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MASCULINITIES AND
ATHLETIC CAREERS

MICHAEL MESSNER
University of Southern California

Men’s studies’ scholars have begun to critically examine and deconstruct the meaning
of masculinity, but thus far, most of their studies have focused exclusively on the lives
of whate, middle-class men, i1gnoring the implications of racial and social class
differences and inequalities among men. Sport sociologists, on the other hand, have
examined the causes and consequences of class and racial inequalities in the sports
world, but they rarely integrate gender into their analysis—except when discussing
women and sports. This study, based upon in-depth interviews with male former
athletes from different race and class backgrounds, examines how these men construct
and define meaning and make choices within a socially structured context. Througha
comparison of the lives of white, black, and chicano former athletes in the United
States, I argue that gwen the psychological imperatives of a developing sense of
masculine identity within a structured socioeconomic context, the choice to pursue, or
not to pursue, an athletic career is explicable as an individual’s rational assessment of
the available means to construct a public masculine identity. Organized sports is thus
an institution that serves to construct gender, class, and race inequities.

The growth of women'’s studies and feminist gender studies has in
recent years led to the emergence of a new men’s studies (Brod 1987;
Kimmel 1987). But just as feminist perspectives on women have been
justifiably criticized for falsely universalizing the lives and issues of
white, middle-class, U.S. women (Hooks 1984; Zinn, Cannon, Higgen-
botham, and Dill 1986), so, too, men'’s studies has tended to focus on

AUTHOR'’S NOTE: Parts of this article were presented as papers at the American
Sociological Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, in August 1987, and at the North
American Society for the Sociology of Sport Annual Meeting in Edmonton, Alberta, in
November 1987. I thank Maxine Baca Zinn, Bob Blauner, Bob Dunn, Pierrette
Hondagneu-Sotelo, Carol Jacklin, Michael Kimmel, Judith Lorber, Don Sabo, Barrie
Thorne, and Carol Warren for constructive comments on earlier versions of this article.

REPRINT REQUESTS: Michael Messner, Program for the Study of Women and Men
in Society, Taper Hall 331M, Unwersity of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA
90089-4352.

GENDER & SOCIETY, Vol. 3 No. 1, March 1989 71-88
© 1989 Sociologists for Women 1n Society

71



72 GENDER & SOCIETY / March 1989

the lives of relatively privileged men. As Brod (1983-1984) points out
in an insightful critique of the middle-class basis and bias of the
men’s movement, if men’s studies is to be relevant to minority and
working-class men, less emphasis must be placed on personal life-
style transformations, and more emphasis must be placed on devel-
oping a structural critique of social institutions. Although some
institutional analysis has begun in men’s studies, very little critical
scrutiny has been focused on that very masculine institution,
organized sports (Messner 1985; Sabo 1985; Sabo and Runfola 1980).
Not only is the institution of sports an ideal place to study men and
masculinity, careful analysis would make it impossible to ignore the
realities of race and class differences.

In the early 1970s, Edwards (1971, 1973) debunked the myth that
the predominance of blacks in sports to which they have access
signaled an end to institutionalized racism. It is now widely accepted
in sport sociology that social institutions such as the media,
education, the economy, and (a more recent and controversial
addition to the list) the black family itself all serve to systematically
channel disproportionately large numbers of young black men into
football, basketball, boxing, and baseball, where they are subse-
quently “stacked” into low-prestige and high-risk positions, ex-
ploited for their skills, and, finally, when their bodies are used up,
excreted from organized athletics at a young age with no transferable
skills with which to compete in the labor market (Edwards 1984;
Eitzen and Purdy 1986; Eitzen and Yetman 1977).

While there are racial differences in involvement in sports, class,
age, and educational differences seem more significant. Rudman'’s
(1986) initial analysis revealed profound differences between whites’
and blacks’ orientations to sports. Blacks were found to be more likely
than whites to view sports favorably, to incorporate sports into their
daily lives, and to be affected by the outcome of sporting events.
However, when age, education, and social class were factored into the
analysis, Rudman found that race did not explain whites’ and blacks’
different orientations. Blacks’ affinity to sports is best explained by
their tendency to be clustered disproportionately in lower-income
groups.

