking and visibility. The next person that I
interviewed was Kyla.

Interview with Kyla
My next interview was with Kyla. Kyla identifies as a woman, and she picked up

skateboarding during the first wave of the pandemic in 2020 as something to do while stuck in
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her hometown. As soon as she picked up the board it immediately became something that she

began to do almost every day. For Kyla, skateboarding was a relaxing activity to do. She has
learned a few tricks that she can bust out to impress a group of spectators, but for the most part
skateboarding for her is something to relax after a long day.

I was never really into the tricks, although I tried to learn a few of them. I've always just

been into cruising because I just thought it was really relaxing and it feels like it's, it's

almost kind of like dancing. I feel like when you start to learn how to carve. So, I always

just found it fun doing that. (Kyla, personal communication, 2022)

Kyla’s preferred skating style is carving. Carving is a simple process in which a skater is simply
performing casual turns along the road or pavement. It is a very slight turn and not a turn to go
into a completely different direction, which is called a kickturn. Kyla also stated that she would
like to try longboarding sometime in the future as she is always looking for new activities and
things to do on boards. One of the things she mentioned that she loves about skateboarding is the
feeling of always having a new thing to conquer. She mentioned that you cannot learn something
new quickly and that even after successfully performing a trick you would now have to work on
getting it down consistently. She mentioned the numerous times that she has hurt herself skating
but despite all the pain she still loves skateboarding.

As we progressed throughout the interview, I asked Kyla about how she felt about
visibility, the questions being how important it is to see other women, and if she herself tried to
be visible. Kyla mentioned that she is a woman in STEM, and that has caused her to specifically
look for classes with female teachers and looking into departments where the leader of the
department was also a woman. She stated that seeing other women in skateboarding made her

feel comfortable, but she did not mind if she was out in a group with other gender identities.
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Also, I feel like very important kind of since it's not related to my career, maybe a little

less, so yeah, it's a bit less high stakes. It's hanging out with guys. I don't really mind that
because, you know, I don't mind hanging out with guys. Yeah. but you, I just like you
interact with 'em a little bit differently. (Kyla, personal communication, 2022)
Kyla mentioned interacting with men differently than interacting with women. As we delved
further into the interview, she stated that she sometimes felt that there would be a spotlight on
her if she was the only woman in a particular place, and that other men would view interacting
with her as a sort of romantic opportunity.
Especially when you’re young and in college and every single person that is single is
looking at other people, you know, they sort of always see it as a romantic opportunity.
And it’s like a spotlight on you. I feel like everyone’s at least unconsciously aware of
like, oh that’s a woman (Kyla, personal communication, 2022).
She further would elaborate that she felt as though a group of men would not take her seriously
when she is skateboarding around, and that thought is what makes her hesitant to try and interact
with the male skaters that she would see around campus and at other skate-spots.
I think there is a little bit of that where you just kind of feel like, even if it's not anything
that, that person's doing, you just kind of feel like they, they think that I don't know what
I'm doing (Kyla, personal communication, 2022).
Kyla would then proceed to tell me more about the sexualization aspects that she would face
while skateboarding around in public. She mentions an incident where she was barked at by a
group of men driving around in their car. Similar to the other participants recalling a painful
experience [ did not pry to ask them to elaborate on this element. Given the nature of

sexualization and the overwhelming occurrence of sexual harassment and assault that happens in
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the world, I did not pry or ask about more details about these experiences as I felt as a cisgender

male, it would not be the best thing to ask about, no matter the comfort level of the participants.
So, I let the participants expand as they continued to talk about their experiences.

“I don’t really know if you call it catcalling, it’s happened to other women here where men will
just be like driving by the car and roll down the window and just like make dog noises at you
(Kyla, personal communication, 2022).”

Kyla described an event that she has stated that some other skaters who identify as
women faced, and that would be men making dog noises at them while they were skating on
campus. She first felt confused and thought that it was some kind of game-day tradition, but later
found out it was a form of harassment that had happened to her, and some other skaters that skate
around.

The interview with Kyla concluded on the note that it would be nice of her to find a
community of diverse skaters. She mentioned that seeking mentors who were women is very
important to her, and that it is a shame that she has not been able to find one on campus just yet
but was always looking for other people to skateboard with. This brings me to my next interview
with Rose.

Interview with Rose

Rose is an African American woman. Rose first became interested in skateboarding
during the first wave of lockdowns during the pandemic. She recalled seeing skateboarders
around in her neighborhood and decided that it looked like fun and that she wanted to go and try
it out. She picked up a board and took to skating quickly, and by her admission was able to
consistently pop ollies within the first two weeks. For reference, I have been skating for almost 3

and a half years now, and I still cannot consistently pop an ollie. Rose is a more outgoing woman
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and recalls that she was able to find a group of skaters within two weeks of starting to skate. She

mentioned that the group that she was involved with was mostly made up of men, but that there
was a good ratio of men and women. She recalls some of her favorite memories of skateboarding
involving seeing her confidence rise as she kept up with skateboarding through the initial phases
of learning.
I told you it wasn't that hard to get started. I think. I mean, anyone can do it, you see, like
on Reddit and stuff, like 60-year-olds are going out and grabbing a board, so it's not hard.
Yeah. But yeah, I'd say a lot of memories are just kind of too generalized. There's no
specific memory. It's more just kind of like, you know, seeing my confidence build up in
skating and just, you know, just doing things in public and not caring (Rose, personal
communication, 2022).
She spoke about how continuing to grow in her skill allowed her to stop caring so much about
what others in public would see. It was an interesting contrast to listen to, as Rose did not mind
being a visible skater within her first month of skateboarding. I asked her why it did not seem to
bother her, and she stated that her experiences in life as a black woman made it so that she felt
being invisible was impossible. She mentioned that growing up as a black girl in her hometown,
meant that she would be stared at and scrutinized in public, whether that be as a child in the park,
or in public schooling.
I won't lie. you know, when you're doing it at first and you have no experience with it
whatsoever, you're just kind of like overthinking a lot. and one thing that actually did
help me is that I told you I started last spring there was like, no one on campus. Because
everyone got sent home it was easy to find spots or just to skate in general. And there's

