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Introducing the Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport
Back in 2017, Palgrave’s Gender Studies Commissioning Editor, Amelia Derkatsch, approached us with a view to editing this Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport. When presented with this, we grasped at the opportunity to produce a unique resource. As we discuss in greater detail later in this chapter, a substantial body of academic work investigating the relationship between sport, gender, and sexuality already exists. Seminal work, such as the Handbook of Sport, Gender and Sexuality (Hargreaves & Anderson, 2014), the Handbook of Studies on Men and Masculinities (Kimmel, Hearn, & Connell, 2005), and the Men and Masculinities journal (established in 1998), illustrates just how prominent the study of contemporary masculinities has become. In the midst of domineering socio-political movements—#MeToo and #EverydaySexism, for example—the emergence of a so-called ‘toxic’ masculinity also demonstrates the cultural significance of studies of masculinity (Anderson & Magrath, 2019).
Despite the effect of this highly influential work, there have been major theoretical, conceptual, and paradigmatic shifts in masculinity studies in recent years (Borkowska, 2018), meaning that much of this work must now be described as outdated. Indeed, the field of masculinity studies tends to change fast. Accordingly, the result of this Handbook is, we hope, an accurate reflection of many of these changes, providing a unique, informative resource which can be used by academics across various disciplines, students, and a wide range of sports practitioners.
The Handbook is, deliberately, wide-ranging across different sports (from soccer to roller derby) and different local and global contexts (from Sweden to Zimbabwe) and, perhaps most importantly, tackles how masculinity intersects with a range of other key issues, including race, ethnicity, religion, disability, gender, sexuality, and social class—as well as cutting across numerous disciplines, including sociology, psychology, media, literature, policy, and deviance. Finally, the Handbook also incorporates personal, ideological, and political narratives and is also inclusive of varied conceptual, methodological, and theoretical approaches.
To accomplish this task, we include chapters from a range of established scholars, whose work has already informed masculinity studies, as well as numerous emerging scholars seeking to contribute further to this field. Moreover, while the Handbook is primarily made up of Western-centric scholars and foci, we also dedicate an entire part to countries from across the world. Each of the 30 chapters is original, written specifically for inclusion in this Handbook. Thus, we believe that the outcome is a Handbook which offers an eclectic and exciting range of contributions related to further understanding the evolving relationship between masculinity and sport.
Studying Masculinity and Sport in the Twentieth Century
The systematic study of masculinity can be traced back to the early twentieth century; a time characterized by heightened cultural concerns around the apparent feminization of the US school system (O’Shea, 1909; see also Tyack & Hansot, 1988). Despite this, however, it took another 50 years for the rapid growth of social scientific inquiry into masculinity. When this research emerged, it focused almost entirely on what was missing from men’s lives (compared to women’s lives) or the social problems associated with masculinity (Pleck, 1975). For example, in The Forty-Nine Percent Majority: The Male Sex Role, David and Brannon (1976) outlined four central tenets of masculinity: “no sissy stuff; (men must be) a big wheel; (men must be) as sturdy as an oak; and give ‘em hell’.” Thus, in order to convey an aura of masculinity, boys and men were required to show no fear or weakness—and hide any trace of femininity. It was later established that the biggest driving force in policing masculinity in the West was that of homophobia (Morin & Garfinkle, 1978).
The broadening of the field of sports sociology in the 1980s and, in particular, the 1990s saw an evolution of critical studies of men and masculinities; most notably from feminist concerns related to the role men played in the reproduction of gender inequality (e.g. Messner & Sabo, 1990; Pronger, 1990). Raewyn Connell1 was the most influential scholar of this time; in her book, Gender and Power (1987), she suggested that there were multiple types of masculinities, each existing in a social web—or hierarchy—where one maintained a hegemonic dominant effect over all the others. This was further systemized in her 1995 book, Masculinities. As Roberts shows in his chapter on theorizing masculinities (see Chap. 3), it was this social process of hegemonic masculinity that necessitated men’s emotional stoicism (Williams, 1985) and willingness to accept and inflict injury on other men (Nixon, 1993).
Exploring the process of hegemonic masculinity, Connell famously defined it as, “the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy” (p. 77). While the empirical data to support the process of patriarchy has been heavily critiqued (e.g. Moller, 2007), the concept of hegemonic masculinity was used by numerous scholars to argue that boys and men construct their ideologies and sculpt their bodies to align with hegemonic perspectives. Indeed, research in the 1990s documented the hierarchical construction of masculinities in various institutional settings. This was evident, for example, in numerous studies in British school settings, which highlighted high levels of homophobia (Epstein & Johnson, 1998; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Nayak & Kehily, 1996; Plummer, 1999; Salisbury & Jackson, 1996). Here, masculinity was policed largely by the utility of homophobic language (see Rivers, 2011), but also by heterosexist curricula (Atkinson & DePalma, 2008) and symbolically through the enactment of Section 28 of the Local Government Act (Nixon & Givens, 2007), which prohibited saying anything positive about homosexuality in British schools.
But while education was proven a major institution where the strict policing of masculinity was evident, we believe that it is sport—perhaps the most dominant of Western culture’s major institutions—where this policing was most prominent (Anderson & White, 2018). Of course, sport has traditionally and historically served as a ‘male preserve’ (Dunning, 1986, p. 79). The motivation behind the establishment and emergence of many dominant sports toward the end of the nineteenth century lay primarily in the reaffirmation of an idealized form of masculinity; one distanced from femininity and homosexuality. Much like other dominant cultural institutions, this was accomplished through multiple mechanisms, including socializing boys into physical violence, sexism, aggression, excessive competitiveness, a willingness to sacrifice, obedience to authority, compulsory heterosexuality, and—essential to the study of masculinity—men’s homophobia (Kimmel, 1994).
Evidencing this perhaps most succinctly, the resurgence of the Olympic Games in 1896 was “conceived as a tool to promote and spread European aristocratic and masculine values” (Carpentier & Lefèvre, 2006, p. 1113)—a far more sinister reality than the oft-purported ‘international friendship’ myth. Almost a century later, the value of competitive team sports was again bolstered, largely because, during this time, male homosexuality was associated with softness and femininity—as we discuss later in this chapter. Thus, sport once again became the primary mechanism through which boys and men were able to “align their gendered behaviors with idealized and narrow definitions of masculinity” (McCormack & Anderson, 2014a, p. 114)—thus attempting to avoid any suspicion of ‘deviant’ sexualities (McCreary, 1994). This avoidance was conceptualized by Anderson (2009) as homohysteria, the fear of being socially perceived as gay. Anderson argued that, in order for a culture of homohysteria to exist, three social factors must coincide with one another: (1) mass cultural awareness of homosexuality; (2) a cultural zeitgeist of disapproval toward homosexuality; and (3) disapproval of men’s femininity, as it becomes intimately associated with homosexuality.
Throughout the 1980s, social attitudes toward homosexuality declined. In the 1970s, when social attitude surveys in the UK and US first began asking questions pertaining to homosexuality, hostility was high, but slowly improving. But once the AIDS crisis took its hold in the 1980s, killing scores of gay men, cultural attitudes began to wane. By examining all available measures of social attitudes, including data from the British Social Attitude Survey (BSAS), General Social Survey (GSS), Gallup, and Pew, we determine that 1987–1988 is, statistically, the apex of homophobic attitudes in Anglo-American cultures (see Clements & Field, 2014; Keleher & Smith, 2012; Loftus, 2001; Twenge, Sherman, & Wells, 2016); approximately three-quarters of the general population believed homosexuality to be ‘always wrong’ or ‘mostly wrong.’
Anderson (2009) theorized that men whom feared being socially perceived as gay aligned their behaviors with anything deemed the ‘opposite,’ thus promoting a binary of gender and sexuality. Indeed, boys and men were shown to have restrictive emotional relationships with each other, largely because disclosure of personal information was perceived to be a feminine trait (Curry, 1991; Parker, 1996). Similarly, same-sex physical touch was almost completely off-limits (Floyd, 2000). And perhaps most significantly, these damaging expressions of masculinity meant that a significant body of research around this time documents high levels of homophobia toward gay male and lesbian athletes (Clarke, 1998; Curry, 1991; Griffin, 1998; Hekma, 1998; Pronger, 1990; Woog, 1998). In elite sport, openly gay male professional athletes—such as Dave Kopay and Justin Fashanu—were taunted, shunned, and, ultimately, rejected (Gaston, Magrath, & Anderson, 2018; Stott, 2019).
Studying Masculinity and Sport in the Twenty-First Century
As we demonstrate above, the relationship between masculinity and sport in the previous century was one characterized by orthodox masculinity. Given the marked changes of masculinity over the past 30 years, Hearn et al. (2012) frame this as the “third phase” of significant masculinities research; one characterized by “diversity and critique, which includes work by a new generation of scholars not embedded in the frameworks of the 1980s” (p. 37). Indeed, research in the twenty-first century has shown that homophobia has transitioned from a necessary part of youth masculinities (especially in sport), to a stigmatized social attitude (McCormack, 2012; Magrath, 2017a). This is, in part, due to a plethora of social and legal changes which have occurred for sexual minorities over the past two decades (see Weeks, 2007), but it is also related to the fact that young people are far less concerned about whether others perceive them as heterosexual (Anderson, Adams, & Rivers, 2012).
Although not a gender utopia, a significant body of research shows that young men are now able to express themselves through a diverse spectrum of behaviors and emotions that are, traditionally, socially coded as feminine. While the expression of masculinity in the previous century was inflexible and rigid, this century has seen an expansion of gendered behaviors once branded as gay. Specifically, this includes the ability for young heterosexual men to kiss and cuddle with one another (Anderson, 2014; Anderson et al. 2012; Anderson & McCormack, 2015); enjoy emotional intimacy, or bromances, with one another (Morales, 2018; Robinson, Anderson, & White, 2018; Robinson, White, & Anderson, 2017); an expansion of gender-acceptable fashions, such as tight trousers and pink clothes (Hall, 2014); a removal of homophobic intent from homosexually themed language (Magrath, 2018; McCormack, 2011; McCormack, Wignall, & Morris, 2016); a reduction of the ‘one-time rule of homosexuality,’ permitting same-sex sexual experiences without evoking homophobia (Scoats & Anderson, 2018; Scoats, Joseph, & Anderson, 2018); and an expansion of men’s notions of heterosexuality (McCormack, 2012; Scoats, 2017).
This work has typically been situated within Eric Anderson’s (2009) theoretical lens—inclusive masculinities. This has been the most prolific theory in framing improved cultural attitudes toward homosexuality, but also in the consequential expression of gender, too. Having initially observed the emergence of a more inclusive form of masculinity in his cheerleading research (Anderson, 2005), Anderson systemized Inclusive Masculinity Theory in his seminal text, Inclusive Masculinity: The Changing Nature of Masculinities (2009). It was then further developed in conjunction with Mark McCormack (see McCormack & Anderson, 2014a, 2014b), and, in response to critiques, again two years later (see Anderson & McCormack, 2018).
As Steve Roberts outlines in Chap. 3, Inclusive Masculinity Theory is grounded in empiricism. Moving away from Connell’s (1995) hierarchical explanation of multiple masculinities, Inclusive Masculinity Theory argues that male youth are becoming increasingly inclusive of what used to be so taboo—homosexuality. It also argues that this decline has provided the cultural conditions in which heterosexual men can relinquish the burden of policing their gendered behaviors. Put simply, homohysteria has declined, and younger generations of men (and indeed, younger people in general) are less concerned of being thought of as gay.
Perhaps most interestingly, this has been especially evident in research on men’s competitive team sport. Anderson’s (2002) pioneering research on openly gay athletes in the US revealed a generally positive environment, and what he described as the “increased acceptance of subjugated masculinities, such as gay identities” (p. 873). Since this initial research, multiple research projects adopting primarily qualitative, but also quantitative methodologies (see Bush, Anderson, & Carr, 2012; Southall, Nagel, Anderson, Polite, & Southall, 2009; Zipp, 2011), have documented this inclusivity in a variety of other sports, both team and individual, across the UK and the US.
It is, perhaps, in soccer where this change is most profound, with almost a dozen empirical projects indicating near-unanimous acceptance of openly gay teammates—irrespective of whether there were openly gay players on the team (e.g. Adams, 2011; Adams & Kavanagh, 2018; Adams & Anderson, 2012; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b; Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017). Comparable findings have also been in other dominant sports, such as rugby (e.g. Anderson & McGuire, 2010; McCormack & Anderson, 2010), as well as less-mainstream sports, such as equine (e.g. Dashper, 2012). This has also extended to heterosexual men’s inclusion in gay sports leagues (e.g. Jarvis, 2015), and increase in acceptance of gay sports teams in general (e.g. Willis, 2015). Irrespective of the sport, though, the data reveals a consistent pattern; a complete renegotiation of the old masculine script so evident in research on masculinity and sport in the twentieth century.
Inevitably, there have been critiques leveled at this body of work. Those who have been especially vocal in their critique have pointed out that these findings are primarily restricted to young, white, middle-class men. Given that the vast majority of athletes are young, this does not, to us, seem to be a particularly harsh critique. The overall whiteness of the field of inclusive masculinity research is a problem. It is exacerbated by the fact that most scholars adopting the inclusive masculinity framework live in England, which, according to the most recent Office for National Statistics (ONS) data, is 86% White-British. While critiques centered on race and class may initially appear to be accurate, more recent findings beyond these demographics have shown comparable levels of inclusivity. Blanchard, McCormack, and Peterson (2017), for example, show that young, working-class boys in a sixth-form college in North East England espouse positive attitudes toward homosexuality, as well as engaging in physical tactility and emotional intimacy with one another. Magrath’s (2017b) research with elite black footballers also shows high levels of inclusivity. Other research has also examined the class dynamics in this process (see Magrath, 2017a; Roberts, 2013, 2018a, 2018b).