The 1980s has ushered in what Wellman (1986, p. 43) calls a “new
political linguistics of race,”” which emphasize cultural rather than
structural causes (and solutions) to the problems faced by black
communities. The advocates of the cultural perspective believe that



Messner / MASCULINITIES AND ATHLETIC CAREERS 73

the high value placed on sports by black communities has led to the
development of unrealistic hopes in millions of black youths. They
appeal to family and community to bolster other choices based upon
a more rational assessment of “‘reality.”” Visible black role models in
many other professions now exist, they say, and there is ample
evidence which proves that sports careers are, at best, a bad gamble.

Critics of the cultural perspective have condemned it as conser-
vative and victim blaming. Butitcan also be seen as aresponse to the
view of black athletes as little more than unreflexive dupes of an
all-powerful system, which ignores the importance of agency.
Gruneau (1983) has argued that sports must be examined within a
theory that views human beings as active subjects who are operating
within historically constituted structural constraints. Gruneau’s
reflexive theory rejects the simplistic views of sports as either a realm
of absolute oppression or an arena of absolute freedom and spon-
taneity. Instead, he argues, it is necessary to construct an under-
standing of how and why participants themselves actively make
choices and construct and define meaning and a sense of identity
within the institutions that they find themselves.

None of these perspectives consider the ways that gender shapes
men’s definitions of meaning and choices. Within the sociology of
sport, gender as a process that interacts with race and class is usually
ignored or taken for granted—except when it is women athletes who
are being studied. Sociologists who are attempting to come to grips
with the experiences of black men in general, and in organized sports
in particular, have almost exclusively focused their analytic attention
on the variable “black,” while uncritically taking ‘“men’’ as a given.
Hare and Hare (1984), for example, view masculinity as a biologically
determined tendency to act as a provider and protector that is
thwarted for black men by socioeconomic and racist obstacles. Staples
(1982) does view masculinity largely as a socially produced script, but
he accepts this script as a given, preferring to focus on black men’s
blocked access to male role fulfillment. These perspectives on
masculinity fail to show how the malerole itself, as it interacts with a
constricted structure of opportunity, can contribute to locking black
men into destructive relationships and life-styles (Franklin 1984;
Majors 1986).

This article will examine the relationships among male identity,
race, and social class by listening to the voices of former athletes. I will
first briefly describe my research. Then I will discuss the similarities
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and differences in the choices and experiences of men from different
racial and social class backgrounds. Together, these choices and
experiences help to construct what Connell (1987) calls “‘the gender
order.” Organized sports, it will be suggested, 1s a practice through
which men’s separation from and power over women is embodied
and naturalized at the same time that hegemonic (white, heterosexual,
professional-class) masculinity is clearly differentiated from margin-
alized and subordinated masculinities.

DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH

Between 1983 and 1985, I conducted 30 open-ended, in-depth
interviews with male former athletes. My purpose was to add a critical
understanding of male gender identity to Levinson’s (1978) concep-
tion of the “individual lifecourse”’—specifically, to discover how
masculinity develops and changes as a man interacts with the socially
constructed world of organized sports. Most of the men I interviewed
had played the U.S. “‘major sports”’—football, basketball, baseball,
track. At the time of the interview, each had been retired from playing
organized sports for at least 5 years. Their ages ranged from 21 to 48,
with the median, 33. Fourteen were black, 14 were white, and 2 were
Hispanic. Fifteen of the 16 black and Hispanic men had come from
poor or working-class families, while the majority (9 of 14) of the
white men had come from middle-class or professional families.
Twelve had played organized sports through high school, 11 through
college, and 7 had been professional athletes. All had at some time in
their lives based their identities largely on their roles as athletes and
could therefore be said to have had athletic careers.

MALE IDENTITY AND ORGANIZED SPORTS

Earlier studies of masculinity and sports argued that sports
socializes boys to be men (Lever 1976; Schafer 1975). Here, boys learn
cultural values and behaviors, such as competition, toughness, and
winning at all costs, that are culturally valued aspects of masculinity.
While offering important insights, these early studies of masculinity
and sports suffered from the limiting assumptions of a gender-role
theory that seems to assume that boys come to their first athletic
experience as blank slates onto which the values of masculinity are
imprinted. This perspective oversimplifies a complex reality. In fact,
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young boys bring an already gendered identity to their first sports
experiences, an identity that is struggling to work through the
developmental task of individuation (Chodorow 1978; Gilligan
1982). Yet, as Benjamin (1988) has argued, individuation is accom-
plished, paradoxically, only through relationships with other people
in the social world. So, although the major task of masculinity is the
development of a “‘positional identity”’ that clarifies the boundaries
between self and other, this separation must be accomplished
through some form of connection with others. For the men in my
study, the rule-bound structure of organized sports became a context
in which they struggled to construct a masculine positional identity.

