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Many people still believe that gender roles—especially men's participation and interest in
sports—are biological. Instead, Michael Messner argues, sports teach boys to be “mascu-
line” and stigmatize those who aren 't very interested or successful in athletics. He claims

that masculinity is learned rather than innate.

I view gender identity not as a “thing” that peo-
ple “have,” but rather as a process of construction
that develops, comes into crisis, and changes as a
person interacts with the social world. Through
this perspective, it becomes possible to speak of
“gendering” identities rather than “masculinity”
or “femininity” as relatively fixed identities or
statuses.

. Levinson (1978) has argued that mascu-
line identity is neither fully “formed” by the so-
cial context, nor is it “caused” by some internal
dynamic put into place during infancy. Instead, it
is shaped and constructed through the interaction
between the internal and the social. The internal
gendering identity may set developmental
“tasks,” may create thresholds of anxiety and am-
bivalence, yet it is only through a concrete exam-
ination of people’s interactions with others within
social institutions that we can begin to under-
stand both the similarities and differences in the
construction of gender identities.

Source: Michael A. Messner, 1990. “Boyhood, Organized
Sports and the Construction of Masculinities.” Journal of
Contemporary Ethnography 18 (January): 416-444.

In this study I explore and interpret the mean-
ings that males themselves attribute to their boy-
hood participation in organized sport. In what
ways do males construct masculine identities
within the institution of organized sports? In
what ways do class and racial differences mediate
this relationship and perhaps lead to the construc-
tion of different meanings, and perhaps different
masculinities? And what are some of the prob-
lems and contradictions within these construc-
tions of masculinity?

DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH

Between 1983 and 1985, I conducted interviews
with thirty male former athletes. 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 five
years. Their ages ranged from twenty-one to
forty-eight, with the median, thirty-three, fourteen
were black, fourteen were white, and two were
Hispanic; fifteen of the sixteen black and His-
panic men had come from poor or working-class
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families, while the majority (nine of fourteen of
the white men) had come from middle-class or
professional families. 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.” Twelve had played or-
ganized sports through high school, eleven
through college, and seven had been professional
athletes. Though the sample was not randomly
selected, an effort was made to see that the sam-
ple had a range of difference in terms of race and
social class backgrounds, and that there was
some variety in terms of age, types of sports
played, and levels of success in athletic careers.
Without exception, each man contacted agreed to
be interviewed.

The tape-recorded interviews were semistruc-
tured and took from one and one-half to six
hours, with most taking about three hours. I
asked each man to talk about four broad eras in
his life: (1) his earliest experiences with sports in
boyhood, (2) his athletic career, (3) retirement or
disengagement from the athletic career, and (4)
life after the athletic career. In each era, I focused
the interview on the meanings of “success and
failure,” and on the boy’s/man’s relationships
with family, with other males, with women, and
with his own body.

In collecting what amounted to life histories
of these men, my overarching purpose was to
use feminist theories of masculine gender iden-
tity to explore how masculinity develops and
changes as boys and men interact within the so-
cially constructed world of organized sports. In
addition to using the data to move toward some
generalizations about the relationship between
“masculinity and sport,” I was also concerned
with sorting out some of the variations among
boys, based on class and racial inequalities, that
led them to relate differently to athletic ca-
reers. I divided my sample into two comparison
groups. The first group was made up of ten men
from higher-status backgrounds, primarily white,
middle-class, and professional families. The sec-
ond group was made up of twenty men from

lower-status backgrounds, primarily minority,
poor, and working-class families.

BOYHOOD AND THE PROMISE
OF SPORTS

Zane Grey once said, “All boys love baseball. If
they don’t they’re not real boys” . . .. This is, of
course, an ideological statement; in fact, some
boys do not love baseball, or any other sports,
for that matter. There are millions of males who
at an early age are rejected by, become alien-
ated from, or lose interest in organized sports.
Yet all boys are, to a greater or lesser extent,
judged according to their ability, or lack of
ability, in competitive sports (Eitzen, 1975;
Sabo, 1985). In this study I focus on those
males who did become athletes—males who
eventually poured thousands of hours into the
development of specific physical skills. It is in
boyhood that we can discover the roots of their
commitment to athletic careers.