less pressure because I knew if I fell or whatever, like I know it sounds dumb, but like, it
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really does help to find some sort of way to get comfortable with yourself first. That's

true. Before, you know, you go out and you're just like skating, you don't care. So yeah, it

helped me a lot. And then, yeah, I mean now, like, you know, I can skate pretty much,

and I don't care. It also helps that as a black girl I was like just always looked at, in the
classroom or in the park, you know. So I learned to just go with it (Rose, personal

communication, 2022).

This was a very interesting insight from Rose, one that was unique and different from the
previous participants. She credited her attitude towards visibility, as something that she really
had no choice or control over. She just had to learn to deal with it and go, because of her
background of being born a Black woman.

As we continued our interview Rose also mentioned that while being visible and in the
spotlight is something that she had learned to get used to, she felt more comfortable seeing other
African American skaters, or other female skaters. Rose mentioned that seeing other Black
female skaters was rare, but that whenever she was able to meet-up with someone who fits that
background it allowed for them to share an instant bond.

I don't wanna be in the group of like white dudes and just be, I mean, I'm sure they're not

all bad, but it's still like, it's something that I would notice first thing, and that's not new. I

can walk into a class and I'll notice stuff like that. but it is important to me, especially like

when I'm in like a group setting to at least see some people that look like me, just because

I don't know, just fosters a bit a connection, you know, it's, it's one thing where you have

to go to class and you're required to go to class and all your peers are white. This is one

hobby in activity that I'm choosing to partake in. Like if I can actively choose to see

other, you know, know marginalized groups, like I'm gonna do it. So yeah. That's usually
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one thing that I look for actually, like when I'm looking for like skate groups, people just

hang out with like, you know, like, yo like what's up, you know? And it just, it's a lot

easier to click and just kind of trust them more. And they trust me more when you kind of

find out like, Hey, you know, we're both girls or, you know, we're black. Like it's like it
it's so those shared life experiences we can talk about (Rose, personal communication,

2022).

The aspect of shared life experiences was interesting because I am Bangladeshi American have
not really had the opportunity to connect and meet with other Bangladeshi people in the United
States. It was interesting to be able to understand the type of shared experiences with one’s
cultural background and struggles. It really creates a type of bond with another person.

My interview with Rose concluded on an inspirational note, where she told me she
wishes to see more skaters of all backgrounds in the Raleigh skateboarding community. She
stated that it is never too late to start to learn to skateboard and never too late to try to bust out a
new style of skateboarding. She finishes with a nice quote stating “at the end of the day it's all
skateboarding anyway. (Rose, personal communication, 2022). This leads into my next interview
with Oliver.

Interview with Oliver

My next interview was with Oliver. Oliver is an African American man who has been
skateboarding since 2006 and considers skateboarding to be his absolute favorite thing to do.
Oliver started skateboarding as a kid, when one of his childhood friends got a skateboard and
started to skate around the neighborhood. This began a life-long obsession with skateboarding

for Oliver.
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The oldest brother, he was more into skateboarding than basketball. So he kind of like

sparked our interest, me and his younger brother, who like, were best friends to this day
and it kind of sparked our interest in skateboarding. So I remember asking my parents to
gimme a skateboard for Christmas and I remember just receiving that skateboard and
Christmas and it was snowing outside and I didn't care. I was so excited. I just remember
just skating in the ice and falling, but it was like probably the best thing ever. (Oliver,
personal communication, 2022)
Oliver has been involved with skateboarding in his community since he was six years old. He
outlined a lot of changes that have happened in his community, as well as the perception of
skateboarding by outsiders. Something that he said that he has seen recently are more
skateboarders who are women.
I've definitely seen people that still skate and then some people kind of just kind of did
other things, you know? But as far as like the community growing, I've definitely seen a
huge growth and, and before it was kind of rare to see like female skateboarders, but now
it's like actually growing more. It's really cool. I love to see everyone skating (Oliver,
personal communication, 2022).
Statistically the number of skateboarders who identify as a woman have grown substantially
(Miller, 2021). It is cool to see that happen in person, adding to that growth and seeing one of the
members of the community encourage a more diverse community.
As the interview continued, I asked Oliver what style of skateboarding he preferred,
whether he liked to downhill skate, cruise, vert skate, or street skate. He answered that he liked
to do all of them, but now as an adult he focuses mostly on street skating and performing tricks.

While answering this question, he mentioned that he does not like skating at skate-parks.