All of the men in this study described the emotional salience of
their earliest experiences in sports in terms of relationships with other
males. It was not winning and victories that seemed important at first;
it was something “fun’’ to do with fathers, older brothers or uncles,
and eventually with same-aged peers. As a man from a white, middle-
class family said, ““The most important thing was just being out there
with the rest of the guys—being friends.” A 32-year-old man from a
poor chicano family, whose mother had died when he was 9 years old,
put it more succinctly:

What I think sports did for me is 1t brought me into kind of an instant
family. By beingon a Little L.eague team, or even just playing with kids
in the neighborhood, it brought what I really wanted, which was some
kind of closeness.

Though sports participation may have initially promised ‘“some
kind of closeness,” by the ages of 9 or 10, the less skilled boys were
already becoming alienated from—or weeded out of—the highly
competitive and hierarchical system of organized sports. Those who
did experience some early successes received recognition from adult
males (especially fathers and older brothers) and held higher status
among peers. As a result, they began to pour more and more of their
energies into athletic participation. It was only after they learned that
they would get recognition from other people for being a good
athlete—indeed, that this attention was contingent upon being a
winner—that performance and winning (the dominant values of
organized sports) became extremely important. For some, this created
pressures that served to lessen or eliminated the fun of athletic
participation (Messner 1987a, 1987b).

While feminist psychoanalytic and developmental theories of
masculinity are helpful in explaining boys’ early attraction and
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motivations in organized sports, the imperatives of core gender
identity do not fully determine the contours and directions of the life
course. As Rubin (1985) and Levinson (1978) have pointed out, an
understanding of the lives of men must take into account the
processual nature of male identity as it unfolds through interaction
between the internal (psychological ambivalences) and the external
(social, historical, and institutional) contexts.

To examine the impact of the social contexts, I divided my sample
into two comparison groups. In the first group were 10 men from
higher-status backgrounds, primarily white, middle-class, and pro-
fessional families. In the second group were 20 men from lower-status
backgrounds, primarily minority, poor, and working-class families.
While my data offered evidence for the similarity of experiences and
motivations of men from poor backgrounds, independent of race, I
also found anecdotal evidence of a racial dynamic that operates
independently of social class. However, my sample was not large
enough to separate race and class, and so I have combined them to
make two status groups.

In discussing these two groups, I will focus mainly on the high
school years. During this crucial period, the athletic role may become
a master status for a young man, and he is beginning to make
assessments and choices about his future. It is here that many young
men make a major commitment to—or begin to back away from—
athletic careers.

Men from Higher-Status Backgrounds

The boyhood dream of one day becoming a professional athlete—a
dream shared by nearly all the men interviewed in this study—is
rarely realized. The sports world is extremely hierarchical. The
pyramid of sports careers narrows very rapidly as one climbs from
high school, to college, to professional levels of competition (Edwards
1984; Harris and Eitzen 1978; Hill and Lowe 1978). In fact, the
chances of attaining professional status in sports are approximately
4/100,000 for a white man, 2/100,000 for a black man, and 3/1,000,000
for a Hispanic man in the United States (Leonard and Reyman 1988).
For many young athletes, their dream ends early when coaches
inform them that they are not big enough, strong enough, fast
enough, or skilled enough to compete at the higher levels. But six of
the higher-status men I interviewed did not wait for coaches to weed
them out. They made conscious decisions in high school or in college
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to shift their attentions elsewhere—usually toward educational and
career goals. Their decision not to pursue an athletic career appeared
to them in retrospect to be a rational decision based on the growing
knowledge of how very slim their chances were to be successful in the
sports world. For instance, a 28-year-old white graduate student said:

By junior high Istarted to realize that I was a good player—maybe even
one of the best in my community—but I realized that there were all
these people all over the country and how few will get to play pro
sports. By high school, I still dreamed of being a pro—I was a serious
athlete, I played hard—but I knew it wasn’t heading anywhere. I wasn’t
going to play pro ball.