In addition to the impact of class, this social trend of declining homophobia, as well as broader patterns of inclusivity, is also evident among older patterns of men (Dashper, 2012; Keleher & Smith, 2012; Magrath & Scoats, 2019; Twenge et al., 2016). Other research has indicated that there is both a generational and a cohort effect, simultaneously. For example, Cashmore and Cleland’s (2011, 2012) research on sports fandom illustrates a significant decline in homophobia, with 93% of 3500 fans accepting of the presence of gay footballers in professional football (see also Magrath, 2019). Football fans have also shown this on football fan forums in England (Cleland, 2015; Cleland, Magrath, & Kian, 2018), though Kian, Clavio, Vincent, and Shaw (2011) indicate that this is not the case in US sport.
But, despite evidence of attitudinal change across age cohorts, there remains an absence of contemporary research that examines the performance and construction of masculinity among men whose adolescence occurred in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s—or those who are in their 40s and older. Only Anderson and Fidler’s (2018) research, with men over the age of 65, provides any insight as they show that these men are resistant to broader social trends, with conservative attitudes toward homosexuality and physical and emotional intimacy. However, more substantial research into these age cohorts remains lacking, and is thus required to develop the field of study further.
Finally, as the above sections have evidenced, research on changing patterns of masculinity is predominantly restricted to studies in the UK, the US, and, to a lesser degree, Australia (c.f. Drummond, Filiault, Anderson, & Jeffries, 2015). While social attitude survey data continues to show that attitudes across the West continue to soften (Pew, 2014), and numerous legal changes—such as the introduction of same-sex marriage into almost 30 countries across the world over the past two decades—we still know little of the construction of masculinities (and the relationship with sport) in these countries. Some recent research, however, has sought to address this gap in knowledge.
Evidencing this, Hasan, Aggleton, and Persson (2018) show that work, religion, and sexuality are hugely influential in complicating the construction of masculinities among Bangladeshi men. Elsewhere, Philip (2018) shows that young Indian men express new practices of romantic and sexual expression, fashion, and consumerism, but largely try to hide these practices in light of how they are negatively viewed by older gendered expectations and responsibilities on young men. And in China, Hu’s (2018) analysis of Chinese movie posters shows that Chinese men are becoming increasingly represented in more diverse ways, moving away from more traditional images such as manual workers or soldiers. Other research has also examined the relationship between masculinity and sport in Islamic countries (Hamdi, Lachheb, & Anderson, 2016, 2018).
Thus, this ‘third phase’ of masculinities research—dubbed by Borkowska (2018) as “Andersonian” given Eric Anderson’s dominance in facilitating a significant paradigm shift (e.g. Anderson & McCormack, 2018)—has seen significant evolution. It has, for instance, added breadth and depth to the sometimes subtle, but oftentimes explicit, changes in masculinity across the Western world, and, in some cases, further afield. The Andersonian phase has, for example, moved away from the “hierarchical order of social relations where men attempt to distance themselves from femininity or position themselves within the orthodox ideologies of manhood” (Borkowska, 2018, p. 3). To ignore or overlook the shifts which have occurred during this time is both short-sighted and dangerous.
But while we must acknowledge and accept the positive change which has occurred during this time, we must also remain cautious; there remain areas of which we know little, such as how masculinity might intersect with disability; there are also areas which require further exploration in order to achieve data saturation, such as the construction of masculinity among older generations of men, or how other cultural, economic, and political factors influence matters. The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport is a small step toward achieving this goal.
Using the Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport
As we acknowledged in the opening section to this chapter, the Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport contains a range of chapters adopting a range of theoretical, conceptual, and methodological approaches. We draw upon work from established scholars, whose work has already shaped the field of masculinity and sport, as well as numerous emerging scholars, whose work seeks to make its mark on the field. In order to establish some form of logical order to these chapters, the Handbook is divided into five themed parts—each with a short introduction. Because the field of research covered in this Handbook is so big, there are, inevitably, overlaps between different parts and chapters. Thus, while it is near-impossible for us to cover the topic comprehensively, this Handbook provides at least some overview of both dominant and peripheral thinking shaping this area at the time of writing. It also provides the basis for the complexities and possibilities for future research in this area.
We must concede here that the Handbook is Western-centric. While we dedicate a part to the international sporting masculinity—covering countries including Poland, Peru, Turkey, Zimbabwe, and Sweden (and broader Scandinavia)—we also recognize that this is relatively limited in explaining the complex relationship between masculinity and sport across the world. But it does, at least, provide some context of the ways in which the Western model or organized sport is practiced in various countries throughout the world, as well as how this may intersect with broader issues such as religion and/or gender.
In constructing this Handbook, we have also tried to be as inclusive of as many sports as possible. Naturally, it is difficult to move away from the world’s most dominant team sports—football (soccer), American football, and rugby—but we also have evidence of how masculinity influences sports such as roller derby, wrestling, ice hockey, gymnastics, dance, rowing, horse racing, and karate. It must, therefore, be recognized that while popular team sports largely shape our understandings of sport and masculinity, these are complex and varied in such peripheral sports.
The relationship between sport, gender, and sexuality has been well-documented since its emergence as a field around four decades ago. Of course, this Handbook focuses one specific field—masculinity and sport. We are thus confident that this Handbook offers a strong, inclusive, contemporary, and interdisciplinary contribution. We are hopeful that it will be of particular use to scholars already vested in the field—whatever their status—as well as undergraduate or graduate students engaging with this field for the first time. We thus anticipate that, irrespective of one’s route into the field or where they are at with their journey, this Handbook will stand as a valuable learning, teaching, and research resource.
About the Editors
The editors of the Handbook are three disparate and devoted researchers whose combined expertise is both extensive and complementary. Each of us traveled a different route into the study of masculinity and sport. Rory Magrath is a British academic working at a British institution, Jamie Cleland is a British academic working at an Australian institution, and Eric Anderson is an American academic based at a British institution. We broadly represent three different age cohorts (at the time of writing 29, 43, and 51, respectively).
Rory Magrath
Rory came to study sport, gender, and sexuality not because he was directly affected by homophobia—he is heterosexual—but because he is an avid British football fan who was deeply affected by witnessing a now-infamous incident in the world of British sport and homophobia. The incident centered on the heterosexual Premier League footballer, Graeme Le Saux, an athlete who, because of his perceived intellectualism, was ridiculed for failing to align with that of traditional football culture. This culminated in an impassioned exchange with Liverpool striker Robbie Fowler in February 1999, who, during a match in front of 35,000 people at Stamford Bridge, bent over in front of him—provocatively insinuating anal sex. As a nine-year-old, Rory was in the stadium that day and, although too young to fully comprehend what had happened, he still remembers the exchange between the two players; the discomfort of the nearby assistant referee, the tasteless response from the referee, and the angry response of the Chelsea supporters sat nearby.
Just over a decade later, this moment would continue to weigh heavily on his conscience, eventually leading him to the academic study of sport, gender, and sexuality. Rory remained an avid football fan, but a football fan who wanted to make a difference in the social acceptability of sexual variance in sport. Thus, in 2010, when he was studying for a master’s degree at Loughborough University, he became aware that, although football had long been viewed as a masculine domain (Cleland, 2015), very little empirical research at that time had been conducted on the extent of homophobia in the British game. Instead, football was simply assumed as representing an exclusively homophobic environment, but with little evidence to support this way of thinking.
The following year, he embarked on a PhD (supervised by Eric Anderson) to test this homophobia hypothesis (see Magrath & Anderson, 2017) among young professional footballers. Here, he found that almost all the athletes he interviewed as part of his research espoused positive attitudes toward homosexuality, gay rights, and the hypothetical notion of playing with an openly gay teammate (see Magrath, 2017a, 2017b; Magrath et al., 2015). Moreover, he also found that these men expressed their masculinity in a vastly different way than older research from this level of play (e.g. Parker, 1996); these men engaged in emotional intimacy, physical tactility, and even inclusive forms of football ‘banter’ (Roberts et al., 2017).
Since then, he has gone on to investigate the construction and expression of masculinities among university graduates (Magrath & Scoats, 2019), football fans (Magrath, 2018), college students, and staff (White, Magrath, & Thomas, 2018), as well as how this has been influenced by the media (Gaston et al., 2018; Magrath, 2019). Further, he has also conducted research on bisexuality (Magrath, Cleland, & Anderson, 2017), and the influence of sports policy (Magrath & Stott, 2018). He continues to conduct empirical research into the relationship between sport, gender, and sexuality—with a specific focus on masculinity—and is dedicated to making sport a more inclusive space.
Jamie Cleland
Jamie initially came to the area of sport, gender, and sexuality in February 2010 when the English Football Association dropped a national campaign to tackle homophobia in football as it was claimed that the game was not yet ready for one to be implemented. The main assumption was that fans remained highly homophobic, yet no evidence was provided to support such a claim. Hence, in collaboration with Ellis Cashmore, they devised an online survey and captured the views of 3500 fans and players from 35 countries across the world on the presence of a gay player. The main finding being that 93% of fans and players who participated in the research outlined their support for any player who came out as gay (Cashmore & Cleland, 2011, 2012, 2014).
Since then, he has analyzed the online response by fans engaging in internet message boards toward the presence of gay footballers (Cleland, 2015; Cleland et al., 2018) as well as analyzing the media’s coverage of gay Swedish footballer, Anton Hysén (Cleland, 2014), gay British football referee, Ryan Atkin (Cleland, 2018), and the bisexual British diver, Tom Daley (Magrath et al., 2017). His profile in this field of research also led to him being called as an expert witness to present evidence to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee as part of their inquiry into homophobia in sport in May 2016.
Eric Anderson
Eric came out of the closet as America’s first openly gay high school coach in 1993 (Anderson, 2000). After he and his runners experienced a great deal of social hostility and physical violence, he embarked upon a PhD studying the intersection of sport, masculinities, and sexualities. He worked with renowned gender scholar, Francesca Cancian, and sport and masculinity scholar, Michael Messner. In 2002, he published the first-ever examination of the experiences of openly gay men in high school and collegiate sports (Anderson, 2002) which he built upon with the first empirical examination of closeted gay men in sport for his 2005 book, In the Game: Gay Athletes and the Cult of Masculinity (Anderson, 2005).
Anderson’s research showed that neither team sport nor individual sport athletes suffered the same type of overt hostility that they had the decade earlier. He found a great deal of intellectual acceptance of homosexuality, even if a don’t ask, don’t tell culture persisted. He recognized that if gay men were having better experiences in sport it must also mean that heterosexual men were changing their gendered dispositions. If, as Kimmel (1994) suggested, masculinity was all about homophobia, the decline in homophobia that large-scale studies showed and his own research on athletes found, meant that straight men’s masculinity must also be changing.
This influenced Anderson to study the experiences of straight men in sport. Here, Anderson showed that the overt acceptance of gay men leads to highly positive changes in the gendered behaviors of straight men. It is in this very large body of research (Anderson, 2011a, 2012, 2013; Hargreaves & Anderson, 2014; Drummond et al., 2015; Peterson & Anderson, 2012; Southall et al., 2009) that Anderson highlighted the ways in which young straight men related to each other romantically (Robinson et al., 2018), semi-sexually (Anderson, Ripley, & McCormack, 2019), and how it reduced prejudiced against sexual identities (Anderson & Adams, 2011) activities, including being anally penetrated (Scoats et al., 2018).
The vastly different data that these—and many more—studies found, inclusive of most of the research in this handbook, cannot be theorized by Connell’s notions of hegemonic masculinity. Thus, in 2009, Anderson conceptualized Inclusive Masculinity Theory to make sense of why men were so homophobic in the 1980s, how this influenced their gendered behaviors, and what happens when it is homophobia that becomes stigmatized, not homosexually. His theory, Inclusive Masculinity Theory (2009, 2011b, 2013), was refined in 2014, basically maintains that because it is impossible for heterosexual men to socially prove to their peers that they are not gay, in a cultural zeitgeist which looks upon homosexuality with disgust and disdain, straight men are influenced to attempt to prove that they are not gay by acting in gendered ways associated opposite of femininity and by overly homophobia. This masculine performance, the type which existed when Connell carved out the field, no longer exists in the west today. No study since 2005 has actively shown that a culture of orthodox masculinity dominates, anywhere in the Global West. It is for this reason that Anderson (2014) declared that to assume that jocks have higher rates of antipathy toward gay men, without evidence, was prejudice.
Anderson’s Inclusive Masculinity Theory has been widely adopted by scholars who value evidence in their theorizing. It has led to the examination of how changing masculinities impact men in sport, education, prisons, medicine, entertainment, religion, and other institutions. There is still work to be done in the field, and Anderson highlights that this handbook substantially promotes our understanding of the relationship between masculinity and sport.
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Footnotes
1Having undergone gender transition, Connell now goes by the name Raewyn Connell.

 


Part I
The Foundations of Masculinity and Sport
Part I Introduction
The opening part

 of The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport examines the foundations of masculinity and sport. As we examined at length in the opening chapter, the historical relationship between masculinity and sport has changed significantly over the past century. Indeed, as the process of deindustrialization takes its hold over the West, sport’s cultural significance has shifted quite considerably. Accordingly, the chapters in this part of the book reflect this long and varied history, focusing on a range of historical factors and theoretical perspectives.
In Chap. 2, Brittany Ralph and Steven Roberts provide an outline of the most dominant theorizing of masculinity over the past few decades. They discuss early theoretical contributions by various feminist scholars and Sex Role Theorists, as well as the relevant sociological critiques which laid the foundations for contemporary masculinity theories. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given its dominant position in masculinity studies, Raewyn Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity is outlined, applied, and critiqued. Eric Anderson’s Inclusive Masculinity Theory is then discussed as a more contemporary and effective means of theorizing masculinity in the twenty-first century—especially in men’s teamsports.