73
It's kind of hard to skate and another part about, and then another part about skate parts is

I'm starting to see it now. The like the older I get is that, it's kind of like a clique there.
Yeah. You know, and skate parks. It's like a, you know, it is supposed to be like a judge
free zone, but nah, dude. Yeah. You have people there that just, they, all they do is sit
around all day and talk about people and do it (Oliver, personal communication, 2022).
This was a very interesting insight, and not one that I had expected from Oliver. It is interesting
that such an experienced skateboarder would actively avoid skating at skate-parks due to
surveillance and judgment of other skaters and onlookers in the park. This is similar to what
Bryant mentioned when they spoke about how tight-knit the bonds are between skaters at the
skate-park. I then asked Oliver about some of the other negative experiences that he had while
skating, and he mentions that the negative experiences other than the skate-park for him, come
from people outside of the skateboarding community. Oliver specifically mentioned cops and
other African Americans.
One time I actually got put in the back of a police car for skating Downtown Raleigh. The
cop came and said, there's been multiple complaints and I was gonna walk away because
I just didn't want to deal with that. And he told me like, you know, get back here, blah,
blah, blah. Next thing you know, I'm in the back of the car and he's questioning me. And
then he lets me go, he lets me go. And that was probably like one of the worst

experiences I had (Oliver, personal communication, 2022).
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Oliver and Dean mention run ins with security and the police, and I feel that it is an

important connection to make, as they are both black males, and in the US, we know that young
black men are shot and killed by the police at a much higher rate than anyone else (Washington
Post, 2022). Oliver told me that the Raleigh Police Department are known in the skateboarding
community as one of the more aggressive and threatening police departments in the state, and are
known to cause bodily harm to skaters, by kicking them off their boards or tackling them as they
are performing tricks around town. Oliver noted that the height of these actions by Raleigh PD
was around 2013, and that they have not given him much trouble since that time.

The other negative experiences that Oliver mentions comes from other African
Americans who are not involved with skateboarding. Oliver talked at length about how other
African Americans accuse him of “trying to be white”, and essentially try to shame him about his
love of skateboarding.

And it's funny like even till this day, you know, sometimes people ask me, what [ do as a

hobby, like other African Americans. And they'll ask me and I'll say I'll skateboard. And

then the first thing they'll say is like, oh, oh you're white, you're white because you're
white because you're skateboarding. I'm like, dude skateboarding has no color. It has no
gender its skateboarding is, you know, it's a sport, you know, anyone could do it,
anybody could do it. It, so I'm just like, don't try to, you know, obviously like don't try to
turn it into a, gender, or racial thing when it's really not. And it's kind of frustrating, man.

Because like sometimes like I hate telling people like what I do, I feel like it's always

judged upon. (Oliver, personal communication, 2022)

Oliver provided an interesting look into gatekeeping from outside of the skateboarding

community. He detailed the gatekeeping he faced from other African Americans, and the
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struggles he had in getting other African Americans to take the activity seriously or with an open

mind. Oliver detailed that he wants to see more African Americans pick up a skateboard, because
it can help them to defy expectations of what it means to be an African American and give them
more options of things to do as a hobby. When he spoke regarding this, I related heavily with
this, because of my own background as a Bangladeshi American. There is little to no visible
presence of other Bengali skaters; and mentioning it to other Bengalis is typically met with snide
marks of how I am trying to avoid my “culture” or becoming “whiter.” This is an interesting
element of gatekeeping that I did not think of when I first started the research and speaking to
Oliver helped me understand more of why some people may not get into skateboarding, because
of gatekeeping outside of the community. Oliver further detailed some of the ways that he tries
to encourage young African American children to skateboard through his efforts at his local
church.
There are some, younger kids who they skate and they look up to me and you know,
every time I go there, they're always greeting me with like a hug or something and it's
kind of cool. And sometimes I even give away skateboards or like clothes or something
to like the kids. And I just, you know, I just kinda like being a positive figure and
showing them that like, like even though you're a young black kid that doesn't mean you
have to play basketball or football or any of that, you could do whatever you want.
(Oliver, personal communication, 2022)
As the interview wrapped up Oliver made it clear that he feels a responsibility to be an
encouraging role model for other young African American children. During my skateboarding
session with Oliver and I had lost count of how many people came up to him and immediately

greeted him like an old friend. I also lost count of how many times he went over and helped a
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young kid at the skate spot, and how many times he simply stopped to chat with some local

skaters. Oliver is in his element with a board in his hand. He even told me he feels safe carrying
it around. Oliver is very talented at performing tricks and would often give onlookers a show as
well, because he is quite the showman. He would interact and engage with spectators and tease
performing certain tricks, similar to a way that a musical artist might tease a crowd by playing a
few bars of their most popular song. That brings me to the next participant, Yates.

Interview with Yates

Yates is an African American individual. Yates began skateboarding during the summer
0f 2020 to keep busy and keep active. Yates became a fan of skateboarding as a child when they
first played Tony Hawk’s Underground, and soon after started to follow professional
skateboarding events such as the X-Games.

Yates stated that their favorite skateboarding memory was not of one that they
participated in, rather when they watched professional skateboarder Bob Burnquist conquer the
X-Games Big Air ramp in 2008. For context, the Big Air ramp or Mega-Ramp is one of the
signature events at the X-Games since its introduction in 2004. The structure of the ramp allows
for skaters to get massive amounts of speed and air before shooting them into a half-pipe park.
The top of the ramp where skaters start is typically 40 feet (Higgins, 2008). This event inspired
Yates to try skateboarding down hills and ramps when they picked up the skateboard 12 years
later.

When it came to questions about visibility it did not seem like a big deal or concern to
them. They stated that growing up they had numerous role models to look up too, and that they
were able to see a lot of diverse skaters from their own experiences in skate-parks and watching

professional competitions.
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Whenever I look at like skateboarding, I tend to see like, I don't know how, but I tend to

see more diverse skaters really? Like whenever I looked at the Olympics, like I saw it's

like, these are like women and like kids and I guess like in like video games, gravitated

towards like the black dudes (Yates, personal communication, 2022).
Yates went on to elaborate that they would also use the create-a-skater feature in the
skateboarding video games and were able to create a skateboarder that they felt represented
them. My interview with Yates was a short one, as many of the elements of the research
questions and hypotheses that I had were of little importance to Yates. This still provided
valuable research and Yates was able to provide me with information that reinforces the idea that
each group that the individual participants belong to. will have diversity within the group.