A 32-year-old white athletic director at a small private college had
been a successful college baseball player. Despite considerable
attention from professional scouts, he had decided to forgo a shotata
baseball career and to enter graduate school to pursue a teaching
credential. As he explained this decision:

At the time I think I saw baseball as pissing in the wind, really. I was
married, I was 22 years old with a kid. I didn’t want to spend 4 or 5 years
in the minors with a family. And I could see I wasn’t a superstar; so it
wasn’treally worth it. So I went to grad school. I thought that would be
better for me.

Perhaps most striking was the story of a high school student body
president and top-notch student who was also “Mr. Everything” in
sports. He was named captain of his basketball, baseball, and football
teams and achieved All-League honors in each sport. This young
white man from a middle-class family received attention from the
press and praise from his community and peers for his athletic
accomplishments, as well as several offers of athletic scholarships
from universities. But by the time he completed high school, he had
already decided to quit playing organized sports. As he said:

I think in my own mind I kind of downgraded the stardom thing. I
thought that was small potatoes. And sure, that’s nice in high school
and all that, but on a broad scale, I didn’t think it amounted to all that
much. So I decided that my goal’s to be a dentist, as soon as I can.

In his sophomore year of college, the basketball coach nearly
persuaded him to go out for the team, but eventually he decided
against it:
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I thought, so what if I can spend two years playing basketball? I'm not
going to be a basketball player forever and I might jeopardize my
chances of getting into dental school if I play.

He finished college in three years, completed dental school, and now,
in his mid-30s, is again the epitome of the successful American man:a
professional with a family, a home, and a membership in the local
country club.

How and why do so many successful male athletes from higher-
status backgrounds come to view sports careers as ‘‘pissing in the
wind,”’ or as “‘small potatoes’’? How and why do they make this early
assessment and choice to shift from sports and toward educational
and professional goals? The white, middle-class institutional context,
with its emphasis on education and income, makes it clear to them
that choices exist and that the pursuit of an athletic career is not a
particularly good choice to make. Where the young male once found
sports to be a convenient institution within which to construct
masculine status, the postadolescent and young adult man from a
higher-status background simply transfers these same strivings to
other institutional contexts: education and careers.

For the higher-status men who had chosen to shift from athletic
careers, sports remained important on two levels. First, having been a
successful high school or college athlete enhances one’s adult status
among other men in the community—but only as a badge of
masculinity that is added to his professional status. In fact, several
men in professions chose to be interviewed in their offices, where they
publicly displayed the trophies and plaques that attested to their
earlier athletic accomplishments. Their high school and college
athletic careers may have appeared to them as ‘“small potatoes,” but
many successful men speak of their earlier status as athletes as having
“opened doors” for them in their present professions and in
community affairs. Similarly, Farr’s (1988) research on “Good Old
Boys Sociability Groups” shows how sports, as part of the glue of
masculine culture, continues to facilitate “dominance bonding”
among privileged men long after active sports careers end. The
college-educated, career-successful men in Farr’s study rarely express
overtly sexist, racist, or classist attitudes; in fact, in their relationships
with women, they “often engage in expressive intimacies’’ and ‘“‘make
fun of exaggerated ‘machismo’”’ (p. 276). But though they outwardly
conform more to what Pleck (1982) calls “‘the modern male role,”
their informal relationships within their sociability groups, in effect,
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affirm their own gender and class status by constructing and
clarifying the boundaries between themselves and women and lower-
status men. This dominance bonding is based largely upon ritual
forms of sociability (camaraderie, competition), “‘the superiority of
which was first affirmed in the exclusionary play activities of young
boys in groups” (Farr 1988, p. 265).

In addition to contributing to dominance bonding among higher-
status adult men, sports remains salient in terms of the ideology of
gender relations. Most men continued to watch, talk about, and
identify with sports long after their own disengagement from athletic
careers. Sports as a mediated spectacle provides an important context
in which traditional conceptions of masculine superiority—concep-
tions recently contested by women—are shored up. As a 32-year-old
white professional-class man said of one of the most feared profes-
sional football players today:

A woman can do the same job as I can do—maybe even be my boss. But
I’'ll be damned if she can go out on the football field and take a hit from
Ronnie Lott.