In Chap. 3, Erik N. Jensen discusses the historic presentation, development, and celebration of male athleticism in Germany’s Weimar Republic. Examined through a range of mediums—including commentaries, reports, photographs, films, and fandom—his research shows that early celebrations of athletic beauty in the 1920s encouraged athletes to objectify themselves in a manner which consciously mocked female models’ self-presentations. Jensen also argues that these objectifications of athletic beauty established a precedent for the erotic presentation and self-presentation of athletes which, in certain cases, still remain today.
Next, in Chap. 4, Campbell Williams provides a fascinating autobiographical account of his family’s sporting prowess and involvement in one of the largest sports clubs in his local area—Trojans. Discussing specific members of his family, and their participation in professional and amateur sport, Williams examines the change in the moral zeitgeist over the past century and outlines the significance of particular sporting moments. These include the first ‘Golden Era’ of Welsh rugby union and the All Blacks’ tour of the UK in the early-twentieth century. Williams examines how these apparently mundane events have had a significant impact on the relationship between masculinity and sport. He also reflects on his role as Chairman of Trojans, and how this has created certain challenges in respect of ensuring increased gender equity at the club—both on and off the field. Finally, he concludes by recommending further research to understand the impact of sport and sports clubs’ influence on wider community behavior.
Concluding this opening part, in Chap. 5, Kevin Dixon focuses on British football’s sexual abuse scandal, unearthed in 2016. By drawing on the perspectives of a range of current and former British footballers, Dixon outlines two polarizing views in his findings. First, he illustrates how football’s apparent hypermasculine culture can encourage the reproduction of the ‘archetypical’ strong, silent male—a situation which is thought to discourage public disclosure of sexual abuse. In contrast, however, he also provides further evidence that football is undergoing a process of cultural change—and is becoming increasingly acceptant and inclusive of multiple masculinities that is encouraging players to share any personal issues they are facing.
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Introduction
Towards the turn of the twentieth century, Britain was in the grip of a moral panic over the supposed ‘softening’ of boys’ masculinity, the collective response to which was a cultural obsession with and institutionalization of competitive team sport, particularly football, as means of reversing this emasculation (Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015). Since then, the view that traditional masculine norms (epitomized in and celebrated by professional contact sports) support a violent, dysfunctional, and oppressive version of manhood has become a mainstream critique in many Western countries. This version of manhood has, until very recently, been considered to be intimately tied to organized sport, with a long prevailing view that ‘sport directly supports male dominance’ and ‘associate[s] males and maleness with valued skills and the sanctioned use of aggression/force
                
              /violence’ (Bryson, 1987, p. 349). The latter sentiment is captured by Messner’s (1990, p. 203) assessment that ‘in many of our most popular sports, the achievement of goals (scoring and winning) is predicated on the successful utilization of violence’. This dominance and associated violence has also long been held to operate alongside a virulent homophobia, meaning that ‘gay men who are seen as queer and effeminate are granted no space whatsoever in what is generally considered to be a masculine preserve and a macho enterprise’ (Hekma, 1998, p. 2; see also Wolf Wendel, Toma, & Morphew, 2001). Sport is thus seen in this formulation to define, produce, celebrate, and perpetuate the dominant, negative, and dangerous form of masculinity, and to have exclusionary and other pernicious effects on women and some men.
This position, however, did not emerge overnight; rather, it was established through decades of critical masculinity scholarship seeking to dismantle and destabilize ‘the presumed naturalness of gender that had dominated academic thought for centuries’ (Roberts, 2018, p. 41). Prior to this, men’s issues, in relation to sport or otherwise, were considered human issues (Hacker, 1957) and, although men were the default subject of most human research, it was not until the emergence of the critical study of men and masculinities (CSMM) that maleness (and its attendant privileges) became an object of examination. Since then, the field has developed a considerable theoretical apparatus that highlights the existence of a plurality of masculinities, the diversity of existence, and the ways men are stratified within this plurality. Notably, Inclusive Masculinity scholars have documented a widespread rejection of the homophobia that was once considered central to masculinity, alongside an increasing physical and emotional closeness between male friends and, importantly, teammates in high school, collegiate, and professional-level sporting teams (e.g. Anderson, 2002, 2005, 2008b, 2010; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2016; Magrath, 2017; Channon & Matthews, 2015; Adams, 2011; Murray & White, 2017). However, some men find this multiplicity profoundly threatening, so the cultural shift towards softer masculinities is by no means proceeding unchallenged. As appears to have happened periodically over the last 100 years or so, a ‘crisis of masculinity’ rhetoric is again circulating across western political and media spheres, with calls for a return to traditional values of toughness, stoicism, and a boys will be boys attitude resonating in some public discourse. The challenge for masculinity theorists has been, and continues to be, to account for this seemingly binary formation of contemporary masculinities, to characterize the nature of changes occurring in masculinities, and to identify how and upon whom they impact.
This chapter outlines developments in masculinity theory to date and the conceptual debates that currently occupy the field. We begin by discussing the early contributions to gender studies by feminist scholars and Sex Role Theorists, and the sociological critiques of this work that laid the foundation for contemporary masculinity theory. The field’s prevailing theoretical apparatus, such as Connell’s (1987) concept of hegemonic masculinity and Anderson’s (2009) Inclusive Masculinity Theory (IMT), are then outlined. While we make occasional reference to how these ideas have been developed in the study of men and sport, our main purpose here is to sketch out the theory and the associated debates more broadly, in a way that enables readers to engage with and better understand how the theory and empirical evidence are used in the volume’s coming chapters.
From the Science of Male Society to the Critical Study of Men and Masculinities
The women’s movement of the 1970s, alongside a burgeoning field of Sex Role Theory, laid the groundwork for the CSMM. Prior to this, very few studies examined the experience of being a man (e.g. Hartley, 1959; Sexton, 1969; Hacker, 1957). This research reproduced traditional gender stereotypes and, to an extent, attributed men’s socially problematic behaviour to the influence of women. Feminist theory, however, drew attention to the inequality inherent in gender relations—that as heads of family and state, men were afforded a disproportionate amount of power and privilege within patriarchal societies (Gurfinkel, 2012). Through their critique of male power, feminists produced a theoretical framework and lexis that became the bedrock of gender studies. Simultaneously, Sex Role Theory questioned the nature of gender itself, arguing that the division of labour required women and men to specialize in ‘complementary’, ‘instrumental’, and ‘expressive’ roles (Parsons & Bales, 1953). This theorizing ‘highlighted the arbitrariness and constructed nature of gender, as opposed to seeing gender as innate and inevitable’; gender was framed as learned rather than biologically determined (Berggren, 2014, p. 234). Importantly, this framework suggested that masculinity may not represent the true nature of men (Thompson & Pleck, 1986).
The most influential perspective relating to the male sex role of its time was Brannon and David’s (1976) four-pronged proposition of socially mandated gender norms for boys: ‘No Sissy Stuff’—prohibiting femininity; ‘Be a Big Wheel’—endorsing masculinity as measured by success and the admiration of others; ‘Be a Sturdy Oak’—requiring stoicism over emotions and strength over weakness; and ‘Give ’em Hell’—valorizing risk taking, aggression, and agency through resistance. In Sex Role Theory, this process of masculinization ‘requires an ongoing regime of positive and negative reinforcements’ (Edley, 2017, p. 41). Alongside the conceptualization of male power offered by feminist scholars, this decoupling of gender from biological sex disrupted the previously accepted belief that the traditional gender dichotomy was natural and necessary for healthy societies (Thompson & Pleck, 1986). However, the critique of these frameworks offered by sociologists formed the theoretical basis for contemporary masculinity theory.
The categorical thinking that feminism set out to reject crept back into its own analyses. Phrases like ‘male power’, ‘male violence’, and ‘malestream thought’, CSMM scholars argued, once again aligned, and implicitly attributed the social to the biological; ‘the biological fact of maleness [was] attached to the social fact of power’, while ‘the biological fact of femaleness [became] the central way of defining the experience of women’ (Connell, 1985, p. 265). This logic collapsed men into a homogeneous group, rendering other social divisions such as race, ability, sexuality, and class less visible (Connell, 1985). It also allowed ‘the hard-line male chauvinist’ to attribute men’s socially disruptive and sexist behaviours to maleness, rather than the man himself (Connell, 1985, p. 265). Connell (1985, p. 267) contended that achieving gender equality requires more than repurposed categoricalism:We need ways of grasping the interweaving of personal lives and social structure without collapsing towards voluntarism and shapeless pluralism on one side, or categoricalism and biological determinism on the other.

Turning her attention to Sex Role Theory, Connell felt it relied on a drastically inadequate account of gender, and was unable ‘to conceptualize power (and resistance to power) as an essential feature of relationships between genders and within genders’ (Demetriou, 2001, p. 338).
CSMM scholars critiqued Sex Role Theory for its confusing and inadequate definitions (Edwards, 1983), the distinct lack of historical or structural analysis and its inability to account for the economic and political power men exercise over women (Pease, 2002). Connell, in particular, lamented Sex Role Theory for failing to theorize structural relations of dominance and power between femininities and masculinities, and for failing to explain the continued global dominance of men over women. Further, she argued that by representing any deviation from one’s sex role (as it applies to the sexed body) as a kind of ‘failure’ in socialization, these roles were conceptualized as both prescribing what men ought to be, but also apparently describing what men are commonly thought to be. However, what is normative and what is common are very different things, and distinguishing them is a central component in recognizing that ‘normative’ might be ‘a definition of what the holders of social power wish to have accepted’ (Connell, 1987). Relatedly, following Edwards (1983), Connell (1987) illustrated that this focus on the normative necessitated a simplified binary model of gender, one that assumes that all men and women (besides the allegedly deviant failures) can be neatly captured as one group on either side of the binary. Lastly, and importantly, Connell argued that Sex Role Theory had ‘no way of grasping change as a dialectic arising within gender relations themselves’ (Carrigan, Connell, & Lee, 1985, p. 578).
Responding to the inadequate account of male power produced by Sex Role Theorists and the ‘repurposed categoricalism’ offered by feminist scholars, Connell offered a novel synthesis and theoretical expansion that paid greater attention to social institutions, social structure, and gender plurality. Blending concepts of hegemony from Gramscian class analyses, oppressive power dynamics from the gay liberation movement, and male gender identity from psychoanalysis, Connell produced the first and, to date, most prominent social constructionist concept to the CSMM literature—hegemonic masculinity (see below) (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Simultaneously, various other sociologists began to examine the social implications of masculinity and male power from a social constructionist perspective, questioning both the unity and social utility of traditional masculine norms.
Key contributions include the conceptualization of masculinity as a homosocial enactment (i.e. men seek approval from and compete against other men to establish their manhood), and of homophobia (in the traditional sense but more as a form of anti-femininity) as central to the production and reproduction of traditional masculinities within these homosocial interactions (Kimmel, 1994). The significant and lurking threat of homophobic taunts functions as a powerful mechanism of control between men, ensuring they avoid behaviours that may be read as effeminate and constantly uphold the traditional gender order (Martino, Kehler, & Weaver-Hightower, 2009). Consequently, men avoid the forms of physical and emotional nurturance and support that are common between women (Rubin, 1985), for fear of being ‘unmasked’ as ‘not a real man’ (Kimmel, 1994). Why, then, do men engage in such relentless gendered boundary work? Connell (1987) notes that to assume that men enforce social sanctions of masculinity on their male peers simply because they too are acting in accordance with social expectations would lead to infinite regress. Addressing this dilemma, Connell (1987) argues for an understanding of masculinities as multiple and hierarchical; that in any given culture, there exists one form of hegemonic masculinity, and men’s ability to access the patriarchal dividend depends on the extent to which they support and abide by this ideal.
Multiple Masculinities: Connell’s Theorizing of Masculinity, Hierarchy, and Power
By conceptualizing masculinities as multiple and hierarchical, Connell’s (1987) concept of hegemonic masculinity reconciles the lived reality of these asymmetries between men with the fact of men’s dominance over women. Using this logic, attention could be paid to the ‘different ways of enacting manhood, different ways of being a man’ (Connell, 2000, p. 10), and, crucially, to how relations of power and hierarchy were produced, maintained, and contested between different masculinities. The foundation of Connell’s contribution was the incorporation into gender theorizing of Gramsci’s (1971) well-known concept of hegemony, which has been used to illustrate how ruling classes consensually maintained control and authority.
Applying this to her theorization of the gender order, Connell explained how hegemonic masculinity operates as a configuration of gender practice that ideologically legitimates, ‘through discursive cultural influence and discursive persuasion’ (Messerschmidt, 2016, p. 20), the dominant position of men and the subordination of women, and simultaneously facilitates men’s access to institutional and economic privilege. These ideas are crucial in understanding Connell’s (1987, p. 13) preference for the notion of ‘gender order’, over and above (but not totally disregarding) the more static concept of patriarchy, as it draws attention to the fact that ‘although men are the major perpetrators of violence, and one overall effect of this violence is the continued subordination of women, a large proportion of men’s violence is directed at other men’ (Messner, 1990, p. 206).
Specifically, Connell posits that, in any given culture, multiple masculinities can exist but only one will constitute ‘the currently most honoured way of being a man’ and generate hegemony externally over women, and internally over other forms of masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). While not associated with a particular set of traits per se (Messerschmidt, 2016), hegemonic masculinity is often ‘characterized by numerous attributes such as domination, aggressiveness, competitiveness, athletic prowess, stoicism and control’ (Cheng, 1999, p. 298). As the archetype of hegemonic masculinity is historically contingent, however, the specific characteristics that form the culturally ascendant archetype are always those that are most honoured or desired in a particular context (Connell, 2005).