Skateboarding with Yates was a very mellow and relaxing experience. Yates was not
super outgoing or social, but I did notice that they would become more comfortable after
spending about an hour in the skate-spot. They were more willing to engage with others after
some time had passed and gravitated towards interacting with other African American
skateboarders. Yates would become completely at ease after that and would open up and make
new acquaintances. The field observations regarding Yates tells possibly a different story that
what they were verbally communicating, but it might just be possible that these are subconscious
acts. This brings me to the final interview participant, Alice.
Interview with Alice

Alice is an Asian woman. Alice got into skateboarding right before the world went into
lockdown for the COVID-19 pandemic. She had started skateboarding as an outlet for some of
the frustrations that she felt as a graduate student. This immediately created a bond between us

because graduate school can be a very and demanding experience. Alice stated that she felt that
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she had played her life too safely up until that point. She shared with me that her parents dictated

and outlined the way that her life was supposed to play out for her to be successful, and for the
most part she had followed that path. It was not until her undergraduate graduation that she
began to realize that she had missed out on taking part in some of the fun things that people do in
college, like binge drinking and partying. She felt that she was not allowed to make mistakes,
and that she wanted to change that and participate in some risk-taking activities.

I just wanted to take some risks, I didn’t really do anything in undergrad and felt like I

just missed out of this whole experience, and I didn’t want to leave grad school feeling

that same way so I hopped on a skateboard and dove into the deep end of skateboarding.

Like my parents planned out my whole life and I don’t want to like just be a robot, I

wanted to have some fun and agency (Alice, personal communication, 2022).

As someone who is also an Asian-American, I related heavily with her statements about
her parents planning out her life. It is different because I am a male, and males are afforded a lot
more freedom than women are in most Asian cultures; but I am certainly no stranger to a mother
trying her best to persuade her son that being a doctor was going to be the way to become
successful.

As we continued our interview Alice, similar to Yates, mentioned that visibility was
something that was not really important to her. She rationalized this by stating that skateboarding
was not something that she grew up doing or had any knowledge of regarding its subcultural
status. She just wanted to experience some hedonism in her life. She did mention that it was
always nice seeing other women who skateboarded but added that she was doubtful that she
would ever see another Asian woman skateboarder. She mentioned that it was rare to see any

Asians skateboarding around Raleigh, and that I was really the only other Asian skateboarder
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that she had ever come across. The other thing she mentioned regarding having other women

skaters be visible was that she would feel uncomfortable in an all-male environment and would
not skate in that type of environment. Luckily for her, she skates exclusively at night and for
mostly participating in hill bombing. Skating with Alice was terrifying, because it is very hard to
see at night, and it is even harder to see where you are going when you are hill-bombing down at
the middle of night with no idea if a car is coming around the corner to hit you. Alice however
seemed totally at ease, which also added to how frightening it was. I was scared for my life;
however, | must admit that it was very exhilarating.
Visibility

As mentioned in the rationale for this study, one of the things that I was curious about
was the importance of visibility as understood by Backstrom and Nairm. Visibility is defined by
Backstrom and Nairm as a tactic that aims to highlight a specific individual or group.
Throughout the findings, visibility was something that was always there, which could connect a
bit to the neoliberal understanding of capitalism in which everyone is watched carefully in order
to understand what are the things that they are most likely going to spend their money towards
(Zuboff, 2019).

While visibility was something that was always prevalent, it was not something that
was necessarily a positive thing, which backs up some of Backstrom and Nairm’s findings.
Backstrom and Nairm found that increased visibility could also mean increased scrutiny. There is
a difference between visible and welcomed, and visible and scrutinized (Backstrom & Nairm,
2018). Interestingly enough, the findings by Backstrom and Nairm also found out that some of
the women in the study would seek to be invisible (Backstrom & Nairm, 2018). The other

framework that Backstrom and Nairm conceptualized, being strategic entitlement, also
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showcased another set of problems that involve the erasure of situations, and experiences that

come with gender (Backstrom & Nairm, 2018).

The majority of participants in my study stated that visibility was indeed important but
that they themselves preferred to be more in the background. Backstrom and Nairm emphasized
a mixed methods approach in trying to get female skaters comfortable skateboarding in public.
The findings from my study seem to indicate that having a group or community of skaters that
share some commonality and can provide solidarity is how to make skateboarders of various
groups feel more comfortable in skateboarding in public. A major theme throughout the findings
was how important solidarity is among the participants. The primary reason that so many of the
participants avoid the skate-park is due to the isolation, surveillance and scrutiny that comes with
being someone that does not fit-in, at least outwardly with everyone else.

Some of the participants of the study, such as Oliver, and Rose strive to be visible
personally, however most of the participants have hinted more that they would prefer visibility of
seeing others like them in the skateboarding community; signaling that they would like to see
more role models, rather than becoming one themselves. This is an interesting aspect that I found
throughout the interviews, because it is an element that I had not previously considered and
challenges the notion that visibility is something that will help in aiding skaters feel more
comfortable as the experiences of these skaters seem to tell a story of visibility bringing on stress
and anxiety. This is where some of the concepts related to visibility can come into play in

helping us understand these experiences, such as the concept of surveillance.
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Throughout the interviews participants mentioned feeling that they were being watched, and that

feeling of being watched led them to change their own behaviors to try and stave off the feelings
of surveillance. Surveillance is tied to the theme of masking, as some of the problematic
consequences that increased visibility brings in. For example, Dean mentioned that he would
change the way that he would dress and change the music that he would listen to if he was in an
area that he felt would perceive him as a threat. He mentioned this when we spoke about
masking, and that neighbors and security guards would watch him while he skated. I had asked
Dean if he ever felt race had anything to do with how he was watched when he skateboarded, but
he felt it was more about the economic background, rather than his racial background.