Violent sports as spectacle provide linkages among men in the
project of the domination of women, while at the same time helping
to construct and clarify differences among various masculinities. The
statement above is a clear identification with Ronnie Lott as a man,
and the basis of the identification is the violent male body. As Connell
(1987, p. 85) argues, sports is an important organizing institution for
the embodiment of masculinity. Here, men’s power over women
becomes naturalized and linked to the social distribution of violence.
Sports, as a practice, suppresses natural (sex) similarities, constructs
differences, and then, largely through the media, weaves a structure of
symbol and interpretation around these differences that naturalizes
them (Hargreaves 1986, p. 112). Itis also significant that the man who
made the above statement about Ronnie Lott was quite aware that he
(and perhaps 99 percent of the rest of the U.S. male population) was
probably as incapable as most women of takinga ‘‘hit”’ from someone
like Lott and living to tell of it. For middle-class men, the “‘tough
guys’’ of the culture industry—the Rambos, the Ronnie Lotts who are
fearsome “‘hitters,”” who “play hurt”—are the heroes who ‘“‘prove”
that ““we men’’ are superior to women. At the same time, they play the
role of the ““primitive other,”” against whom higher-status men define
themselves as “modern’’ and “‘civilized.”
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Sports, then, is important from boyhood through adulthood for
men from higher-status backgrounds. But it is significant that by
adolescence and early adulthood, most of these young men have
concluded that sports careers are not for them. Their middle-class
cultural environment encourages them to decide to shift their
masculine strivings in more ‘“‘rational” directions: education and
nonsports careers. Yet their previous sports participation continues
to be very important to them in terms of constructing and validating
their status within privileged male peer groups and within their
chosen professional careers. And organized sports, as a public
spectacle, 1s a crucial locus around which ideologies of male
superiority over women, as well as higher-status men’s superiority
over lower-status men, are constructed and naturalized.

Men from Lower-Status Backgrounds

For the lower-status young men in this study, success in sports was
not an added proof of masculinity; it was often their only hope of
achieving public masculine status. A 34-year-old black bus driver
who had been a star athlete in three sports in high school had neither
the grades nor the money to attend college, so he accepted an offer
from the U.S. Marine Corps to play on their baseball team. He ended
up in Vietnam, where a grenade blew four fingers off his pitching
hand. In retrospect, he believed that his youthful focus on sports
stardom and his concomitant lack of effort in academics made sense:

You can go anywhere with athletics—you don’t have to have brains. I
mean, I didn't feel like I was gonna go out there and be a computer
expert, or something that was gonna make a lot of money. The only
thing I could do and live comfortably would be to play sports—just to
get a contract—doesn’t matter if you play second or third team in the
pros, you're gonna make big bucks. That’s all I wanted, a confirmed
livelihood at the end of my ventures, and the only way I could do it
would be through sports. So I tried. It failed, but that’s what I tried.

Similar, and even more tragic, is the story of a 34-year-old black
man who is now serving a life term in prison. After a career-ending
knee injury at the age of 20 abruptly ended what had appeared tobe a
certain road to professional football fame and fortune, he decided that
he “could still be rich and famous’’ by robbing a bank. During his
high school and college years, he said, he was nearly illiterate:
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I'd hardly ever go to classes and they’d give me Cs. My coaches taught
some of the classes. And I felt, “So what? They owe me that! I'm an
athlete! I thought that was what I was born to do—to play sports—and
everybody understood that.

Are lower-status boys and young men simply duped into putting
all their eggs into one basket? My research suggested that there was
more than “hope for the future” operating here. There were also
immediate psychological reasons that they chose to pursue athletic
careers. By the high school years, class and ethnic inequalities had
become glaringly obvious, especially for those who attended socio-
economically heterogeneous schools. Cars, nice clothes, and others
signs of status were often unavailable to these young men, and this
contributed to a situation in which sports took on an expanded
importance for them in terms of constructing masculine identities
and status. A white, 36-year-old man from a poor, single-parent
family who later played professional baseball had been acutely aware
of his low-class status in his high school:

I'had one pair of jeans, and I wore them every day. I was always afraid of
what people thought of me—that this guy doesn’t have anything, that
he’s wearing the same Levi’s all the time, he’s having to work in the
cafeteria for his lunch. What’s going on? I think that’s what made me so
shy. ... Butboy, when I gotinto sports, I letitall hang out—[laughs]—
and maybe that’s why I became so good, because I was frustrated, and
when I got into that element, they gave me my uniform in football,
basketball, and baseball, and I didn’t have to worry about how I looked,
because then it was me who was coming out, and not my clothes or
whatever. And I think that was the drive.