How did organized sports come to play such a
central role in these boys’ lives? When asked to
recall how and why they initially got into playing
sports, many of the men interviewed for this
study seemed a bit puzzled: after all, playing
sports was “just the thing to do.” A forty-two-
year-old black man who had played college bas-
ketball put it this way:

It was just what you did. It’s kind of like, you went to
school, you played athletics, and if you didn’t, there
was something wrong with you. It was just like brush-
ing your teeth: it’s just what you did. It’s part of your
existence.

Spending one’s time playing sports with other
boys seemed as natural as the cycle of the sea-
sons: baseball in the spring and summer, football
in the fall, basketball in the winter—and then it
was time to get out the old baseball glove and
begin again. As a black thirty-five-year-old for-
mer professional football star said:

I’d say when I wasn’t in school, 95% of the time was
spent in the park playing. It was the only thing to do. It
just came as natural.
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And a black, thirty-four-year-old professional
basketball player explained his early experiences
in sports:

My principal and teacher said, “Now if you work at this
you might be pretty damned good.” So it was more or
less a community thing—everybody in the community
said, “Boy, if you work hard and keep your nose clean,
you gonna be good.” Cause it was natural instinct.

“It was natural instinct.” “I was a natural.”
Several athletes used words such as these to ex-
plain their early attraction to sports. But certainly
there is nothing “natural” about throwing a ball
through a hoop, hitting a ball with a bat, or jump-
ing over hurdles. A boy, for instance, may have
amazingly dexterous inborn hand—eye coordina-
tion, but this does not predispose him to a career
of hitting baseballs any more than it predisposes
him to a life as a brain surgeon. When one listens
closely to what these men said about their early
experiences in sports, it becomes clear that their
adoption of the self-definition of “natural ath-
lete” was the result of what Connell (1990) has
called “a collective practice” that constructs mas-
culinities. The boyhood development of mascu-
line identity and status—truly problematic in a
society that offers no official rite of passage into
adulthood—results from a process of interaction
with people and social institutions. Thus, in dis-
cussing early motivations in sports, men com-
monly talk of the importance of relationships
with family members, peers, and the broader
community.

FAMILY INFLUENCES

Though most of the men in this study spoke of their
mothers with love, respect, even reverence, their de-
scriptions of their earliest experiences in sports are
stories of an exclusively male world. The exis-
tence of older brothers or uncles who served as
teachers and athletic role models—as well as
sources of competition for attention and status
within the family—was very common. An older
brother, uncle, or even close friend of the family
who was a successful athlete appears to have

acted as a sort of standard of achievement against
whom to measure oneself. A thirty-four-year-old
black man who had been a three-sport star in
high school said:

My uncles—my Uncle Harold went to the Detroit Tigers,
played pro ball—all of ’em, everybody played sports, so
I wanted to be better than anybody else. I knew that ev-
erybody in this town knew them—their names were
something. | wanted my name to be just like theirs.

Similarly, a black forty-one-year-old former
professional football player recalled:

I was the younger of three brothers and everybody
played sports, so consequently I was more or less
forced into it. Cause one brother was always better
than the next brother and then I came along and had to
show them that I was just as good as them. My oldest
brother was an all-city ballplayer, then my other
brother comes along he’s all-city and all-state, and then
I have to come along.

For some, attempting to emulate or surpass the
athletic accomplishments of older male family
members created pressures that were difficult to
deal with. A thirty-three-year-old white man ex-
plained that he was a good athlete during boyhood,
but the constant awareness that his two older broth-
ers had been better made it difficult for him to feel
good about himself, or to have fun in sports:

I had this sort of reputation that I followed from the
playgrounds through grade school, and through high
school. I followed these guys who were all-conference
and all-state.

Most of these men, however, saw their rela-
tionships with their athletic older brothers and
uncles in a positive light; it was within these rela-
tionships that they gained experience and devel-
oped motivations that gave them a competitive
“edge” within their same-aged peer group. As a
thirty-three-year-old black man describes his ear-
liest athletic experiences:

My brothers were role models. I wanted to prove—
especially to my brothers—that I had heart, you know,
that I was a man.

When asked, “What did it mean to you to be ‘a
man’ at that age?” he replied:
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Well, it meant that I didn’t want to be a so-called
scaredy-cat. You want to hit a guy even though he’s
bigger than you to show that, you know, you’ve got this
macho image. I remember that at that young an age,
that feeling was exciting to me. And that carried over,
and as I got older, I got better and I began to look
around me and see, well hey! I’'m competitive with
these guys, even though I’m younger, you know? And
then of course all the compliments come—and I began
to notice a change, even in my parents—especially in
my father—he was proud of that, and that was very im-
portant to me. He was extremely important . . . he
showed me more affection, now that I think of it.