Oliver had previously mentioned the feeling of being watched at skateparks being one of
the reasons that he avoided going to skateparks, citing the feeling of a clique gossiping about
other skaters contributed to a negative environment at the skate-park. Oliver and Dean both also
had run-ins and incidents with security and the police, stating that some of their worst
experiences as a skateboarder happened while they would be skating downtown, and a pedestrian
or onlooker would call the cops on them while they were skateboarding. Both Dean and Oliver
also mentioned that cops and security guards would also resort to violent tactics towards skaters
such as kicking them off of their board or tackling them off of their boards.

Kyla also mentioned throughout the interviews the underlying aspects of surveillance that
she feels as a woman who is skating. Kyla spoke at length throughout about how she feels just
being a woman in a skate-park shines a spotlight on you, and that seeing other faces of women
makes her feel more at ease, as they can both relate to that feeling of a spotlight on you,

scrutinizing what you are doing.
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Because there's so many people and because I feel like I would get heavier judgment at

the skate park. I would, I still wipe out a lot in front of a lot of people, but it would be,

you know, no one, it wasn't, my peers, it wasn't even cared about (Kyla, personal

communication, 2022).
Kyla in the above quote talks about the judgment she feels from the watching eyes of the
onlookers at a skate-park compared to skating around a familiar are. Kyla feels less comfortable
on skate-parks, because of the perception of the other onlookers and participants, who she feels
are more experienced skaters and would harshly judge her. Whereas wiping out on campus was
no big deal to her, because the campus does not primarily consist only of skaters. This sentiment
was echoed among all of the participants of the study, citing a fear of the skate-park, due to the
constant surveillance in the park. The onlookers and skaters of the park are not the only forms of
surveillance, as technology such as recording devices, cellphones, and security cameras that are
present in the skate-park give a sense of constant surveillance and watchers. Pepper eloquently
states how the constant surveillance in the skatepark can feel.

The way people feel like about the gym, you know, it is intimidating with everyone there,

watching you and waiting. The skate-park kind of feels like that, but with cell phones

recording stuff (Pepper, personal communication, 2022).

These responses were also supported by my field observations. From my time in the skate
areas in Raleigh, I saw how skaters would grapple with visibility. Often, if | saw a skater that did
not fit the traditional identity of a skateboarder, they would try to mask some of their identifying
physical characteristics, shying away from visibility if they were skating around by themselves.
However, when these skaters had a group with them, they were much more expressive in both

their outward appearance and personality. When the skateboarding group that is dedicated to
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inclusion stepped into the skate-park, I could feel the change in energy that radiated through the

skate-park. This skateboarding group’s organizers were also very social and open to all of the
other skaters within the park; speaking to anyone else who would approach them and would help
out other skaters at the park with footing, trick tips, and balance. This helped to create an
environment that welcomed skaters, whether they were new to skateboarding, or were an
experienced veteran.

The findings section highlighted each of the individuals who participated in my study and
detailed the tactics that they use in their experiences in skateboarding when it comes to being
visible, being scrutinized, and being in a spotlight. Each participant had different ways of dealing
with the feeling visible and scrutinized, ranging from masking their gender identity into looking
more androgynous, or masking racial aspects by dressing in a different manner or listening to
totally different music, to complete avoidance of public skating spots. Each of the participants
bring in unique perspectives and experiences and have very little in common with one another
except that they were struggling with visibility and acceptance. The unifying aspect of all of the
participants are really the fact that they are not white, or not straight, or are not cisgendered
males. An important finding from the interviews and participant observations, is that finding
solidarity with others is something that can make navigating visibility much easier. With
solidarity, visible and scrutinized can turn into, visible and welcomed in the skateboarding

community.
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Chapter 7:

Discussion and Conclusion

Throughout the course of my exploratory research into the skateboarding community and
culture, I was able to make some interesting findings into the experiences of skateboarders who
come from different and diverse backgrounds. I started out this exploratory study with the
intention of finding out the ways that these skateboarders managed to negotiate physical space
and power dynamics within the skateboarding community, as well as understanding the
importance of visibility. Over the course of this study, I managed to find out the different ways
that the participants in my study experienced life as a skateboarder, and how it differed from my
own experiences. Each participant had different tactics that would help to make them feel more
comfortable, but one aspect that would make the participants feel more comfortable in the space
of a skate-spot or other public spaces was the aspect of solidarity and identification. I am
defining solidarity as having a companion or a small group of companions, around 2-3, that
understands and can relate to the life experiences and struggles that someone deals with while
skateboarding.
Discussion of Research Questions and Findings

I started this exploratory study with two research questions that would guide the rest of
my study. Those questions being what methods are commonly used tactics in negotiating space
and power? And how important is visibility to the group of skateboarders that are the focus of
the research? There are important answers to both research questions; it is of course not
definitive, but a start to further studies on skateboarding culture. Interviewees underwent a semi-
structured interview, with an interview schedule and were asked to elaborate on some aspects

that were not part of the schedule. The interview questions in hindsight are more geared towards
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the second research question, and if the study was to be done again, I would adjust the questions

to directly ask some of the tactics that they use. The interviews provide valuable insight into the
importance of visibility, and the extent of how visible the skaters themselves try to be.
Interviewees cited visibility as something that was important to them, but something that they
would rather see role models of, rather than becoming visible themselves. Seeing other skaters
that shared an identity or commonality with them brought a sense of comfort and inclusion. The
area would be perceived as safer for these skaters to be able to see diverse skateboarding
communities.