Similarly, a 41-year-old black man who had a 10-year professional
football career described his insecurities as one of the few poor blacks
in a mostly white, middle-class school and his belief that sports was
the one arena in which he could be judged solely on his merit:

I came from a very poor family, and I was very sensitive about that in
those days. When people would say things like ‘“‘Look at him—he has
dirty pants on,” Id think about it for a week. [But] I'd put my pants on
and I’d go out on the football field with the intention thatI'm gonna do
ajob. And if that calls on me to hurt you, I'm gonna do it. It’s as simple
as that. I demand respect just like everybody else.

“Respect’” was what I heard over and over when talking with the
men from lower-status backgrounds, especially black men. I interpret
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this type of respect to be a crystallization of the masculine quest for
recognition through public achievement, unfolding within a system
of structured constraints due to class and race inequities. The
institutional context of education (sometimes with the collusion of
teachers and coaches) and the constricted structure of opportunity in
the economy made the pursuit of athletic careers appear to be the most
rational choice to these young men.

The same is not true of young lower-status women. Dunkle (1985)
points out that from junior high school through adulthood, young
black men are far more likely to place high value on sports than are
young black women, who are more likely to value academic
achievement. There appears to be a gender dynamic operating in
adolescent male peer groups that contributes toward their valuing
sports more highly than education. Franklin (1986, p. 161) has argued
that many of the normative values of the black male peer group (little
respect for nonaggressive solutions to disputes, contempt for non-
material culture) contribute to the constriction of black men’s views
of desirable social positions, especially through education. In my
study, a 42-year-old black man who did succeed in beating the odds by
using his athletic scholarship to get a college degree and eventually
becoming a successful professional said:

By junior high, you either got identified as an athlete, a thug, or a
bookworm. It’s very important to be seen as somebody who's capable in
some area. And you don’t want to be identified as a bookworm. I was
very good with books, but I was kind of covert about it. I was a closet
bookworm. But with sports, I was somebody; so I worked very hard
at it

For most young men from lower-status backgrounds, the poor
quality of their schools, the attitudes of teachers and coaches, as well
as the antieducation environment within their own male peer groups,
made it extremely unlikely that they would be able to succeed as
students. Sports, therefore, became the arena in which they attempted
to “‘show their stuff.” For these lower-status men, as Baca Zinn (1982)
and Majors (1986) argued in their respective studies of chicano men
and black men, when institutional resources that signify masculine
status and control are absent, physical presence, personal style, and
expressiveness take on increased importance. What Majors (1986,
p. 6) calls “cool pose” is black men’s expressive, often aggressive,
assertion of masculinity. This self-assertion often takes place within a
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social context in which the young man is quite aware of existing
social inequities. As the black bus driver, referred to above, said of his
high school years:

See, the rich people use their money to do what they want to do. I use
my ability. If you wanted to be around me, if you wanted to learn
something about sports, I'd teach you. But you're gonna take me to
lunch. You're gonna let me use your car. See what I'm saying? In high
school I'd go where I wanted to go. I didn’t have to be educated. I was
well-respected. I'd go somewhere, and they'd say, ‘““‘Hey, that’s Mitch
Harris,! yeah, that’s a bad son of a bitch!”’

Majors (1986) argues that although “cool pose” represents a
creative survival technique within a hostile environment, the most
likely long-term effect of this masculine posturing is educational and
occupational dead ends. As a result, we can conclude, lower-status
men’s personal and peer-group responses to a constricted structure of
opportunity—responses that are rooted, in part, in the developmental
insecurities and ambivalences of masculinity—serve to lock many of
these young men into limiting activities such as sports.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This research has suggested that within a social context that is
stratified by social class and by race, the choice to pursue—or not to
pursue—an athletic career is explicable as an individual’s rational
assessment of the available means to achieve a respected masculine
identity. For nearly all of the men from lower-status backgrounds, the
status and respect that they received through sports was temporary—
it did not translate into upward mobility. Nonetheless, a strategy of
discouraging young black boys and men from involvement in sports
is probably doomed to fail, since it ignores the continued existence of
structural constraints. Despite the increased number of black role
models in nonsports professions, employment opportunities for
young black males have actually deteriorated in the 1980s (Wilson
and Neckerman 1986), and nonathletic opportunities in higher
education have also declined. While blacks constitute 14 percent of
the college-aged (18-24 years) U.S. population, as a proportion of
students in four-year colleges and universities, they have dropped to 8
percent. In contrast, by 1985, black men constituted 49 percent of all
college basketball players and 61 percent of basketball players in
institutions that grant athletic scholarships (Berghorn et al., 1988).
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For young black men, then, organized sports appears to be more
likely to get them to college than their own efforts in nonathletic
activities.