For most of the latter twentieth century, this archetype has accorded with adherence to male breadwinner ideals, homophobia, misogyny, and suspiciousness of anything connoting femininity. Much of this is particularly evident in western sporting cultures, within which the negative evaluation of women’s capacities inferiorizes women and promotes male solidarity (Bryson, 1987) and co-exists with thoughts that toughness and physicality are requisite to be successful in a variety of sports contexts (Anderson, 2009; Hirose & Pih, 2010). Accordingly, sport is said to be a ‘powerful institution through which male hegemony is constructed and reconstructed’, as it ‘links maleness with highly valued and visible skills and… with the positively sanctioned use of aggression/force/violence’ (Bryson, 1987, p. 350), and that sport itself has traditionally served as a test for masculinity (Anderson, 2002). Correspondingly, commentary about association football, for example, postulates that footballers are required to perform a certain type of maleness and that the sport is a ‘major signifier of successful masculinity’ (Epstein, 1998, p. 7).
Connell (1987, p. 185) suggests that the focus for masculinity scholars be ‘not necessarily what powerful men are, but what sustains their power and what large numbers of men are motivated to support’. Accordingly, hegemonic masculinity is defined as a historically mobile pattern of practice, characterized by men’s collective interest in maintaining a dominant social position, such that the hegemonic archetype will assume whichever form necessary for the reproduction of these relations (Connell, 2005). Change is therefore central to the maintenance of this hierarchy. However, even if a ‘more humane, less oppressive, means of being a man’ becomes hegemonic, Connell and Messerschmidt (2005, p. 833) state that the hegemony of any archetype always serves to ‘stabilize patriarchal power or reconstitute it in new conditions’. In this way, hegemonic masculinity is not simply concerned with relations between men and masculinities, ‘but encompasses gender identities, relations, and conflicts—the gender order more widely’ (Gough, 2018, p. 4).
A crucial feature of hegemonic masculinity is that ‘only a minority of men express and perform its pattern’ (Whitehead, 2002, p. 93). Indeed, it is an ideal that most men cannot attain (Edley, 2017). Accordingly, another issue integral to the legitimization of hegemonic masculinity is the subordination and marginalization—but not elimination—of other masculinities through hegemonic processes (Connell, 2005). For Donaldson (1993, p. 644), ‘heterosexuality and homophobia are the bedrock of hegemonic masculinity’, thus it is unsurprising that the most commonly cited example of subordinated masculinities is gay masculinity. There is thus a strong symbolic blurring of male same-sex attraction with femininity (Connell, 2005); and gay masculinities represent the repository of all that has been expelled from hegemonic masculinity (Howson, 2006). Outside of these subordinated masculinities are what Connell (2005, p. 80) labels marginalized masculinities—those that emerge from the interplay between gender and other structures such as class and race, with white, middle-class, able-bodied men benefiting most from this hierarchical arrangement.
How, then, is hegemony achieved if it requires consent? Connell’s answer to this question is twofold. First, some level of ‘authorisation’ occurs (Howson, 2006, p. 64), because some marginalized or subordinated men can escape (especially economic) powerlessness through avenues such as the media, music, or sports. However, such exceptions do not unsettle the gender order or lead to a trickle-down effect that empowers marginalized or subordinated masculinity more broadly. Second, sandwiched between hegemonic and subordinated masculinities are complicit masculinities. Most men fit within this form, and while they do not necessarily achieve the normative standards of hegemonic masculinity, they are seen to be ‘the central allies of those holding power … [and] a strong pillar of patriarchal gender order’ (Aboim, 2010, p. 42). Men who follow this pattern of masculinity are not actively advocating for or realizing the needs for political change, and certainly benefit from the ‘patriarchal dividend’ resulting from women’s economic oppression (Connell, 2005). While being respectful, non-violent husbands, partners, fathers—and simply colleagues and friends to women—men performing complicit masculinity are argued to sanction and validate hegemonic forms.
Like all good social theory, Connell’s theorizing has been subjected to extensive critical engagement, with various scholars offering critiques of hegemonic masculinity and/or proposing adaptations or reformulations. These include: the vagueness and convenience of catch-all terms like hegemony and complicity (McCormack, 2012); the inconsistent use of hegemonic masculinity as both an archetype and a process (see Messerschmidt, 2016); questions over how to delineate various masculinities, given that what is subordinated in one context might be hegemonic in another (Aboim, 2010); and that complicity and resistance to hegemonic norms can co-exist or be combined (Wetherell & Edley, 1999). Further, arguing the virtues of postmodernist perspectives, Beasley (2012, p. 759) posits that Connell’s work encourages development of unhelpfully homogenizing typologies, leaving ‘the political logic of hegemonic positioning to be characterized in terms of a specific homogenized group of actual dominant men, transnational businessmen’. Meanwhile, Hearn (2010) has made clear that hegemonic masculinity can feel too abstract and inadvertently render absent any discussion of the hegemony—and violence, control, and so on—of ‘real’ (i.e. breathing and living) men. Of more relevance to this chapter, however, are those engagements with hegemonic masculinity that pertain to the issue of social change, specifically that of Demetriou (2001) and Howson (2006).
Though broadly aligned with the majority of Connell’s theorizing, Demetriou (2001) is critical of the claim that non-hegemonic masculinities and behaviours are entirely subordinated. Demetriou (2001) instead argues that, when necessary for the maintenance of male dominance, the hegemonic archetype incorporates elements of non-hegemonic masculinities. Citing the appropriation of gay male culture by heterosexual men, and strongly resonating with earlier work by Messner (1993), he argues that the softening of men’s behaviour may represent a ‘contemporary expression of—rather than challenge to—existing forms of gender and sexual inequality’ (Bridges & Pascoe, 2014, p. 219). Demetriou (2001) further contends that Connell’s theorising overlooks any potential for hegemonic masculinity to become reconfigured into a more positive form of masculinity, highlighting the barriers to dismantling gender hierarchies in practice. Indeed, some scholars argue that such hybridity works to extend rather than dismantle the concept of hegemonic masculinity (see de Boise, 2015; O’Neill, 2015). However, as in Connell’s writing, using the lens of masculinity hybridity (e.g. Bridges & Pascoe, 2014), social change can be viewed only as top-down reconfiguration and fortification of existing power relations. Hegemonic masculinity, then, becomes a shorthand for male power, with the entire gender order reduced to only ‘the systematic pursuit of power by heterosexual men’ (Whitehead, 2002, p. 95).
The prospects for an alternative, potentially positive type of hegemony are absent from Connell’s theorizing and also from much research that deploys her theory (Howson, 2006). On this point, Moller (2007, p. 65) critiques hegemonic masculinity’s tendency to inhibit empirical nuance by reducing gendered power ‘solely to a logic of domination’. Thus, while Christensen and Jensen (2014, p. 64) caution against assuming ‘that the most normative and legitimate form of masculinity in any society and at any historical point in time is also one that legitimates patriarchy’, much masculinities research seems to do just that, suffering from a narrow approach that invites researchers to ‘look out there’ for ‘particularly nefarious instances of masculinist abuses of power’ (Moller, 2007, p. 275). As aptly summarized by Duncanson (2015, p. 240), ‘[i]t is as if any shift in gender relations is inevitably hegemony at work; and there is little point in asking whether such shifts might be signs of progressive change, and, more importantly, how they could be furthered’.
Circling back to the tools offered by Gramsci, Howson (2006, pp. 26–32) addresses this shortcoming by conceptualizing three types of hegemony: detached, dominative, and aspirational. The first two are characterized as regressive, as both have an exclusionary nature, and emerge from and end with various forms of crisis, which ‘ensures that the hegemonic group, in the final analysis, dominates all other groups’ (Howson, 2006, p. 60). However, in its aspirational form—better understood as premised on a benevolent motivation—the dominant social group ‘align[s] itself ideologically to the broader community of interests and identities’ (Howson, 2006, p. 60). This leadership can of course become dominative, yet only this form of hegemony offers the prospect for socio-positive change; it is not simply an alternative form of domination. In short, Howson troubles the implied relationship between the elimination of hegemony and achievement of social justice, highlighting that this is at odds with Gramsci’s ideas of hegemony as potentially productive. Connell’s concepts retain strong utility when theorizing the presence and function of, and relations to, dominance, but as a wholesale theory of gender relations they lack the capacity to theorize productive change, and work to situate change as always reconfiguring male dominance.
Theorizing Positive Change: Anderson’s Inclusive Masculinity Theory
In recent decades, significant volumes of research concerned with men’s performances, expressions, and understandings of gender have identified changing masculinities (Anderson, 2014). This empirical evidence increasingly suggests that heterosexual (especially young) men appear to be exhibiting social behaviours characterized by a softened version of masculinity (Anderson, 2009; McCormack, 2012), contrasting with similar research from decades ago (e.g. Messner, 1993). This research highlights how these trends take place within and often despite sporting institutions, with young pro and amateur athlete men leading the way (Anderson, 2009; Roberts et al., 2016; Magrath, 2017; Channon & Matthews, 2015; Adams, 2011; Murray & White, 2017). Given sport is often considered a bastion of masculinity, or even hyper masculinity, sports players may have been considered unlikely candidates to lead progressive change. Nonetheless, these shifts include changed attitudes towards same-sex attraction, comprising a move from acceptance to overt support for gay peers and friends, and an expansion of acceptable and even esteemed behaviours relating to physical and emotional intimacy between straight men with such findings having been documented also in studies on masculinity in leisure activities, education, and employment (e.g. McCormack, 2012; Roberts, 2018; Maloney, Roberts, & Caruso, 2018).
Although entering the CSMM field as a proponent of hegemonic masculinity, Anderson’s early empirical work revealed dynamics that could not be explained by Connell’s framework. For example, in his study of 26 openly gay male US high school and collegiate athletes, Anderson’s (2002) work found surprisingly positive experiences of coming out, and expressions of regret about not coming out sooner. This is significant because, within Connell’s theorizing, homophobia is described as a weapon used to stratify men in deference to a hegemonic mode of heteromasculine dominance. Indeed, in the years preceding Anderson’s study, Wolf Wendel et al. (2001, p. 47) had shown that heterosexual male athletes in the United States were ‘unwilling to confront and accept homosexuality’, and Hekma (1998, p. 2) wrote that in Holland, gay men were ‘granted no space whatsoever in what is generally considered to be a masculine preserve and a macho enterprise’. Nevertheless, as above, a growing body of research began to document a wide uptake of more positive, inclusive attitudes towards homosexuality among adolescent males, especially in sports settings, alongside the enactment of softer masculinities and an apparent decline in hierarchical power struggles between these men. Accordingly, Anderson (2009) expanded on the theorizing of Kimmel and Connell by advancing Inclusive Masculinity Theory, which rests heavily on his conceptualization of ‘homohysteria’.
When a society collectively acknowledges that homosexuality is a legitimate sexuality (rather than a deviance or disorder), anyone could plausibly be gay; simultaneously, permanently proving that one is not gay is impossible (Anderson, 2009). In periods of high cultural homophobia that usually accompanies this collective realization, a ‘witch hunt’ to expose gay men ensues and, given the conflation of male homosexuality with feminine traits, men are forced to adhere to orthodox expectations and behaviours coded as masculine in order to avoid homosexual suspicion (Anderson, 2009). Anderson (2009) refers to this fear of being homosexualized as ‘homohysteria’ and, in line with Connell’s theorizing, argues that in periods of high cultural homophobia this compulsion to avoid homosexualization is fundamental to the formulation and maintenance of masculine norms.
Though a seemingly minor distinction from homophobia, defined as a prejudice against homosexual people, this theoretical development contextualizes and gives explanatory power to homophobia’s historical contingency. For instance, Anderson (2009) highlights that the period from the 1980s to the late 1990s was an apex of cultural homophobia, epitomized by the stigmatization of AIDS affected men and the UK’s Thatcher government Section 28 legislation (Roberts, 2018). This perfect storm of homohysteria ensured that men compulsively aligned their behaviours with those befitting a heterosexual identity (Anderson, 2009), and led Kimmel (1994) to theorize ‘masculinity as homophobia’. However, the subsequent, and rather rapid, society-wide improvement in attitudes towards homosexuality led to an adoption of the more inclusive attitudes and behaviours discussed above, which undermine the values of orthodox masculinity. Crucially, Anderson (2009) argues that hegemonic masculinity was not able to accurately theorize masculinity in societies characterized by decreasing or lower (but not entirely diminished) levels of cultural homophobia.
While hegemonic masculinity retains its relevance amid homohysteric conditions, Anderson (2009, p. 96) argues that, as cultural homophobia declines ‘a hegemonic form of conservative masculinity will lose its dominance, and softer masculinities will exist without the use of social stigma to police them’. Where Connell (2005, p. 77) observed that ‘at any given time, one form of masculinity rather than others is culturally exalted’, Anderson (2009, p. 8) contends that ‘in cultures of diminished homohysteria, two dominant (but not dominating) forms of masculinity will exist: one conservative and one inclusive’. Co-existing within the inclusive form are multiple masculinities, and gendered behaviours of boys and men that are less differentiated from girls and women (Anderson, 2011, p. 733). Consequently, inclusive masculinities may be culturally esteemed among particular male peer groups, yet are not ‘hegemonic’ as they do not attempt to dominate, marginalize, or subordinate any of the other masculinities within a given culture (Anderson, 2009; McCormack, 2011).