Regarding the first research question, the participants of this study used different tactics
depending on the situation. If the participants decided to claim space, it was often done with
masking oneself, finding a diverse community to empower themselves into taking space, and by
making themselves visible to the greater community and any onlookers that may be observing.
Another tactic was avoidance. Some of the participants mentioned that they simply did not feel
comfortable skating in public areas, and that they would completely avoid highly visible areas,
such as the skate-park. The skate-park became almost a bogeyman-like figure in my research. It
was something that most of the participants in this study felt uncomfortable to approach, unless
they had a diverse group of skaters to go along with them to these parks. and I found that to be a
very interesting finding. Solidarity became the strategy for avoiding the feeling of being visible
and scrutinized, it became the tactic for being visible and welcomed. Individual visibility brought
upon the feeling of being visible and scrutinized, harassed, and sexualized. This is also the
answer to the second research question. Individual visibility was unwanted for the participants of
my study. The participants wanted to see role models and people that they could identify with to

be visible, but preferred solidarity with a group of companions rather than becoming visible
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themselves individually. This tells us that there are some deep divisions and differences in the

skateboarding community which seem to mirror an ongoing cultural war regarding inclusion in
general American society.

For the skaters who identified as women, or non-binary the skatepark also became a place
where they were prone to being sexualized by on-lookers. The skateboarders who identified as
women, and non-binary outlined multiple aspects of the skatepark, such as the spectators of the
park, who are predominantly white males, the merchandise of the skaters at the park, and the
graffiti at the park, which at times included anti-trans, or super sexualized images and sayings.

The black participants in my study cited surveillance as something that made them
hesitant to go to the skatepark. The element of surveillance by the spectators added an additional
layer of scrutiny, which is another negative consequence of visibility. White (2013) and Brayton
(2005) wrote extensively about race and segregation in the skateboarding community, citing
elements of surveillance as a crucial aspect of the black skateboarder’s experience in the
community. From the findings of my study, the aspects of finding a community with a similar
identity was a key factor in comfort among the participants, and so I can see how the community
can become segregated, as it is in White’s case study of the skateboarding community in the
Bronx (White, 2013). Participants in my study mentioned how security guards, cops, and other
authority figures have given the black skaters a difficult time and were rough with them when
dealing with them; as well as talking about ways they would mask themselves to avoid the
authorities from targeting them. The findings from my exploratory study also differ from the
findings of White’s study. In White’s study, participants in the skateboarding community in the
Bronx, cited the skatepark as a safe space and refuge away from inner city gang violence (White,

2013). In contrast, the black skaters in my study do not feel comfortable going to the skate-park,
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citing factors such as surveillance, and clique-like, judgmental behaviors. One way to explain

this difference is that the architecture of the skatepark itself, in the Bronx it is inside the city and
in very visible areas, whereas the skateparks in Raleigh are hidden away.

Additionally, Oliver specifically mentioned that he also faced judgment from other
members of the African American community. This was an interesting finding, and one that
other participants of my study who are also black, mentioned in passing. As mentioned in the
findings section, I had not considered that angle, and found that to be an interesting finding.
Literature into racial aspects of the skateboarding community tends to focus on white males
(Beal, 1995; Beal, 1996; Yochim, 2010). White’s research did mention that the overwhelming
perception of skateboarding among people who did not skateboard in the Bronx, was that the
activity was for “white punks”, due to media stereotypes of skate culture (White, 2013). I believe
that perception of the skateboarding community, is one that still is ingrained within the memory
of the public and could be one of the explanations as to why Oliver faced judgment within the
African American community. I also believe this shows the power of subcultures and youth
cultures have in shaping the collective public memory on movements; as the skateboarding
community has changed significantly since its inception as a subculture, and yet there are still
many that treat the activity as a transgressive act, especially when African Americans are the
ones on the board.

Some of the findings regarding visibility should also be discussed and showcased a light
on the importance of the media and how they portray members of the skateboarding community.
The video game franchise, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater was something that multiple participants of
the study mentioned was one of the reasons they decided to pick up a skateboard. Some of the

participants noted being able to play as a skater that looked like them, was something that helped
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them get started on skateboarding, and how it was not only an activity that was accessible for

white cisgendered males. Backstrom and Nairm, the Swedish researchers who highlighted the
impact of visibility, found in their research, that strategic visibility, highlighting the uniqueness
of the subject, as well as strategic entitlement, treating people as normal members of the group
are needed to create a more diverse and welcoming skateboarding community (Backstrom &
Nairm, 2017). The findings of my exploratory study, somewhat back up the findings of
Backstrom and Nairm, in that visibility can cause more problems than solutions, and adds that
solidarity is a potential strategy that can ease the anxieties and tensions of skateboarders. A
group of skaters who share some unique identity or identification can make participants feel
comfortable skating in public. In my study, visibility took on more focus and importance, as all
the participants stated that seeing someone on a skateboard that was like them in some way,
whether that be gender, or race, helped them to feel more comfortable on the board. Sexual
orientation is not something that is as visible, but the members of the LGBTQ+ community that
agreed to be a part of the study stated that finding groups that catered for LGBTQ+ spaces
allowed them to feel welcome and safe, which in turn allowed them to enjoy skateboarding in
public spaces.