As this man’s words suggest, if men talk of
their older brothers and uncles mostly as role
models, teachers, and “names” to emulate, their
talk of their relationships with their fathers is
more deeply layered and complex. Athletic skills
and competition for status may often be learned
from older brothers, but it is in boys’ relation-
ships with fathers that we find many of the keys
to the emotional salience of sports in the devel-
opment of masculine identity.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH FATHERS

The fact that boys’ introductions to organized
sports are often made by fathers who might oth-
erwise be absent or emotionally distant adds a
powerful emotional charge to these early experi-
ences (Osherson, 1986). Although playing orga-
nized sports eventually came to feel “natural” for
all of the men interviewed in this study, many
needed to be “exposed” to sports, or even gently
“pushed” by their fathers to become involved in
activities like Little League baseball. A white,
thirty-three-year-old man explained:

I still remember it like it was yesterday—Dad and 1
driving up in his truck, and I had my glove and my hat
and all that—and I said, “Dad, I don’t want to do it.”
He says, “What?” I says, “I don’t want to do it.” I was
nervous. That I might fail. And he says, “Don’t be
silly. Lookit: There’s Joey and Petey and all your
friends out there.” And so Dad says, “You’re gonna do
it, come on.” And in my memory he’s never said that
about anything else; he just knew I needed a little kick
in the pants and I'd do it. And once you’re out there
and you see all the other kids making errors and stuff,

and you know you’re better than those guys, you
know: Maybe I do belong here. As it turned out, Little
League was a good experience.

Some who were similarly “pushed” by their
fathers were not so successful as the aforemen-
tioned man had been in Little League baseball,
and thus the experience was not altogether a joy-
ous affair. One thirty-four-year-old white man,
for instance, said he “inherited” his interest in
sports from his father, who started playing catch
with him at the age of four. Once he got into
Little League, he felt pressured by his father, one
of the coaches, who expected him to be the star
of the team:

I'd go zero-for-four sometimes, strike out three times
in a Little League game, and I'd dread the ride home.
I’'d come home and he’d say, “Go in the bathroom and
swing the bat in the mirror for an hour,” to get my
swing level . . . It didn’t help much, though, I'd go out
and strike out three or four times again the next game
too [laughs ironically].

When asked if he had been concerned with
having his father’s approval, he responded:

Failure in his eyes? Yeah, I always thought that he
wanted me to get some kind of [athletic] scholarship. I
guess | was afraid of him when I was a kid. He didn’t
hit that much, but he had a rage about him—he’d rage,
and that voice would just rattle you.

Similarly, a twenty-four-year-old black man
described his awe of his father’s physical power
and presence, and his sense of inadequacy in at-
tempting to emulate him:

My father had a voice that sounded like rolling thun-
der. Whether it was intentional on his part or not, I
don’t know, but my father gave me a sense, an image
of him being the most powerful being on earth, and
that no matter what I ever did I would never come
close to him . . . There were definite feelings of physi-
cal inadequacy that I couldn’t work around.

It is interesting to note how these feelings of
physical inadequacy relative to the father lived on
as part of this young man’s permanent internal-
ized image. He eventually became a “feared”
high school football player and broke school
records in weight-lifting, yet,
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As I grew older, my mother and friends told me that I
had actually grown to be a larger man than my father.
Even though in time I required larger clothes than
he, which should have been a very concrete indica-
tion, neither my brother nor I could ever bring our-
selves to say that I was bigger. We simply couldn’t
conceive of it.

Using sports activities as a means of identi-
fying with and “living up to” the power and sta-
tus of one’s father was not always such a painful
and difficult task for the men I interviewed.
Most did not describe fathers who “pushed”
them to become sports stars. The relationship
between their athletic strivings and their identi-
fication with their fathers was more subtle. A
forty-eight-year-old black man, for instance, ex-
plained that he was not pushed into sports by his
father, but was aware from an early age of the
community status his father had gained through
sports. He saw his own athletic accomplish-
ments as a way to connect with and emulate his
father:

[ wanted to play baseball because my father had been
quite a good baseball player in the Negro leagues be-
fore baseball was integrated, and so he was kind of a
model for me. I remember, quite young, going to a
baseball game he was in—this was before the war and
all—I remember being in the stands with my mother
and seeing him on first base, and being aware of the
crowd . . . [ was aware of people’s confidence in him
as a serious baseball player. I don’t think my father
ever said anything to me like “play sports” . . . [But] I
knew he would like it if I did well. His admiration
was important . . . he mattered.