For example, while studying four rival cheerleading associations, Anderson (2005) observed two forms of normative masculinity, but no evidence of a struggle for dominance. One form largely mirrored orthodox notions of masculinity, while the teams who ascribed to the other, more inclusive form visibly embraced femininity and expressed acceptance of their openly gay team members. Importantly, neither group felt their model of masculinity was superior or more desirable, nor did they aspire to the opposing form (Anderson, 2005). According to Anderson (2009, p. 94), there was ‘no evidence that the men were influenced by hegemonic processes’. Similarly, in his studies of university-attending men in a fraternity (2008a), a rugby team (2008b), and soccer teams (2010), Anderson observed the emergence of more inclusive forms of masculinity alongside a distinct lack of hierarchical power struggles and, importantly, a significant reduction in homohysteria. In these studies, Anderson observed that, as the masculine hierarchy disintegrates, gay men experience less stigmatization, men’s attitudes towards women improve, and men become more comfortable engaging in previously feminized behaviours such as emotional expression and homosocial intimacy (Anderson, 2009). Indeed, a growing body of research has employed Anderson’s Inclusive Masculinity Theory to make sense of the declining significance of homophobia (McCormack, 2012), and increasing engagement in homosocial intimacy among young heterosexual men.
Anderson’s theorizing is premised on data from over 40 distinct projects, and his ideas have been taken up, used, extended, and engaged with quite considerably in empirical research. Given these studies, Anderson and McCormack (2018) assert that significant numbers of young heterosexual men are engaging in homosocial relationships characterized by (1) social inclusion of gay male peers, (2) embracing of once feminized artefacts, (3) increased emotional intimacy, (4) increased physical tactility, (5) erosion of the one-time rule of ‘homosexuality’, and (6) eschewing violence. Inclusive Masculinity Theory has also been used as a framework for understanding the experience of bisexual young men (Anderson & McCormack, 2016), men with nonexclusive sexual orientations (McCormack & Wignall, 2017), and gay men (McCormack, Wignall, & Morris, 2016). What is clear is that this research troubles Connellian perspectives that argue the feminization of other groups of men, and the policing of homo/heterosexual boundaries is central to the achievement of hegemonic status. So as these old certainties erode is it any wonder that we see such change in masculinities? However, some claim these changes are overstated or misinterpreted.
Although Connell has avoided engaging with it, Inclusive Masculinity Theory has been subject to critique along lines established by her ideas. Ingram and Waller (2014, pp. 39–40) consider the theory too ‘optimistic’, insisting that Anderson is guilty of presenting a ‘postmodern co-existence of multiple male cultures that entail no relationship of power’ (see also de Boise, 2015). They also contend that, while changes in masculinity are notable and research worthy, they are better understood as a ‘repackaging of forms of domination’. Similarly, O’Neill (2015) argues that by supporting the postfeminist logic that gender and sexual equality are largely achieved, proponents of Inclusive Masculinity Theory simultaneously account for and undo the work of feminism. A unifying point made in each of these critiques is that the theory downplays the significance of heterosexism and heteronormativity. Beyond this, de Boise (2015) and O’Neill (2015) also posit that proponents of Inclusive Masculinity Theory have been selective in sourcing their evidence, largely theorizing from studies of white, middle to upper-class, heterosexual, educated men in the United Kingdom and the United States. This is said to be problematic because ‘men who enjoy privileged status and embody traditional markers of masculine success (e.g. in sport; work; wealth) can more easily engage in traditionally feminized practices without having their masculinity diminished’ (Gough, 2018, p. 10). There is also, correspondingly, in these accounts an issue with a lack of generalizability. Further, it is argued that there is currently no account of how butch lesbian, trans and gender diverse, or bisexual individuals fit into the schema of the respondents’ more ‘inclusive’ practices and attitudes (de Boise, 2015).
These critiques require critique. O’Neill’s point about the reproduction of a postfeminist logic is valid but overstated, as the scholarship that employs Inclusive Masculinity Theory tends to repeatedly caveat that changing masculinities is not synonymous with a gender utopia. Further, in their response to O’Neill’s critique, Anderson and McCormack (2018, p. 554) explicitly concur that the theory does not account for women’s position in society. They welcome this observation and state:The focus on the relations between men and women is an important area of future study, and this should include issues related to attitudes about women, cross-gender friendships, sexual relationships and the reproduction of gender inequality, among other areas of gender scholarship.

It is worth noting that such studies have started to emerge, but their point of reference, for example, how research on the concept of ‘caring masculinities’ (Elliott, 2016) has applied to fathering practices (Hodkinson & Brooks, 2018), is quite different to the scholarship that employs Inclusive Masculinity Theory.
On the issue of seemingly overstating the decline of homophobia as a social problem, and of situating heterosexism and heteronormativity as ‘lesser evils’, Anderson and McCormack (2018, p. 551) are ultra-clear that ‘decreasing homophobia is neither homogeneous nor universal, and heterosexism and heteronormativity remain significant social issues’. They unambiguously state that, given it has previously been considered the core component of masculinity, their focus on homophobia is not ‘a dismissal of the problems of heterosexism and heteronormativity’, but instead stems from the fact that it has more ‘relevance to the social dynamics of men and their gendered behaviours’ (Anderson & McCormack, 2018, pp. 551–552). Moreover, if empirical observations of ‘homophobia, homohysteria or machismo are used to argue against the existence of a broader trend, the more interesting sociological work of how these two phenomena can co-exist remains under-developed’ (Anderson & McCormack, 2018, p. 554). A more rounded understanding of masculinity, and how to curb its problematic aspects, can only be achieved by recognizing, documenting, and harnessing socio-positive change alongside the continuance of negative conventions of masculinity (Roberts, 2018).
While more studies are needed on varying populations, the critique that Inclusive Masculinity Theory relies on selective accounts of white middle-class youth rests upon the somewhat discriminatory assumption that inclusive attitudes do not exist among men who are not white or middle class. This aside, the critique is now far less relevant given the rapid expansion of the body of work that has used IMT. Research already indicates that social class position is not necessarily a barrier to performing softer, attenuated practices of masculinity in schools or workplaces (Roberts, 2018; McCormack, 2014). Building on this, however, a special edition of the Journal of Gender Studies published in 2018 features a number of papers that explore cultural shifts towards inclusivity occurring internationally. Specifically, Hasan, Aggleton, and Persson (2018) document shifting attitudes towards work, religion, and sexuality among men aged 19–75 in Bangladesh; Philip (2018) found that young, urban Indian men are engaging in ‘new practices of romantic and sexual expression, fashion and consumerism’ (Anderson & McCormack, 2018, p. 245); and Hu (2018) documents increasing diversity, and in some cases softness, in the way Chinese men are depicted in Chinese movie posters. In addition, Hamdi, Lachheb, and Anderson (2017) explore male homosexuality and homohysteria in Tunisian culture, and Dean (2013) investigates the relationship between masculinity and homophobia among two groups of black and white heterosexual men in the United States. Each of these studies documents shifting masculinities alongside improving attitudes towards homosexuality, thereby highlighting the usefulness of Inclusive Masculinity Theory across varying contexts and cultures.
A more interesting critique of Inclusive Masculinity Theory has emerged from those who recognize social change but who theorize it within the framework of hybridity. In line with Demetriou (2001), Bridges, and Pascoe (2014, p. 252) argue that men in privileged social categories adopt hybrid identities ‘to reframe themselves as symbolically part of the socially subordinated groups’, in ways that not only conceal but further entrench their privilege. In light of more positive accounts of change in masculinities such as the work of Anderson and his colleagues, they implore CSMM scholars to remain alert to this hybridity and the ‘flexibility of patriarchy’ (p. 256). They argue that as society becomes increasingly aware of male privilege, ‘the “legitimating stories” or justifications for existing systems of inequality and power’ change and men engage in new forms of identity work that renders their privilege unrecognizable once more (p. 256). As such, Bridges and Pascoe (2014, p. 256) stress the importance of focusing on ‘how and when real—not just stylistic—change happens in the gender order’.
We concur with Anderson and McCormack that ‘the notion of hybridity can be attractive because it so openly recognizes both some change and resistance’ (2018, p. 556). The problem with the hybridity perspective, for us, is that it assumes masculinity is always and only about the pursuit of power. The concept of hybridity thus does not reflect a genuine middle ground approach. It does not fit with, for example, the kinds of masculinity we have observed in our own research elsewhere, where residual negative tenets of traditional masculinity coincide with genuine concerted efforts towards progressive change in Australian men’s homosocial intimacy practices (Ralph & Roberts, 2018).
Many critiquing Inclusive Masculinity Theory cannot and will not fathom any change unless it occurs, in ways that ‘provide the impression of progress while still protecting the interests of historically privileged groups’ (de Boise, 2015, p. 324). However, the softening of masculinities, identified across many contexts, is not always inevitably a superficial change, masking the retention of power and the creation of new hierarchies (Duncanson, 2015). That is clearly borne out in Anderson’s research and the work of those who have employed Inclusive Masculinity Theory; they have not assumed that ‘softer’ or hybrid masculinities always entail new racial, class-based, or sexual oppression, but have let such issues, and the question of institutional power, emerge in their empirical findings.
Overall, Inclusive Masculinity Theory permits a greater understanding of contemporary masculinities. It provides a source of coherency that an uncritical commitment to hegemonic masculinity does not permit, giving conceptual mileage to processes of change, and moving beyond relatively static approaches that only conceptualize power and that stabilize gender identities/masculinities as plural yet largely homogeneous and predictable groupings (Beasley, 2012). Taken as a form of hybridity that does not assume men’s change ‘always camouflages the continuation of patriarchy, militarism, and neoliberalism’ (Duncanson, 2015, p. 245), Inclusive Masculinity Theory offers a chance to understand contradictions and to push towards relations of equality. This is because inclusive practices and attenuated masculinities—including the incorporation of the feminine—are a necessary, ‘more achievable and therefore more likely first step’ (Duncanson, 2015, p. 244) towards a socio-positive hegemony (see Ralph & Roberts, 2018).
The Genealogy of CSMM Theorizing, and the Absence of Poststructuralist Thought
Many masculinity texts begin with a chronological review of the literature, similar to that which is offered thus far in this chapter. Indeed, the relatively smooth, linear development of the field appears to warrant, if not require, such an approach. However, in her recent paper, Katarzyna Borkowska (2018) points out that discussing masculinity theory in time-related stages may lead researchers to implicitly devalue the old or undermine the legitimacy of the new, particularly given the imperative for scholars to work within contemporary frameworks. Exacerbating this dilemma, many scholars still ‘evaluate knowledge in the context of historical, social, cultural, and economic changes, posing new kinds of questions that can only be answered by producing new theories’ (Borkowska, 2018, p. 3; see also Waling, 2018). Borkowska (2018) therefore argues for a conceptualization of the theoretical developments in the field as three nonlinear theoretical paradigms: (1) the patriarchal relations paradigm, which focuses on the reproduction of inequality between women and men; (2) the hegemonic masculinity paradigm, which offers complex theoretical insights into hierarchical dynamics between men; and (3) the inclusive masculinity paradigm, which explores increasing emotionality and intimacy between men, and the harmonious co-existence of multiple masculinities.
Borkowska (2018) distinguishes between a ‘theoretical paradigm’ as an overall conceptualization of gender issues that has direct implications for methodological design, and a ‘theory’ (or concept or framework) as one of the elements of a study that gives meaning to the studied phenomena. While a ‘theory might be confirmed, questioned, or rejected depending on the collected data… the theoretical paradigm remains stable’ (Borkowska, 2018, p. 9). Employing this clearer, more systemized terminology within the CSMM field, she argues, might lend itself to the development of clearer, more systemized research aims and methodologies.
More broadly, however, Borkowska (2018, pp. 11–12) contends that ‘breaking down the dichotomy between old and new creates potential for a deeper understanding of contemporary gender issues’, a pertinent point given many societies are at different stages of awareness around issues of gender equality. Furthermore, she stresses that this approach will allow scholars to acknowledge the strengths of one paradigm in the context of their research aims, without then feeling compelled to engage hyper-critically with other paradigms in order to justify this position (Borkowska, 2018). However, it is unclear whether the means will effectively achieve these stated ends, without in fact further complicating CSMM theorizing.
CSMM scholars, and indeed scholars in all fields of research, should engage respectfully and open-mindedly with the academic perspectives of their peers, and avoid being unnecessarily dismissive or hypercritical (Borkowska, 2016). It is also increasingly evident that discussions of gender and equality must account for shifting social, economic, and political landscapes and the intersecting nature of social divisions within them. In this regard, Borkowska has offered a vitally important and timely critique of the field as it begins to expand and develop. That these issues call for a reconceptualization of the CSMM field into theoretical paradigms is less convincing, and requires further development and justification.
In practice, this conceptual shift introduces an extra layer of complexity to positioning one’s research in the field, particularly given the overlaps between paradigms and potential necessity to employ, for example, inclusive masculinity as both a paradigm and a theory for making sense of empirical data. As yet it is unclear if the two are mutually exclusive. Furthermore, adopting this nonlinear approach may not necessarily improve the manner in which academics engage in their theoretical critiques. Given the nature of the academy and its positioning within a capitalist university system and broader economy, it is possible that researchers will continue to make ‘simplistic assumptions and close-minded judgements’ (p. 13) about other paradigms or their peers’ work. That Borkowska (2018, p. 4) herself felt compelled to note that this approach ‘should not be geared toward the notion of “competing theoretical paradigms”’ may evidence this unfortunate reality.
In relation to the second point about the necessity for gender scholarship to account for diversity of context and experience, it is certainly an accurate appraisal. However, again, it is unclear whether a paradigmatic framework is necessary, rather than simply an acceptance by masculinity scholars that, for example, hegemonic masculinity holds true within societies with higher cultural homophobia, where Inclusive Masculinity Theory is more applicable in the context of declining homophobia. Lastly, that the critiques of and contributions to the CSMM field offered by poststructuralist scholars have gone unmentioned in Borkowska’s discussion is noteworthy. While we too, in this chapter, have not given attention to poststructuralist thinking, it is a school of thought that has had much to say about broader gender relations and at least something to say about CSMM (e.g. Whitehead, 2002; Beasley, 2012; Berggren, 2014; Waling, 2018).