In my opinion the most impactful finding of this exploratory study was the importance of
solidarity when it comes to feeling comfortable in skateboarding in a public place. Backstrom
and Nairm researched at length tactics used by Swedish skateboarding organizers to try and get
more women into the space and getting them to feel comfortable claiming space through their
terms, strategic visibility, and strategic entitlement (Backstrom & Nairm, 2017). The skatepark
became a terrifying figure for the participants in the study when they were on their own.

However, with a group of their peers, the participants began to enjoy themselves when they had a
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group of friends along with them. Diversity and solidarity are aspects that matter and with both

aspects the skateboarding community can continue to grow and push creativity forward,
incorporating the tricks and moves of people of all ways of visualizing tricks, and other creative
ways of skateboarding. Social media platforms can also increase the diversity of the
skateboarding community, by highlighting some of the community members that are willing to
be visible role models for others.

Limitations of the Study

This thesis is titled an exploratory study, because of several factors, such as the COVID-
19 pandemic affecting my graduate school career, making it a challenge to find participants on
an empty campus, as well as some challenges with gaining approval with the IRB, impacted the
pool of interviewees. Initially I set out to interview around 15-20 participants but ended up with
9 participants. This was done in part due to the time restraints following the approval of the
thesis, and because the Omicron variant affected some of my potential interviewees and they no
longer felt comfortable being in close proximity for an interview.

Additionally, several potential interviewees ended up moving out of the Raleigh area in
the Spring of 2022, which also affected the interview pool. Additionally, the structure of some of
the questions can be cited as a weakness, as | mentioned that I had received great answers to the
importance of visibility, but not as much clear-cut answers to the tactics used to negotiate space,
which are tactics I witnessed during my notes on participant-observation. During the
transcription process, I began to suspect that priming could be affecting the interviewee’s
responses in the interview. Priming is the phenomenon of “categories or information that have
been recently used are more likely to be retrieved in response to a new question” (Feldman,

1995), so the responses could be calling back to previous questions bringing forth a repetitive
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nature of the answers being given in the interview (Feldman, 1995). Priming is more focused on

survey data, but I think that it is something to be considered.

Another weakness of the study is grouping together the participants of the study, as
non-white, non-male. and non-straight. As I went through the interviewing stage, I realized the
scope of the study had become large in terms of the diversity of the participants I was
interviewing. There were so many interesting stories and strategies that the participants told me,
and I could not find a way to categorize them as a theme, because of the way that I structured the
research, mentioning that if three or more participants mention something then it would become
a theme.

While it made for a lot of rich research material, it also minimized some of the diversity
within the groups that the participants belonged to. For example, the data compiled in my study
just from interviews with the participants who identified themselves as female, could have
compiled its own exploratory study, and it is regrettable that some of the diverse strategies, and
stories were not able to be expanded on in this study. The theme of sexualization is a good
example of one of themes that I feel could be greatly expanded on and meriting its own
exploratory study. If I had to turn back time to my first year as a masters’ student, I would
definitely decide to focus on a specific group because there are rich stories, strategies, and
experiences that deserve to be seen, heard, and represented in academia.

Another weakness of the study, was that I was not able to research, was the “pornotopia "
phenomenon of the skate-park. I was introduced to this idea late into the cycle, and I wish I could
have included more of this aspect into the research, as it is a very interesting concept that I

believe could have tied into the sexualization theme among some of my participants.
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Lastly, I think that it must be mentioned that I somewhat overestimated the scope of the

study. By focusing on so many different people, I do believe the focus of the study was a bit lost
in all the different things. I think focusing more on the experiences of a specific group of people
would have been a better way forward and would have provided deeper insights into how a
certain group deals with certain aspects of the skateboarding community. It would have been
more focused.

Strengths

One of the most valuable aspects of this study, is the experiences of the skateboarders
that are outside of the white cisgender male norm. During my initial brainstorming of the
research, one of the things that I noticed, was a comparative lack of academic research into the
lives of skaters that did not fit the white cisgender male archetype. Admittedly there is numerous
research into masculinity studies and skaters who identify as female, but not a lot of research into
race and the LGBTQ+ community. This study provides insight into the experiences of these
skateboarders.

Most of the interviewees mentioned the importance of representation so some recognition
in academia can help to aid in this aspect of visibility. This study is exploratory in nature, so it
can provide a basis for future research done within the skateboarding community. The
interviewees of this study are more diverse than previous research into the skateboarding
community, and that can provide a basis for future skateboarding research into the community
and its participants. Skateboarding has become more diverse over the years, and it is time
academia adapted and studied more than just white cisgender male skaters and started to
acknowledge the more diverse skateboarding community at large. There stories, and struggles

deserve to be heard; and the reasons for their struggles should be understood.
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Role of the Researcher

My experiences in skateboarding and the skateboarding community are both a strength
and a weakness of this study. I have been passively interested in skateboarding since I was a
child, who like so many other kids first were introduced to skateboarding because of Tony
Hawk’s Pro Skater. 1 did not actually step on a board until the start of the COVID-19. I needed
something to do and to get out of the house, so I bought a skateboard alongside a friend. In a
sense [ was certainly an outsider to skateboarding, but I grew to love skating because of how fun
it was and how fast you could go on the board. I kept skateboarding as I moved to North
Carolina for graduate school and quickly made friends with other fellow skaters who were also
looking for something to do during the pandemic. I think that having my perspective and voice
benefited this research project, as it just happened to be that many of the interviewees in this
study were also relative newcomers to skateboarding.