Similarly, a twenty-four-year-old white man
described his father as a somewhat distant “role
model” whose approval mattered:

My father was more of an example . . . he definitely
was very much in touch with and still had very fond
memories of being an athlete and talked about it,
bragged about it. . . . But he really didn’t do that
much to teach me skills, and didn’t always go to
every game | played like some parents. But he ap-
proved and that was important, you know. That was
important to get his approval. I always knew that
playing sports was important to him, so I knew im-
plicitly that it was good and there was definitely a
value on it.

First experiences in sports might often come
through relationships with brothers or older male
relatives, and the early emotional salience of
sports was often directly related to a boy’s rela-
tionship with his father. The sense of commitment
that these young boys eventually made to the de-
velopment of athletic careers is best explained as
a process of development of masculine gender
identity and status in relation to same-sex peers.

MASCULINE IDENTITY AND EARLY
COMMITMENT TO SPORTS

When many of the men in this study said that dur-
ing childhood they played sports because “it’s just
what everybody did,” they of course meant that it
was just what boys did. They were introduced to
organized sports by older brothers and fathers,
and once involved, found themselves playing
within an exclusively male world. Though the
separate (and unequal) gendered worlds of boys
and girls came to appear as “natural,” they were in
fact socially constructed. Thorne’s observations of
children’s activities in schools indicated that
rather than “naturally” constituting “separate gen-
dered cultures,” there is considerable interaction
between boys and girls in classrooms and on play-
grounds. When adults set up legitimate contact
between boys and girls, Thorne observed, this
usually results in “relaxed interactions.” But when
activities in the classroom or on the playground
are presented to children as sex-segregated activi-
ties and gender is marked by teachers and other
adults (“boys line up here, girls over there”),
“gender boundaries are heightened, and mixed-
sex interaction becomes an explicit arena of risk”
(Thorne, 1986; 70). Thus sex-segregated activities
such as organized sports as structured by adults,
provide the context in which gendered identities
and separate “gendered cultures” develop and
come to appear natural. For the boys in this study,
it became “natural” to equate masculinity with
competition, physical strength, and skills. Girls
simply did not (could not, it was believed) partici-
pate in these activities.
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Yet it is not simply the separation of chil-
dren, by adults, into separate activities that ex-
plains why many boys came to feel such a strong
connection with sports activities, while so few
girls did. As I listened to men recall their earli-
est experiences in organized sports, I heard them
talk of insecurity, loneliness, and especially a
need to connect with other people as a primary
motivation in their early sports strivings. As a
forty-two-year-old white man stated, “The most
important thing was just being out there with
the rest of the guys—being friends.” Another
thirty-two-year-old interviewee was born in
Mexico and moved to the United States at a
fairly young age. He never knew his father, and
his mother died when he was only nine years
old. Suddenly he felt rootless, and threw him-
self into sports. His initial motivations, however,
do not appear to be based on a need to compete
and win:

Actually, what I think sports did for me is it brought
me into kind of an instant family. By being on a Little
League team, or even just playing with all kinds of dif-
ferent kids in the neighborhood, it brought what I re-
ally wanted, which was some kind of closeness. It was
just being there, and being friends.

Clearly, what these boys needed and craved
was that which was most problematic for them:
connection and unity with other people. But why
do these young males find organized sports such
an attractive context in which to establish “a
kind of closeness” with others? Comparative ob-
servations of young boys’ and girls’ game-play-
ing behaviors yield important insights into this
question. Piaget (1965) and Lever (1976) both
observed that girls tend to have more “prag-
matic” and “flexible” orientations to the rules of
games; they are more prone to make exceptions
and innovations in the middle of a game in order
to make the game more “fair.” Boys, on the other
hand, tend to have a more firm, even inflexible
orientation to the rules of a game; to them, the
rules are what protects any fairness. This differ-
ence, according to Gilligan (1982), is based on
the fact that early developmental experiences