Poststructuralist scholars critique the CSMM field for its conceptualization of power, structure, and agency, and the tendency for masculinity theorizing to align itself with feminism, yet employ the modernist theoretical agenda that feminists have largely abandoned (Beasley, 2012). Beasley (2012, p. 750) states that ‘CSMM theorising remains, for the most part, comparatively untouched by the waves of postmodern critique that have so heavily influenced the theoretical trajectories of other areas of the Gender/Sexuality field’. Instead, she argues, masculinity scholars have, for the most part, awkwardly grappled with postmodern tools while operating within largely modernist, and thus incommensurable frames of reference (e.g. by citing Butler while developing typologies of certain groups of men) (Beasley, 2012). Building upon Beasley’s critique, Waling (2018, p. 9) problematizes masculinity scholars’ efforts to ‘name’ types and varieties of masculinities and an attendant ‘neglect [of] considerations of men’s agency, emotional reflexivity, and subjectivity’. She implores CSMM scholars to move beyond stagnant, context-specific categorizations of masculinity, and to focus instead on how men reflect on and ‘reconcile their engagement with masculinity amid increased awareness of systemic and structural inequalities produced by relations of gender’ (p. 14).
This somewhat aligns with other poststructuralists, such Whitehead (2002) and Berggren (2014). Rather than being constrained by hegemonic structures, Whitehead (2002) positions men as discursive subjects who—in the absence of a pre-discursive, inner-self—are driven by the ‘desire to be (a man)’, and take up prevailing discourses of ideal masculinity as means of self-signification to this end (Whitehead, 2002, p. 207). Similarly, Berggren (2014, p. 245) argues that ‘bodies culturally read as “men” are oriented toward the culturally established signs of “masculinity”’, and ‘the repeated sticking together of certain bodies and signs in this way is what creates masculine subjectivity’. Both frameworks make the subject more visible, and reinstate their agency in either the reproduction of or resistance to harmful masculine norms. However, ‘the practical application of these [poststructural] insights does not seem always or necessarily different from social constructionist accounts’ (Roberts, 2018, p. 43). These poststructuralist understandings do not seem entirely at odds with West and Zimmerman’s (1987, p. 125) classic social constructionist articulation of ‘gender as a routine accomplishment embedded in everyday interaction’, such that it is constructed as naturally occurring. Ultimately, we suggest that concepts from both fields can be drawn together in a ‘toolkit’ fashion given the value they hold in accounting for new or shifting phenomena amid a complex and ever-changing social reality.
Conclusion
Canvassing the development of masculinity theory and its associated debates in recent decades, this chapter aims to provide a theoretical foundation for readers’ engagement with the chapters in this volume. A growing body of research has documented a softening of contemporary western masculinities and, as we have outlined in this chapter, the considerable theoretical contributions made by the CSMM field’s prevailing theories are being tested and expanded upon as men’s behaviour shifts and scholars explore a broader range of contexts and cultures. However, embedded within these western cultures is the collective obsession with and institutionalization of competitive team sports that have been shown to produce, celebrate, and perpetuate an aggressive, competitive, and, in some instances, sexist and homophobic version of manhood. This sits in tension with how the transformation of masculinity is very often led by and observable among contemporary young sportsmen. The challenge, then, is for contemporary societies to reconcile their love of competitive team sport with these critiques as they move towards gender equality, and for critical masculinity scholars to avoid either overstating or undermining positive change in masculinities, and, in the service of gender equality, to remain alert to how and when meaningful changes occur among men and in gender order more broadly.
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In 1921, Hans Gragün explained to his German readers why so many spectators were flocking to sports competitions since the war, and it had little to do with the sports. “That’s only the reason that they pretend to themselves,” he insisted in an article titled “Sports Exhibitionism.” “In reality, they are there to see something else: the runner, exhausted from the 400-meter dash, freeing himself of his perspiration-soaked shirt.” The runner eagerly anticipated this moment, too, according to Gragün, since he knew full well “that here, at the finish, several hundred to a thousand eyes will ogle his flesh, glistening with sweat.” Having worked so hard for his trim body, the athlete reveled just as much as the spectators did in “the tingling sensation that accompanies that process of laying bare” (Gragün, 1921, p. 47). Eighty-five years after Gragün had traced this affinity between the exhibitionist sportsman and his voyeuristic fans, journalist Mark Simpson coined a word for it: “sporno,” a portmanteau of “sports” and “pornography.” Like adult films, Simpson argued in a 2006 article for the gay magazine Out, contemporary sports also featured “young hustlers who are happy to be ogled barely dressed.” Moreover, Simpson concluded, “being equal opportunity flirts,” the new generation of male athletes craved the attention of men and women alike: “Today’s sporno stars want to turn everyone on” (Simpson, 2006).
Although Simpson presents “sporno” as a decidedly postmillennial phenomenon, male athletes have flirted, stripped, and posed since the dawn of sports, and—as Gragün’s commentary vividly reveals—many of yesterday’s stars wanted to turn everyone on, too. As far back as ancient Greece, societies have celebrated the beauty of male athletes (Scanlon, 2002). Not only have sportsmen traditionally exposed more of their bodies to view than any other public figures, but they have also exuded an unrestrained physicality while doing so—flexing, bending, sweating, and grunting their way through competitions. By the late nineteenth century, circus performers in leotards and strong men in tank tops were wowing audiences as much with their rippling muscles as with their physical feats. At the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, the showman Florenz Ziegfeld explicitly marketed pioneering bodybuilder Eugen Sandow as the “world’s best-developed man” rather than its strongest, in an overt appeal to female fairgoers and a covert one to many men as well (Klein, 1993). Baseball, too, began capitalizing on the attractiveness of players at this time in order to draw women to the games, with the Washington Senators making sure that their handsome pitcher Win Mercer was on the mound on designated “Ladies’ Days” (Nash & Zullo, 1985, p. 129). Social observers throughout the twentieth century, moreover, have periodically proclaimed the ostensibly newfound pleasure that men have taken in their physical appearance and in showing it off. Twelve years before Simpson’s “sporno” article, Jill Neimark had already declared “the beefcaking of America,” contending that “a seismic shift in gender roles is turning men into objects of desire—much as women have traditionally been” (Neimark, 1994, p. 32), a shift that Neimark, too, depicted as unprecedented.
Neologisms such as “sporno” and “beefcaking,” however, conceal the depth of exhibitionism’s history in men’s sports.1 This article traces that history back to the interwar decades, particularly to Germany’s Weimar Republic, the 14-year period of cultural and sexual exuberance that ended with the Nazis’ seizure of power in 1933. After first exploring the sporno-like sensibilities of many male athletes in the Weimar era and proposing some economic, cultural, and technological factors that contributed to that pervasive exhibitionism, this article will then trace the gradual postwar reappearance of self-objectifying male athletes in a broadly trans-Atlantic context.
Drawing examples primarily from the United States in the last three decades of the twentieth century and from Britain and Germany in the first two of the new millennium, this article argues that a combination of increasing sexual openness and shifting gender roles along with new business opportunities and the innovative technologies for their exploitation explain why male athletes willingly and even eagerly put their bodies on show. While sex and aesthetics have always motivated fans to watch sports, certain places and eras—the 1920s and early 1930s, the 1970s, and our current millennium—have fostered especially conducive environments for sportsmen to indulge fans in that desire. This article concludes by speculating on the possible impact that male athletes’ appearance-consciousness and sporno sensibility have had on male behavior and masculinity more broadly.
As a consequence of both sports’ ubiquitous presence and a modern media capable of circulating images of leading competitors far and wide, athletes in the 1920s radiated broad appeal throughout Europe and North America (Dutton, 1995). In Germany, as a consequence of the monarchy’s sudden collapse in 1918 and the successor republic’s initially scant control over cultural content, those circulating images could be far more provocative than elsewhere. As historian Pascal Eitler argues, “The performance of nudity and sexuality in Weimar reached … unprecedented proportions” (Eitler, 2009, p. 377). From male beauty contests to physique magazines to gay nightclubs, Germans in the 1920s encouraged men to take part in this performance as well as women. A columnist in one sports magazine used his 1926 review of a guidebook to men’s exercise as an opportunity to call on publishers and athlete models to show even more of the male form in future editions, including full-frontal nudity. After praising the otherwise “very beautiful pictures” of men performing exercises in the 1926 edition, the columnist asked, with obvious frustration, “But when will those repulsive swimsuits on the male bodies finally come off?” (Mehl, 1926, p. 485).
Some did come off, and Weimar Germany’s relatively unrestrained environment and proliferation of sports competitions put a direct spotlight on the athletic bodies underneath. Entrepreneurs staged contests to crown not only the strongest man, but the most attractive one, too, a combination title claimed by a man named Kurt Kaufmann in a 1931 Berlin-wide event (Manuel, 1931). Sportsmen attracted the camera, too, as the medium of photography flourished in the interwar period. Photographer Frieda Riess, for instance, found her muse in the boxer Erich Brandl, who compliantly posed nude for softly lit portraits that highlighted the boxer’s beauty and passivity. Brandl also posed nude for the sculptor Renée Sintenis, who created a series of pieces that took boxers, runners, and soccer players as their subjects. Art journals regularly reproduced these works in their pages, and higher-circulation magazines featured their own photos of athletic torsos, which fans snatched up with such enthusiasm that they often reappeared in the form of collectible cards and coffee-table books.2 Reporters, meanwhile, reflexively called attention in their dispatches to the attractiveness of male athletes, introducing terms like “sex appeal” into the vernacular of sports reportage.
The increasing public presence and consumer power of women played a central role, too, in this sexualization of men’s sports in the Weimar Republic, as the roles of Riess and Sintenis illustrate. In tennis, which had a libidinous reputation even before the war, legions of female spectators demonstratively pined after the top players. After watching a 1928 tennis match that included the French champion René Lacoste, columnist Paula von Reznicek confided to her readers that “he eroticizes the balls and us like no other” (Reznicek, 1928, p. 548). Her comment revealed the frankness with which many women enjoyed their spectatorship during the Weimar Republic, and it echoed one of that era’s popular cabaret songs, “Stadium,” which described with equal candor how two girlfriends loved to sit in the bleachers and “get their kicks from checking out the muscles” (Günther, ca. 1930, p. 87) down on the track. This objectification of sportsmen reached a pinnacle in a 1932 article that described male athletes as the ideal accessories for sexually liberated women. “A tall, strapping rower, goalie, or high jumper provides a nice frame for a girl and goes well with a fur coat or a new hat,” the female commentator enthused, before then cautioning her readers that good-looking jocks were not especially suited “for household use” (Taylor, 1932, pp. 194–195). Sportsmen made great arm candy, in other words, but that was about the extent of it.
While many sports in interwar Germany showcased the manifold allures of their top stars, it was boxing that truly capitalized on the raw sex appeal of its leading men. Strict training regimens resulted in remarkably defined musculature, and boxers wore only a pair of trunks at a time when even male swimmers still covered their torsos. More importantly, boxers freely appeared without the trunks, and pictures of nude boxers did a brisk business in magazines and trading cards. Heavyweight champion Max Schmeling, himself the subject of several such photographs, attributed the strong consumer demand for those pictures to the fact that the poses “were based on the sculptures of antiquity and the Renaissance” (Schmeling, 1977, pp. 85–86), but lower-brow impulses were clearly in play as well. A 1922 article, for instance, described the female fans at one fight as “enthusiastic, excited to the tips of their fingers, lustful, inflamed for the slender one or the blond or the strong one. They are entirely absorbed and never take an eye off the fighters” (“Impressionen,” 1922, p. 391). Appealing to that demographic, Hans Breitensträter, an immensely popular blond-haired heavyweight champion in the early 1920s, emerged as the first heartthrob of Germany’s postwar celebrity culture. One 1924 column quipped that when it came to open displays of sexual desire, the Germans had now caught up with Latin cultures, “especially when the blonde Hans, the gold-crowned Breitensträter, is around.” Berlin’s women, the column continued, awaited each of his bouts “with flared nostrils” (Rumpelstilzchen, 1924, p. 43).
Whereas many in the press fetishized Breitensträter’s blond hair, others zeroed in on his strapping physique and the constant adoration that it elicited. As one article noted in its description of one of Breitensträter’s pre-fight weigh-ins, “admiration from untrained bodies surrounded him like soft babbling, him and his strong chest, his elegant legs” (Wedderkop, 1921, p. 298). No one, it seemed, could resist looking. The ritual of weighing and measuring the boxer’s body itself invited not only close inspection, but also visceral appreciation. A training practice by the boxer Jack Dempsey in Berlin’s Lunapark in 1925 put the reporter covering that session into a journalistic swoon over his subject’s physique. After first praising Dempsey’s overall skills, the reporter lavished his attention on the boxer’s “highly developed, slim, and elegantly proportioned legs,” along with his “narrow, but agile waist; strong chest; broad, muscular back … [and] powerfully developed arms with good, defined musculature” (“Rund um Dempsey,” 1925, p. 4). Such absorbed study illustrated how admiration of boxers oscillated between wonder and prurience. Another article from that period strived for a more refined tone by describing a fighter’s “thoroughly exercised bands of muscle” as making him “a splendid anatomical model for a sculptor” (Rumpelstilzchen, 1921, p. 189), but it still struck an erotic chord.