It was also something that was helpful in getting more experienced skaters to detail some
of the issues that they have seen in the skateboarding scene as well, opening a fresh perspective
on things. However, there are also downsides to my own role in this study. Academic
skateboarding research has been done by researchers with only a slight connection to
skateboarding (Beal, 1995; Yochim, 2010). Yochim goes even further with her explanation of
her role in the skateboarding community, stating “Despite my 14-year involvement with the
skateboarding and BMXing communities, I remain a relative outsider. I am loath to admit that I
operate in this community principally as an observer... I have little agency within the group”
(Yochim, 2010). While conducting research for my thesis, I looked at numerous papers, articles,
journals, and thesis on the subject matter, and one thesis by Brandon Gomez (2012), mentioned

that one of the benefits of his research was that he was skating since he was a child and heavily
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involved in skateboarding (Gomez, 2012). I think it is important to acknowledge that aspect of

my role; while I do feel more than just an observer, I do feel that I have not entirely become a
part of the skateboarding community, because of my relative inexperience with skateboarding. I
have been a skateboarder for 3 years, and only began my academic fascination with the
community because of a graduate school assignment in one of the first classes that I ever took as
a graduate student.

The last aspect that is important to mention is gender. I identify as a male, and it can be
difficult for people who are not male to discuss aspects of gender with someone who is not the
same gender. I think having a female identifying, or non-binary researcher to help conduct an
interview with some of the interviewees would have been beneficial; especially when it came to
the category of sexualization. Not to minimize the experiences of men who are victims to sex
crimes, but it is something that is overwhelming used to victimize people who are not male. I
think an interviewer who is not male could have gotten more information regarding the
experiences of sexualization and sexual harassment.

Future Studies

This study was meant to be larger in scope, which would have included a larger pool of
participants, and more textual analysis of sights of tension within the skateboarding community.
I also initially wanted to research the experiences of skateboarders in the greater Triangle Area
and perform fieldwork observations at skate-parks and spots in Chapel Hill and Durham. Due to
time and financial constraints, I could not have done all of that within a timely manner, so I stuck
to Raleigh, and interviewed 9 participants for the study. This exploratory study contains data that

could be useful to future skateboarding and subcultural studies research, as it showcases the
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experiences of these skaters, and the ways that they manage the spaces that skateboarding

inhabits, and their views on visibility.

The data can be expanded upon with further ethnographic studies that take on an
additional participant pool, and the local area, examining whether participants in other areas felt
similar to the participants in Raleigh, or if it differed. I think that the skateboarding community is
too large to nail down as one specific thing, and after doing the research, it revealed how
important location is to the skateboarding community of a particular area.

Another aspect to further explore is social media. I did this research while various
variants of COVID-19 ravaged the world. Communication in the COVID Era has certainly
changed. The world embraced Zoom, and other forms of digital communication to harbor social
connections and communities. I would have liked to examine online interactions of skating
communities more, as technology and skateboarding have gone hand in hand.

I would have liked to study and observe the interactions that skaters have in the digital
world, and in group chats designed for a specific purpose. I had been made aware of
skateboarders using the online communication platform Discord, during one of the interviews,
and I think that is a ripe site for future research studies. Discord and Tik-Tok are platforms that
can potentially provide researchers with rich sites to study. Many servers on Discord are private
however, so that is where a researcher that is heavily involved in the skateboarding community
would have been beneficial.

Conclusion

The skateboarding community is constantly changing and evolving. Contemporary

skateboarding culture is different from the culture of the early 2000s, the first period in my life

that I lived through a skateboarding boom period. Skateboarding communities and cultures
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change across locations as well; something that was an interesting finding in this study through

the interviews with the participants. Skateboarding will continue to grow and evolve in different
ways and may possibly represent something completely different to what it represented during
my time as a graduate student at NC State University. Something I learned throughout this
research study is that the experiences of skateboarders are unique and varied; and different
aspects of the activity represent different things. Skateboarding is an important part of many
people’s lives. While the experiences of skaters are varied, there are some common themes that
the participants of my research study experienced during their time in the skateboarding
community. These themes range from passion, to gatekeeping, and sexualization. Visibility is
something that was important to the participants of my study, and how they handled themselves
varied among the skateboarders. Some skaters avoided visibility as they skated; others embraced
visibility and made themselves into prominent and visible figures in the Raleigh skateboarding
community. It was an incredible experience to be able to sit down and listen to the experiences of
the talented human beings that sat in front of me. This study can help to provide data that could
continue to expand and evolve the academic literature around skateboarding and provide further
insights into the lives of people who may not be as visible but are just as involved and passionate

about skateboarding.
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Appendix A

Interview Schedule

The interview schedule will look as follows:
Introductory Questions
1. Could you tell me a little about how you got started in skateboarding?
2. What does skateboarding mean to you?
3. What are some of your favorite things about skating?
4. Do you have any memories of great experiences skating?
5. Have you had any bad experiences? If so, can you tell me about some of them?
Identity Questions
6. How would you describe your racial or ethnic identity?
7. How would you describe your gender identity?
8. Do you try to be visible, or avoid visibility?
9. How important is being visible, or avoiding visibility?
10. Do you feel scrutinized due to your identity?
Identity and Skateboarding Cultures
11. Does skateboarding tie into your personal identity in some ways?
12. How do you feel you are perceived by other members of the skateboarding community?
13. How does your involvement as a skater affect your relationship with other people who
you see as sharing your racial or ethnic identity?
14. How does being a skater connect to your gender identity?
15. Have you ever had an experience in which someone saw you as an outsider to
skateboarding culture—as not belonging?
16. How does your personal identity affect your relationships with other skateboarders?
17. Are there any other thoughts you would like to share about this topic?
18. Are there any other thoughts you would like to share regarding your experiences in the
skateboarding community?