have yielded deeply rooted differences between
males’ and females’ developmental tasks, needs,
and moral reasoning. Girls, who tend to define
themselves primarily through connection with
others, experience highly competitive situations
(whether in organized sports or in other hierar-
chical institutions) as threats to relationships,
and thus to their identities. For boys, the devel-
opment of gender identity involves the con-
struction of positional identities, where a sense
of self is solidified through separation from
others (Chodorow, 1978). Yet feminist psycho-
analytic theory has tended to oversimplify the
internal lives of men (Lichterman, 1986).
Males do appear to develop positional identi-
ties, yet despite their fears of intimacy, they
also retain a human need for closeness and
unity with others. This ambivalence toward inti-
mate relationships is a major thread running
through masculine development throughout the
life course. Here we can conceptualize what
Craib (1987) calls the “clective affinity” be-
tween personality and social structure: For the
boy who both seeks and fears attachment with
others, the rule-bound structure of organized
sports can promise to be a safe place in which
to seek nonintimate attachment with others
within a context that maintains clear bound-
aries, distance, and separation.

COMPETITIVE STRUCTURES
AND CONDITIONAL SELF-WORTH

Young boys may initially find that sports gives
them the opportunity to experience “some kind
of closeness” with others, but the structure of
sports and athletic careers often undermines the
possibility of boys learning to transcend their
fears of intimacy, thus becoming able to develop
truly close and intimate relationships with others
(Kidd, 1990; Messner, 1987). The sports world is
extremely hierarchical, and an incredible amount
of importance is placed on winning, on “being
number one.” For instance, a few years ago I ob-
served a basketball camp put on for boys by a
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professional basketball coach and his staff. The
youngest boys, about eight years old (who could
barely reach the basket with their shots) played a
brief scrimmage. Afterwards, the coaches lined
them up in a row in front of the older boys who
were sitting in the grandstands. One by one, the
coach would stand behind each boy, put his hand
on the boy’s head (much in the manner of a
priestly benediction), and the older boys in the
stands would applaud and cheer, louder or softer,
depending on how well or poorly the young boy
was judged to have performed. The two or three
boys who were clearly the exceptional players
looked confident that they would receive the
praise they were due. Most of the boys, though,
had expressions ranging from puzzlement to thinly
disguised terror on their faces as they awaited the
judgments of the older boys.

This kind of experience teaches boys that it is
not “just being out there with the guys—being
friends,” that ensures the kind of attention and
connection that they crave; it is being better than
the other guys—beating them—that is the key to
acceptance. Most of the boys in this study did
have some early successes in sports, and thus
their ambivalent need for connection with others
was met, at least for a time. But the institution of
sport tends to encourage the development of what
Schafer (1975) has called “conditional self-
worth” in boys. As boys become aware that ac-
ceptance by others is contingent upon being
good—a “winner”—narrow definitions of success,
based upon performance and winning become in-
creasingly important to them. A thirty-three-year-
old black man said that by the time he was in his
early teens:

It was expected of me to do well in all my contests—I
mean by my coaches, my peers, and my family. So I in
turn expected to do well, and if I didn’t do well, then
I'd be very disappointed.

The man from Mexico, discussed above, who
said that he had sought “some kind of closeness”
in his early sports experiences began to notice in
his early teens that if he played well, was a winner,
he would get attention from others:

It got to the point where I started realizing, noticing
that people were always there for me, backing me all
the time—sports got to be really fun because I always
had some people there backing me. Finally my oldest
brother started going to all my games, even though I
had never really seen who he was [laughs]—after the
game, you know, we never really saw each other, but
he was at all my baseball games, and it seemed like we
shared a kind of closeness there, but only in those situ-
ations. Off the field, when I wasn’t in uniform, he was
never around.

By high school, he said, he felt “up against the
wall.” Sports hadn’t delivered what he had hoped
it would, but he thought if he just tried harder,
won one more championship trophy, he would
get the attention he truly craved. Despite his ef-
forts, this attention was not forthcoming. And,
sadly, the pressures he had put on himself to
excel in sports had taken most of the fun out of
playing.