Butit would be a mistake to conclude that we simply need to breed
socioeconomic conditions that make it possible for poor and minority
men to mimic the “‘rational choices” of white, middle-class men. If we
are to build an appropriate understanding of the lives of all men, we
must critically analyze white middle-class masculinity, rather than
uncritically taking it as a normative standard. To fail to do this would
be to ignore the ways in which organized sports serves to construct
and legitimate gender differences and inequalities among men and
women.

Feminist scholars have demonstrated that organized sports gives
men from all backgrounds a means of status enhancement that is not
available to young women. Sports thus serve the interests of all men
in helping to construct and legitimize their control of public life and
their domination of women (Bryson 1987; Hall 1987; Theberge 1987).
Yet concrete studies are suggesting that men’s experiences within
sports are not all of a piece. Brian Pronger’s (forthcoming) research
suggests that gay men approach sports differently than straight men
do, with a sense of ““irony.”” And my research suggests that although
sports are important for men from both higher- and lower-status
backgrounds, there are crucial differences. In fact, it appears that the
meaning that most men give to their athletic strivings has more to do
with competing for status among men than it has to do with proving
superiority over women. How can we explain this seeming contra-
diction between the feminist claim that sports links all men in the
domination of women and the research findings that different groups
of men relate to sports in very different ways?

The answer to this question lies in developing a means of
conceptualizing the interrelationships between varying forms of
domination and subordination. Marxist scholars of sports often
falsely collapse everything into a class analysis; radical feminists
often see gender domination as universally fundamental. Concrete
examinations of sports, however, reveal complex and multilayered
systems of inequality: Racial, class, gender, sexual preference, and
age dynamics are all salient features of the athletic context. In
examining this reality, Connell’s (1987) concept of the ‘“‘gender
order” is useful. The gender order is a dynamic process that is
constantly in a state of plav. Moving beyond static gender-role theory
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and reductionist concepts of patriarchy that view men as an undiffer-
entiated group which oppresses women, Connell argues that at any
given historical moment, there are competing masculinities—some
hegemonic, some marginalized, some stigmatized. Hegemonic mascu-
linity (that definition of masculinity which is culturally ascendant) is
constructed in relation to various subordinated masculinities as well
as in relation to femininities. The project of male domination of
women may tie all men together, but men share very unequally in the
fruits of this domination.

These are key insights in examining the contemporary meaning of
sports. Utilizing the concept of the gender order, we can begin to
conceptualize how hierarchies of race, class, age, and sexual preference
among men help to construct and legitimize men’s overall power and
privilege over women. And how, for some black, working-class, or
gay men, the false promise of sharing in the fruits of hegemonic
masculinity often ties them into their marginalized and subordinate
statuses within hierarchies of intermale dominance. For instance,
black men’s development of what Majors (1986) calls “cool pose”
within sports can be interpreted as an example of creative resistance to
one form of social domination (racism); yet it also demonstrates the
limits of an agency that adopts other forms of social domination
(masculinity) as its vehicle. As Majors (forthcoming) points out:

Cool Pose demonstrates black males’ potential to transcend oppressive
conditions in order to express themselves as men. [Yet] it ultimately
does not put black males in a position to live and work in more
egalitarian ways with women, nor does it directly challenge male
hierarchies.

Indeed, as Connell’s (forthcoming) analysis of an Australian “Iron
Man” shows, the commercially successful, publicly acclaimed athlete
may embody all that is valued in present cultural conceptions of
hegemonic masculinity—physical strength, commercial success, sup-
posed heterosexual virility. Yet higher-status men, while they admire
the publicimage of the successful athlete, may also look down on him
as a narrow, even atavistic, example of masculinity. For these higher-
status men, their earlier sports successes are often status enhancing
and serve to link them with other men in ways that continue to
exclude women. Their decisions not to pursue athletic careers are
equally important signs of their status vis-a-vis other men. Future
examinations of the contemporary meaning and importance of sports
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to men might take as a fruitful point of departure that athletic
participation, and sports as public spectacle serve to provide linkages
among men in the project of the domination of women, while at the
same time helping to construct and clarify differences and hierarchies
among various masculinities.

NOTE

1. “Mitch Harris” is a pseudonym.
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