Boxers themselves were under few illusions about what motivated many of their most devoted fans. Having drawn constant praise for his good looks, the French fighter Georges Carpentier signed on to do a bathing scene in the 1921 film The Wonder Man that, in the words of a contemporary reviewer, “gives him the opportunity to display his athletic physique.” Although Carpentier came up short in the acting department, the reviewer admitted, it did not really matter, because he was “so strong, so noble, and so-o-o good-looking!” (Doerry, 1921, p. 254). Dempsey recognized the source of Carpentier’s appeal instantly, and he took it to heart. Before a 1921 bout against the Frenchman, Dempsey told the reporter Djuna Barnes, “It’s no longer enough to have speed and a good right arm to be the favorite. You have to be good-looking, too, now that ladies go to the fights” (Barnes, 1921, p. 284). This awareness helps to explain why Dempsey himself opted for cosmetic surgery on his nose in 1926, bowing to the increasingly blurry line between boxing and show business and clearly pinning his hopes on similar offers to appear in film.
Although Dempsey singled out the scrutiny of female fans, many boxers seemed fully aware that their looks appealed to a good number of male fans, too, especially in Weimar Germany, which had given rise to the most visible gay subculture that the world had yet seen. As early as 1904, the renowned German sexologist and homosexual rights advocate Magnus Hirschfeld had observed the tendency of struggling fighters and bodybuilders to offer their services as bodyguards and companions to wealthy gay men in exchange for the latter’s financial support (Wedemeyer, 1996, p. 99). Athletes in other sports occasionally arranged similar relationships, despite the potential risks to all parties. As a German gay magazine reported in 1932, several members of one Norwegian soccer team attempted to blackmail more money out of their industrialist patron after having already “employed all the tricks of the trade” (Weber, 1932, p. 2) to parlay his doting interest into comfortable incomes for themselves. Breitensträter reflected matter-of-factly in a 1932 interview on “the male and female admirers” he had attracted and from whom “he occasionally receives a kiss at a social function or celebration” (Breitensträter, 1932, pp. 287–288). Although Breitensträter, unlike the contemporary sporno star, may not have actively strived to turn everyone on, it did not seem to bother him at all that he did.
Max Schmeling seemed to have adopted a similar attitude when he bared his backside for a photograph that appeared in Hirschfeld’s (1930) book on sex and gender. Hirschfeld, for his part, underscored the feminine passivity of Schmeling’s pose by pairing it in a full-page spread with a photo of a statue of the goddess Aphrodite in the nearly identical stance (Hirschfeld, 1930, p. 179). That same melding of classicism and concupiscence later animated numerous scenes in Leni Riefenstahl’s film Olympia, her widely acclaimed documentary of the 1936 Berlin Olympics. In the most famous sequence of shots, the prologue to Part One of the film, ancient Greek statues of athletes dissolve cinematically into nude living athletes as they throw the discuss and hurl the javelin in slow motion. The sequence culminates with a runner carrying the Olympic torch into Berlin’s stadium, for which Riefenstahl had personally cast Fritz Schilgen, finding that his body “would optimally showcase the ideal of the German athlete” (Grünberg & Trede, 2011, p. 6). The prologue to Part Two similarly lingered on the unclad bodies of male athletes as they concluded their morning run with a swim and a sauna, during which Riefenstahl’s camera lingered on hands massaging muscular legs and sweaty shoulders.
If sports provided the most prevalent occasions to lavish attention on men’s bodies in the interwar years, as the above examples show, they did not provide the only ones. A 1929 movement founded in Britain by the psychologist John Flügel, which culminated in the formation of a dedicated political party—the Men’s Dress Reform Party—took as its mission the promotion of fashions and cultural conventions that accentuated the male form rather than suppressed it. Since the end of the eighteenth century, Flügel contended, sartorial custom had constrained men’s bodies and denied them the benefits of ornamentation, a regressive development that he referred to as the “Great Masculine Renunciation” (Bourke, 1996). Flügel’s call to style, which prefigured metrosexuality by over six decades, had an undeniably classist undercurrent, given that finer attire would make one’s social background more instantly legible. At the same time, though, as historian Joanna Bourke argues, the movement explicitly promised male liberation. Men should become “as beautiful as women,” Eric Gill declared in 1931 (Bourke, 1996, p. 24), instead of denying themselves the pleasure of looking attractive. The Men’s Dress Reform Party fizzled out in under a decade in part because the more revealing fashions that it prescribed seemed flattering only on those with the bodies of elite athletes. In this instance, the interwar period gave rise not only to a greater appearance-consciousness among some men, but also to a host of unforeseen body issues, as many of those men worried about their failure to measure up.
If the remarkable objectification of male athletes that we see in the interwar period receded over the course of the following three decades, it had less to do with the status of sports—whose popularity in those decades only continued to skyrocket—than it did with a diminished tolerance for open sexual expression. The multifarious social changes associated with the Sexual Revolution made their influence felt in men’s sports by the 1970s, though, recalling the frank openness and exhibitionism of the interwar years. Playgirl magazine, which began publication in 1973 as an ostensibly feminist response to Playboy and Penthouse, but which always enjoyed a large gay readership as well, featured a number of sportsmen in its early nude pictorials. The competitive bodybuilder Peter Lupus, for one, posed in an April 1974 centerfold, which simultaneously pointed to the resurgent role that the sport of bodybuilding had begun to play in the 1970s in cultivating an admiration for men’s bodies. Just as bodybuilding’s “first golden age” at the turn of the century had prefigured the athletic exhibitionism of the interwar years, a “second golden age” in the mid-1970s did much the same for the “beefcaking” of sports in subsequent decades. The 1977 documentary film Pumping Iron, which focused on the 1975 Mr. Universe and Mr. Olympia contests, introduced mainstream audiences to a subculture that expected men to present their bodies for judgment (Klein, 1993). The film’s celebration of the hyper-muscular physiques of bodybuilders Lou Ferrigno and Arnold Schwarzenegger, in particular, propelled both to stardom and future acting careers.
The decade’s gaze encompassed athletes in a number of other sports as well, particularly National Football League (NFL) football players in the United States. Shortly after Sporting News had named him the greatest professional player in history, for example, Jim Brown appeared as Playgirl’s centerfold for September 1974. Quarterback Joe Namath never posed nude for the magazine, but he did grant Playgirl an exclusive interview in June 1979, bringing to a close a decade of celebrity prominence, in which he featured on countless magazine covers. Namath’s willing self-display and open discussion of his female fans helped to popularize “sex symbol” as a vernacular term that applied equally to men as well as women.3 In December 1980, another major NFL quarterback, Dan Pastorini, did pose for Playgirl. Pastorini later explained this move in words that could just as easily have come from a sporno star today: “I did it mostly because of ego” (Pastorini, 2011). Career considerations may have played a role, too, given that his pictorial generated media buzz just as Pastorini had begun to dabble in show business. Beyond the American market, tennis player Björn Borg achieved global sex-symbol status by the late 1970s. Borg launched his own line of underwear after retiring from the sport, thereby following the same path that so many sportsmen have taken into the underwear business—as models, entrepreneurs, or both.
Major League Baseball pitcher Jim Palmer had blazed that path with his first advertisements for Jockey underwear in 1976, for which he continued to model well into the 1980s. Palmer’s ads, featuring him in just his briefs, proved so popular that Jockey sold the images as posters, which Palmer himself would sign on publicity tours. In a 1980 interview, Palmer embraced his exhibitionist side, saying, “It doesn’t bother my ego at all that I’m maybe more famous for doing the underwear ads than pitching” (Bumiller, 1980). Prefiguring the commonplace attitude of later athletes, Palmer added, “Some people want to say I have a narcissistic outlook, and that’s fine. I mean, what did Robert Redford say—‘I never go by a mirror I don’t look in’?” Palmer ceded his status as the athlete-model of the moment just two years later, though, to pole vaulter Tomás Hintnaus, whose Calvin Klein underwear ad debuted in Times Square in 1982 and was later named by American Photographer magazine as one of “10 Pictures that Changed America.” Bruce Weber said that his photograph of Hintnaus aimed to sell men “as sexual objects, not breadwinners or authority figures” (“10 Pictures,” 1989, p. 36), adding that he thought the image’s impact lied in its appeal to women and men alike, gay and straight.
Far from immediately ushering in an era of pervasive sports exhibitionism, however, the sexual openness of the 1970s yielded in the subsequent decade to a more conservative sexual outlook throughout North America and Western Europe. Sociologist Eric Anderson argues that “Western cultures hit an apex in both homophobia and homohysteria in the 1980s” (Anderson, 2011, p. 86), in part because of the fear surrounding AIDS, and the Oxford English Dictionary lists the first use of the term “gay panic”—defined as the anxiety supposedly provoked in straight men by the perception that another man finds them sexually attractive—as occurring in 1986. This had a significant dampening effect on sportsmen’s willingness to present themselves as sexual objects, particularly when the audience for that presentation included gay men, as both the readership of Playgirl and the customer base for men’s underwear clearly did. Such an atmosphere explains part of the vitriol aimed at Duke basketball center and 1992 National College Basketball Player of the Year Christian Laettner, renowned for being both incredibly attractive and incredibly fastidious about his appearance, a combination that many interpreted as indicating homosexuality (Coad, 2008). Offering his take on the source of fans’ animosity toward Laettner, actor Rob Lowe ascribed it, succinctly, to “Christian being a massively talented pretty boy.”4 Such ambivalence about—if not hostility toward—male beauty in American men’s sports likely stifled the self-expression of many sportsmen, who may have channeled at face value the ironic refrain from a 1988 hit by Living Colour, “I ain’t no glamour boy—I’m fierce!” Precisely the physical attractiveness and appearance-consciousness that postmillennial athletes would later embrace as bankable assets proved instead a potential liability in the constrained, homophobic atmosphere of the United States in the early 1990s.
Spectators at the time continued to consume sports for their own reasons, of course, including the pleasure of looking at men’s bodies. The emerging technology of televised slow-motion replays, as media scholar Margaret Morse had already observed in 1983, allowed a new level of athletic appreciation that appealed to a number of audiences, including women and gay men (Morse, 1983). Broadcasters themselves, ever on the lookout to increase viewership, began to make that appeal more overt, as when “Monday Night Football” preceded a 1993 game with slow-motion footage of players set to the strains of the Salt N’ Pepa hit “Whatta Man” (Trujillo, 1995). Seven years later, ABC commentator Meredith Vieira may have immortalized the guiding principle behind this approach when she summarized the meaning of football in six words: “It is all about the butt” (Sandomir, 2000). In at least one instance, a sports team itself took measures in the 1980s to accentuate the players’ physical features, when the Sydney Swans Australian Rules football club designed form-hugging shorts for its players and “self-consciously marketed itself to the gay community,” as media scholar Toby Miller writes (2001, p. 53; Pronger, 1990). At around this time, too, GQ, the men’s fashion magazine, began to recast its own identity by cultivating ties with “style jocks,” well-dressed athletes such as Magic Johnson and Michael Jordan, whose cover appearances in turn shifted attention onto a sportsman’s looks (Coad, 2008). Tennis player Andre Agassi, another GQ cover athlete at the time, nudged attention even further in that direction by explicitly highlighting his pretty-boy appeal in a 1990 television commercial for Canon cameras under the tagline, “Image is everything.” The 30-second spot showed the 19-year-old Agassi in stylish outfits as well as out of them, including one sequence in which he tears his shirt off and another in which he lounges shirtless by a pool.
Social commentators might have described Agassi’s sensibility and that of his fellow GQ cover athletes as metrosexual if the word had existed at the time. Mark Simpson, who later gave English “sporno,” coined “metrosexual” in 1994 to describe the target demographic of a GQ-organized event in London that year that billed itself as “Britain’s first style exhibition for men” (Simpson, 1994). Simpson defined the metrosexual as a narcissistic consumer, in thrall to the marketing departments of clothing and grooming companies. He did acknowledge a rebellious aspect to this ostensibly corporate creation, however, when he added, “the metrosexual man contradicts the basic premise of traditional heterosexuality—that only women are looked at and only men do the looking.” This echoed that earlier British effort to reshape masculine self-presentation in the 1930s, the Men’s Dress Reform Party, and it suggested that some men found metrosexuality and its attendant possibilities liberating rather than ensnaring. As the anthropologist David Gilmore has argued in his 1990 study Manhood in the Making, “Men like to be sex objects, too. … men envy women their ability to attract and command the attention based simply on their appearance” (Neimark, 1994).
Although “metrosexual” itself only entered wider usage after Simpson indelibly affixed it to the soccer star David Beckham in 2002, sportsmen in the mid-1990s were exhibiting more and more of its qualities, particularly the desire to be looked at, a change that reflected waning homohysteria in the Anglo-American world after 1993 (Anderson, 2011). Perhaps most famously, the basketball player Dennis Rodman ornamented himself with an array of tattoos, piercings, and hair colors, and he posed nude astride a motorcycle for the cover his 1996 memoir Bad As I Wanna Be (Lafrance & Rail, 2001). Although Rodman took a more provocative approach than his exhibitionist predecessors in men’s sports, he shared with them the same craving for attention and calculated exploitation of his looks to get it. Many of Rodman’s contemporaries did, too, and the media increasingly indulged them. Sports Illustrated, whose annual swimsuit issue had provided a pretense for staring at women’s bodies since 1964, began to offer more pretenses for staring at men’s, too, as when the magazine photographed the five best shortstops in baseball in 1997 with their shirts off (Verducci, 1997). The dramatic increase over the course of the late 1990s in both sportsmen’s exhibitionist willingness and spectators’ voyeuristic desire could be charted in two academic studies on the subject that came out just five years apart. Whereas sports historian Allen Guttmann’s (1996) book The Erotic in Sports complained that late-twentieth-century societies were repressing the sensuality that had historically been so central to physical culture, Toby Miller’s 2001 book Sportsex exuberantly cataloged the multiple ways in which those same societies were reveling in sexy athletic bodies.