For many of the men in this study, throughout
boyhood and into adolescence, this conscious
striving for successful achievement became the
primary means through which they sought con-
nection with other people (Messner, 1987). But it
is important to recognize that young males’ inter-
nalized ambivalences about intimacy do not fully
determine the contours and directions of their
lives. Masculinity continues to develop through
interaction with the social world—and because
boys from different backgrounds are interacting
with substantially different familial, educational,
and other institutions, these differences will lead
them to make different choices and define situa-
tions in different ways. Next, I examine the dif-
ferences in the ways that boys from higher- and
lower-status families and communities related to
organized sports.

STATUS DIFFERENCES AND
COMMITMENTS TO SPORTS

In discussing early attractions to sports, the expe-
riences of boys from higher- and lower-status
backgrounds are quite similar. Both groups indi-
cate the importance of fathers and older brothers
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in introducing them to sports. Both groups speak
of the joys of receiving attention and acceptance
among family and peers for early successes in
sports. Note the similarities, for instance, in the
following descriptions of boyhood athletic expe-
riences of two men. First, a man born in a white,
middle-class family:

I loved playing sports so much from a very early age
because of early exposure. A lot of the sports came
easy at an early age, and because they did, and because
you were successful at something, I think that you’re
inclined to strive for that gratification. Its like, if
you’re good, you like it, because it’s instant gratifica-
tion. I’'m doing something that I’'m good at and I’'m
gonna keep doing it.

Second, a black man from a poor family:

Fortunately I had some athletic ability, and, quite natu-
rally, once you start doing good in whatever it is—I
don’t care if it’s jacks—you show off what you do.
That’s your ability, that’s your blessing, so you show it
off as much as you can.

For boys from both groups, early exposure to
sports, the discovery that they had some “abil-
ity,” shortly followed by some sort of family,
peer, and community recognition, all eventually
led to the commitment of hundreds and thou-
sands of hours of playing, practicing, and dream-
ing of future stardom. Despite these similarities,
there are also some identifiable differences that
begin to explain the tendency of males from
lower-status backgrounds to develop higher lev-
els of commitment to sports careers. The most
clear-cut difference was that while men from
higher-status backgrounds are likely to describe
their earliest athletic experiences and motiva-
tions almost exclusively in terms of immediate
family, men from lower-status backgrounds more
commonly describe the importance of a broader
community context. For instance, a forty-six-
year-old man who grew up in a “poor working
class” black family in a small town in Arkansas
explained:

In that community, at the age of third or fourth grade,
if you’re a male, they expect you to show some kind of
inclination, some kind of skill in football or basketball.

It was an expected thing, you know? My mom and
my dad, they didn’t push at all. It was the general
environment.

A forty-eight-year-old man describes sports
activities as a survival strategy in his poor black
community:

Sports protected me from having to compete in gang
stuff, or having to be good with my fists. If you were
an athlete and got into the fist world, that was your
business, and that was okay—but you didn’t have to if
you didn’t want to. People would generally defer to
you, give you your space away from trouble.

A thirty-five-year-old man who grew up in “a
poor black ghetto” described his boyhood rela-
tionship to sports similarly:

Where I came from, either you were one of two things:
you were in sports or you were out on the streets being
a drug addict, or breaking into places. The guys who
were in sports, we had it a little easier, because we
were accepted by both groups. . . . So it worked out to
my advantage, cause I didn’t get into a lot of trouble—
some trouble, but not a lot.

The fact that boys in lower-status communities
faced these kinds of realities gave salience to
their developing athletic identities. In contrast,
sports were important to boys from higher-status
backgrounds, yet the middle-class environment
seemed more secure, less threatening, and of-
fered far more options. By the time most of these
boys got into junior high or high school, many
had made conscious decisions to shift their atten-
tions away from athletic careers to educational
and (nonathletic) career goals. A thirty-two-year-
old white college athletic director told me that he
had seen his chance to pursue a pro baseball ca-
reer as “pissing in the wind,” and instead, focused
on education. Similarly, a thirty-three-year-old
white dentist who was a three-sport star in high
school, decided not to play sports in college, so
he could focus on getting into dental school. As
he put it,

I think I kind of downgraded the stardom thing. I
thought it 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.



Reading 18  Boyhood, Organized Sports, and the Construction of Masculinities 91

This statement offers an important key to un-
derstanding the construction of masculine iden-
tity within a middle-class context. The status that
this boy got through sports had been very impor-
tant to him, yet he could see that “on a broad
scale,” this sort of status was “small potatoes.”
This sort of early recognition is more than a re-
sult of the oft-noted middle-class tendency to
raise “future-oriented” children (Rubin, 1976;
Sennett and Cobb, 1973). Perhaps more impor-
tant, it is that the kinds of future orientations de-
veloped by boys from higher-status backgrounds
are consistent with the middle-class context.
These men’s descriptions of their boyhoods re-
veal that they grew up immersed in a wide range
of institutional frameworks, of which organized
sports was just one. And—importantly—they
could see that the status of adult males around
them was clearly linked to their positions within
various professions, public institutions, and bu-
reaucratic organizations. It was clear that access
to this sort of institutional status came through
educational achievement, not athletic prowess. A
thirty-two-year-old black man who grew up in a
professional-class family recalled that he had
idolized Wilt Chamberlain and dreamed of being
a pro basketball player, yet his father discouraged
his athletic strivings:

He knew I liked the game. I loved the game. But bas-
ketball was not recommended; my dad would say,
“That’s a stereotyped image for black youth. . . . When
your basketball is gone and finished, what are you
gonna do? One day, you might get injured. What are
you gonna look forward to?” He stressed education.

Similarly, a thirty-two-year-old man who was
raised in a white, middle-class family, had found
in sports a key means of gaining acceptance and
connection in his peer group. Yet he was simulta-
neously developing an image of himself as a
“smart student,” and becoming aware of a wide
range of nonsports life options:

My mother was constantly telling me how smart |
was, how good I was, what a nice person I was, and
giving me all sorts of positive strokes, and those posi-
tive strokes became a self-motivating kind of thing. |

had this image of myself as smart, and I lived up to
that image.

It is not that parents of boys in lower-status
families did not also encourage their boys to work
hard in school. Several reported that their parents
“stressed books first, sports second.” It’s just that
the broader social context—education, economy,
and community—was more likely to nrarrow
lower-status boys’ perceptions of real-life options,
while boys from higher-status backgrounds faced
an expanding world of options. For instance, with
a different socioeconomic background, one thirty-
five-year-old black man might have become a
great musician instead of a star professional foot-
ball running back. But he did not. When he was a
child, he said, he was most interested in music:

I wanted to be a drummer. But we couldn’t afford
drums. My dad couldn’t go out and buy me a drum set
or a guitar even—it was just one of those things; he
was just trying to make ends meet.

But he could afford, as could so many in his
socioeconomic condition, to spend countless
hours at the local park, where he was told by the
park supervisor

that 1 was a natural—not only in gymnastics or
baseball—whatever I did, I was a natural. He told me |
shouldn’t waste this talent, and so I immediately
started watching the big guys then.

In retrospect, this man had potential to be a
musician or any number of things, but his envi-
ronment limited his options to sports, and he
made the best of it. Even within sports, he, like
most boys in the ghetto, was limited:

We didn’t have any tennis courts in the ghetto—we
used to have a lot of tennis balls, but no racquets. I
wonder today how good I might be in tennis if I had
gotten a racquet in my hands at an early age.

It is within this limited structure of opportunity
that many lower-status young boys found sports to
be the place, rather than a place, within which to
construct masculine identity, status, the relation-
ships. A thirty-six-year-old white man explained
that his father left the family when he was very
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young and his mother faced a very difficult strug-
gle to make ends meet. As his words suggest, the
more limited a boy’s options, and the more inse-
cure his family situation, the more likely he is to
make an early commitment to an athletic career:

I used to ride my bicycle to Little League practice—if
I’d waited for someone to pick me up and take me to
the ball park I'd have never played. I'd get to the ball
park and all the other kids would have their dad bring
them to practice or games. But I'd park my bike to the
side and when it was over I'd get on it and go home.
Sports was the way for me to move everything to the
side—family problems, just all the embarrassments—
and think about one thing, and that was sports . . . In
the third grade, when the teacher went around the
classroom and asked everybody, “What do you want to
be when you grow up?,” I said, “I want to be a major
league baseball player,” and everybody laughed their
heads off.

This man eventually did enjoy a major league
baseball career. Most boys from lower-status
backgrounds who make similar early commit-
ments to athletic careers are not so successful. As
stated earlier, the career structure of organized
sports is highly competitive and hierarchical. 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 million
for a Hispanic man in the United States (Leonard
and Reyman, 1988). Nevertheless, the immediate
rewards (fun, status, attention), along with the
constricted (nonsports) structure of opportunity,
attract disproportionately large numbers of boys
from lower-status backgrounds to athletic careers
as their major means of constructing a masculine
identity. These are the boys who later, as young
men, had to struggle with “conditional self-
worth,” and, more often than not, occupational
dead ends. Boys from higher-status backgrounds,
on the other hand, bolstered their boyhood, ado-
lescent, and early adult status through their ath-
letic accomplishments. Their wider range of
experiences and life chances led to an early shift
away from sports careers as the major basis of
identity (Messner, 1989).

CONCLUSION

The conception of the masculinity—sports rela-
tionship developed here begins to illustrate the
idea of an “elective affinity” between social struc-
ture and personality. Organized sports is a “gen-
dered institution”—an institution constructed by
gender relations. As such, its structure and values
(rules, formal organization, sex composition,
etc.), reflect dominant conceptions of masculinity
and femininity. Organized sports is also a “gen-
dering institution”—an institution that helps to
construct the current gender order. Part of this
construction of gender is accomplished through
the “masculinizing” of male bodies and minds.
Yet boys do not come to their first experiences
in organized sports as “blank slates,” but arrive
with already “gendering” identities due to early
developmental experiences and previous social-
ization. | have suggested here that an important
thread running through the development of mas-
culine identity is males’ ambivalence toward
intimate unity with others. Those boys who expe-
rience early athletic successes find in the structure
of organized sport an affinity with this masculine
ambivalence toward intimacy: The rule-bound,
competitive, hierarchical world of sport offers
boys an attractive means of establishing an emo-
tionally distant (and thus “safe”) connection with
others. Yet as boys begin to define themselves as
“athletes,” they learn that in order to be accepted
(to have connection) through sports, they must be
winners. And in order to be winners, they must
construct relationships with others (and with
themselves) that are consistent with the competi-
tive and hierarchical values and structure of the
sports world. As a result, they often develop a
“conditional self-worth” that leads them to con-
struct more instrumental relationships with them-
selves and others. This ultimately exacerbates their
difficulties in constructing intimate relationships
with others. In effect, the interaction between the
young male’s preexisting internalized ambivalence
toward intimacy with the competitive hierarchical
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institution of sport has resulted in the construction
of a masculine personality that is characterized by
instrumental rationality, goal-orientation, and dif-
ficulties with intimate connection and expression
(Messner, 1987).

This theoretical line of inquiry invites us not
simply to examine how social institutions “so-
cialize” boys, but also to explore the ways that
boys’ already-gendering identities interact with
social institutions (which, like organized sport,
are themselves the product of gender relations).
This study has also suggested that it is not some
singular “masculinity” that is being constructed
through athletic careers. It may be correct, from a
psychoanalytic perspective, to suggest that all
males bring ambivalences toward intimacy to
their interactions with the world, but “the world”
is a very different place for males from different
racial and socioeconomic backgrounds. Because
males have substantially different interactions
with the world, based on class, race, and other
differences and inequalities, we might expect the
construction of masculinity to take on different
meanings for boys and men from differing back-
grounds (Messner, 1989). Indeed, this study has
suggested that boys from higher-status back-
grounds face a much broader range of options
than do their lower-status counterparts. As a re-
sult, athletic careers take on different meanings
for these boys. Lower-status boys are likely to see
athletic careers as the institutional context for the
construction of their masculine status and identi-
ties, while higher-status males make an early shift
away from athletic careers toward other institutions
(usually education and nonsports careers). A key
line of inquiry for future studies might begin by ex-
ploring this irony of sports careers: Despite the fact
that “the athlete” is currently an example of an ex-
emplary form of masculinity in public ideology, the
vast majority of boys who become most committed
to athletic careers are never well-rewarded for their
efforts. The fact that class and racial dynamics lead
boys from higher-status backgrounds, unlike their
lower-status counterparts, to move into nonsports

careers illustrates how the construction of differ-
ent kinds of masculinities is a key component of
the overall construction of the gender order.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. If masculinity is innate, as many people be-
lieve, why aren’t all boys and men jocks? And
why are many girls and women successful ath-
letes, while also being very “feminine”?

2. How would you explain the rise of female ath-
letes during the last few decades?

3. How do factors such as family influence, a fa-
ther’s role, and social class shape a boy’s interest
in sports and his identity as “masculine”?
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