Indeed, images of elite athletes unabashedly showing off their well-trained physiques proliferated rapidly at the turn of the millennium, targeting gay audiences, straight audiences, and everyone in between. Over a dozen Brazilian professional soccer players and other top sportsmen posed nude in G Magazine, that country’s leading gay publication, between 1999 and 2007, with three doing so in that first year alone. In France, the Stade Français rugby team produced its first calendar of nude players, Dieux du Stade (Gods of the Stadium), in 2001, which proved such a bestseller that the team made it an annual offering, adding a DVD in 2004 that offered even more revealing glimpses of the photo sessions themselves. The calendar clearly profited the club, but its website framed it as a catalyst for social change as well, proclaiming that the photographs’ “beauty and nudity” marked “a revolution” in repositioning men from the role of admirer to admired. The simultaneous decision by the Italian women’s magazine Donna Moderna to release its own 2001 calendar featuring “the most beautiful men of soccer” suggested that the revolution was well underway, with David Beckham emerging as its poster boy.
Beckham’s appearance on the June 2002 cover of the British gay magazine Attitude and admission to enjoying his status as a gay icon prompted Mark Simpson to readdress his concept of the metrosexual the following month. In a piece for 
                salon.com
              , Simpson now underscored the metrosexual’s inherent longing to be desired—by women and men alike—with David Beckham serving as Exhibit A (Simpson, 2002). Beckham’s eager posing for glossy ads and photo spreads, Simpson wrote, gave “the impression that he’d do it for nothing (except the attention); he’s a sporting star who wants to be a model.” Simpson continued to cast metrosexuality as a product of corporate marketing, for which Beckham himself had earned millions in endorsement fees, but Simpson again conceded that it also reflected changes in men’s attitudes, for which elite athletes like Beckham served as catalysts. Whether by wearing pink nail polish or by “posing oiled up and naked on the cover of Esquire,” Simpson acknowledged that Beckham “has undoubtedly helped to change some … unsophisticated attitudes in this very male, tough, still largely working-class sport.” He further allowed that Beckham’s “relaxed, faggoty, submissive metrosexuality” at least represented a more “successful adaptation of masculinity to the future” (Simpson, 2002) than some of the alternatives coming out of Hollywood and rap music. In a further indication that Simpson’s article had captured a larger societal transformation afoot, both Merriam-Webster and the American Dialect Society named “metrosexual” as their “word of the year” in 2003.5
Citing analysis by sociologists Andrew Parker and Ellis Cashmore, an early 2003 article in the London daily Guardian pushed the argument of Beckham-as-catalyst even further by praising him as “a bold crusader who is making the world a better place by single-handedly transforming men’s attitudes toward sex, love, babies, nights out with the lads and even homosexuality” (Campbell, 2003). Whether or not his influence was quite that pervasive, Beckham’s penchant for self-display undoubtedly encouraged some of his fellow athletes to follow suit, while others had clearly needed no encouragement from him whatsoever. Long before Beckham modeled his first pair of Armani underwear in 2007, the German tennis player Tommy Haas made headlines at the 2002 U.S. Open for wearing a sleeveless muscle shirt to one of his matches. When officials prohibited it as “too revealing,” Haas complained—in terms that would have made the Men’s Dress Reform Party cheer—that he simply wanted the bring the flashier and more revealing styles worn by the female players over to the men’s game. “You see Serena and some of the ladies wearing tight stuff,” Haas said. “It’s interesting. It looks good. It brings something else to the game.” John McEnroe, captain of the US Davis Cup team, seemed ready to join Haas at the barricades, proclaiming, “Men’s tennis has got to get with the program. … this is what we need to be doing. Let the men wear outfits out there” (Roberts, 2002).
As Hans Gragün had known back in 1921, though, regardless of the outfit, the sportsman’s true pleasure came in taking it off. When Cristiano Ronaldo, the superstar Portuguese striker, scored the first goal against the Netherlands at the 2004 European Cup soccer tournament, he immediately ripped off his jersey to reveal an impressively defined six-pack, the vision of which he generously shared with everyone in the stadium by running around the sidelines. This gesture contributed to his being voted the country’s sexiest player by a Portuguese gay website and, in 2006, the sexiest player, period, by a Dutch one. By that point Ronaldo was landing the modeling contracts for which he has since become as well-known as for his skills on the field. In 2013, after four years of modeling other designers’ underwear, Ronaldo started to model his own line of skintight briefs, brand-named CR7. The Swedish player Freddie Ljungberg, meanwhile, likely achieved greater fame as an underwear model than as a soccer player, as respectable as his skills in the latter may have been. By the time the 2004 European Cup began, Ljungberg’s chiseled physique was already so familiar to fans from his many ads for Calvin Klein underwear that an article in the German daily Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung bestowed upon him the titles of both the tournament’s sexiest man and “the biggest pin-up boy in soccer” (Eichler, 2004). The article added that his fans back in England, where he played professionally, regularly sang “Can’t take my Eyes off you” when he entered the stadium. Happy to have as many eyes on him as possible, Ljungberg, too, readily posed for an Attitude cover.
Modeling contracts and glossy spreads had become nearly as central to elite sportsmen’s performances of masculinity at the dawn of the new millennium as athletic achievement had, and the trend had gone global. In 2006, the year that Simpson coined “sporno,” five players from the Italian national soccer team posed in the locker room showers in nothing but their Dolce & Gabbana underwear, an image so popular that a new quintet of national players reprised it in 2010. Some Asian players, too, displayed their well-groomed bodies with such zeal that they prompted immediate comparisons to Beckham himself, including Hidetoshi Nakata—dubbed “Japan’s answer to David Beckham”—who signed a contract with Calvin Klein underwear in 2010. The South Korean player Ahn Jung-hwan’s advertisements for male cosmetics, meanwhile, earned him the moniker “the David Beckham of South Korea” (Demick, 2003), while a clothing advertisement featuring the player Cho Jae-jin’s oiled torso framed by a Union Jack shirt evinced the “sexualized fashion status of the celebrity footballer David Beckham,” in the words of cultural anthropologist Rachael Miyung Joo (2012, p. 101). Joo, however, situates the sexualization of South Korean sportsmen not only as part of a global trend, but also as a response to specifically Korean anxieties about the high rate of out-marriage, which in turn aroused efforts to highlight the desirability of male Korean bodies to a female Korean viewership.
The exhibitionism in elite sports inspired in growing numbers of amateur athletes a desire to be looked at, too, and new technologies enabled them to fulfill it. Advances in internet platforms and the declining cost of self-publishing allowed an increasing swath of the sporting world to spread images of themselves and others far and wide. When a group of young men at a Bavarian university decided in 2003 to underwrite their expenses by producing their own nude calendar, for instance, it sparked a German-wide trend. By 2007, according to the newsmagazine Spiegel, nearly a dozen schools had produced one, with sports academies leading the way because, as Spiegel noted, “sports students’ active studies ensure hotter butts” (Rose & Leffers, 2007). Local sports associations joined the trend, too. Two local soccer teams in central Germany unveiled a 2006 nude calendar, “Soccer is beautiful,” just in time for the 2005 Advent shopping season (“Runde Bälle,” 2005). Originating as a drunken idea for a fundraiser, the coordinators had initially worried that none of their teammates would agree to pose. In the end, 18 volunteered, and although the final photos concealed their faces, these players’ willingness to appear at all suggested how rapidly the sensibilities of sports celebrities had trickled down to the grassroots level. In a further indication of the pervasiveness of those sensibilities, the German Sports and Olympics Museum unveiled its exhibition “Sport macht sexy” (Sports promote sexiness) in 2007, which featured two recreated peepshow booths displaying images of athletes, lest the erotic undertones be lost on visitors.
Like their elite counterparts, amateur sportsmen have also shown an eagerness to appeal to as many audiences as possible, including gay men. The nude calendar produced annually by the University of Warwick men’s rowing team since 2009, originally as a fundraiser just for the rowing program, has attracted deserved attention in this regard. Since 2014, proceeds from the sales have funded Sports Allies, a British charity founded by the rowers to combat homophobia and promote greater Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer (LGBTQ) inclusion in sports. The team has also licensed a film about the making of its calendar that bears the suggestive title “Brokeback Boathouse,” in yet another overt appeal to its gay fan base. British sportsmen have, in fact, been at the forefront of inclusiveness in this regard, in keeping with the earlier examples set by Beckham and Ljungberg. When Robbie Grabarz posed in Attitude magazine in 2012, the same year in which he won the Olympic bronze medal in the high jump, he commented that he would “quite like a gay following” (Kessel, 2012). English rugby player James Haskell appeared on Attitude’s cover the following year, explaining, “I’ve got a big gay following on Twitter” (Buzinski, 2013). A few openly gay athletes have also vied in recent years for the gaze of queer sports fans, such as the bronze-medal-winning diver Tom Daley. Daley’s multiple shirtless appearances in and on gay magazines have twice garnered him Attitude’s “sexiest man in the world” designation, only to be replaced in 2015 by another openly gay athlete, the former Australian rugby player Simon Dunn.
The question of how this exhibitionism and the appearance-consciousness underlying it have shifted notions of masculinity has generated debate for almost as long as the practices themselves have taken place. Much of the discussion in recent years has focused on the social impact of sportsmen whom the media has dubbed “metrosexual,” and it has extended well beyond just David Beckham. In 2007, the sports sociologists John Harris and Ben Clayton examined the impact of the Welsh rugby star Gavin Henson, famous for his spiky hair, shaved legs, and gym-sculpted torso. While noting the regularity with which the media has branded Henson a metrosexual and concluding that he “remains a highly visible representation of the transgression of hegemonic masculinity” (p. 161), Harris and Clayton resist seeing “metrosexuality” itself as the site of that transgression. Given that multiple masculinities have always coexisted, Harris and Clayton argue that behaviors associated with metrosexuality, including those exhibited by Henson, might as easily have supplemented and even reinforced other articulations of masculinity rather than challenged them. More fundamentally, the two see metrosexuality itself as “a media construction rather than a brand of masculinity” (p. 152) to begin with.
Although one could say the same of most brands of masculinity, Harris and Clayton valuably point to the ways in which the media often deploy the term “metrosexual” to marginalize and denigrate the traits that define it, rather than to uphold them. For this reason, too, sportsmen themselves have regularly disavowed the label. Neymar, the high-profile Brazilian soccer star and equally high-profile model for the underwear line Lupo, acknowledged in 2013 “that I like to go out and buy new clothes, nice perfumes and hair products. I also shave my legs.” Lest the M-word be on the tip of listeners’ tongues, though, he quickly added, “I do not see myself as a metrosexual, though. That was more something for Beckham, who was more stylish” (Drayton, 2013). In Germany, even the media seem reluctant to use the term, at least in reference to the country’s own heroes. Soccer standout Jérôme Boateng, for example, has graced magazine covers, launched his own line of designer eyewear, collected over 650 pairs of sneakers, dyed his hair, and been named GQ’s “best dressed man of 2015” (Deus, 2018). The T-Online news service in 2016 nevertheless clearly differentiated Boateng’s self-presentation from that of Beckham a decade earlier, when “such a look was still new and seen as metrosexual. Boateng, by contrast, behaves decidedly relaxed, never overstyled.” Although neither quotation addressed masculinity directly, both eschewed what they perceived as an excess of style, and both positioned David Beckham as the far edge of acceptable behavior, in relation to whom others validated their more “relaxed” self-presentations as resolutely within bounds.
The right self-presentation did, however, clearly benefit sportsmen’s bottom lines in the new millennium. Four sports economists determined in a 2011 study that better-looking NFL quarterbacks, as measured by the symmetry of their faces, earned about $378,000 more per year than their stats would otherwise have predicted (Berri, Simmons, Van Gilder, & O’Neill, 2011). Their study concluded that “more attractive quarterbacks may help generate greater luxury box revenues for their teams,” which essentially reiterated the conclusion that Jack Dempsey and other boxers had already drawn in the 1920s, once they had started paying attention to who was attending the fights and why. At around the same time, the sociologist Catherine Hakim introduced the concept of “erotic capital,” inspired by her observations of the financial success of David Beckham (Hakim, 2011). To the longstanding trio of assets that help us personally and professionally throughout our lives—economic, human, and social capital—Hakim saw a fourth one playing an increasingly important role: Erotic capital, which she defined as physical and social attractiveness, using as an example the millions that Beckham had earned from modeling Armani briefs.
Hakim’s findings underscore how capitalism has shaped sportsmen’s self-presentation over the decades and suggest that male athletes’ focus on appearance should be understood, at least in part, as self-investment, a conclusion implicit in many commentaries on sports exhibitionism, too. In his initial 1994 article on metrosexuality, Mark Simpson recognized capitalism’s role, but solely in terms of its efforts to create a demand for grooming products that had ostensibly not hitherto existed. When Simpson subsequently shifted his analysis to the sportsmen purveying the stylish and sexy images, though—to Beckham in the 2002 article on metrosexuality, and to him, Ljungberg, and Ronaldo in the 2006 article on “sporno”—he also highlighted how that style and sexiness have helped those men to advance their own careers and bottom lines. The German journalist Adriano Sack made this connection between appearance and advancement even more explicit in 2014, just as the term “spornosexuell” had begun to circulate in the German media. “The body is only perfected in the first place,” Sack wrote, “because you can make money off it” (Sack, 2014). Although Sack referred specifically to elite athletes and male models, his conclusion pointed to the implications of a perfected body for men everywhere.
Sack and Simpson also understood, though, that male appearance-consciousness and exhibitionism—whether in sports or society at large—stemmed from impulses and desires that went deeper than business-savvy or even greed. Although Simpson’s (1994) article argued that metrosexuality reflected little more than astute advertising, the men he interviewed saw instead a preexisting desire that could now find expression. “Men are just as vain as women,” one young man stated, “and it’s a good thing that we’re able to show it these days.” Simpson did acknowledge men’s desire to look good when he revisited metrosexuality in 2002, but he cast it this time as narcissism, rather than consumer gullibility. Sack, too, alluded to the pleasure that men derived from their appearance, noting that sportsmen fashioned their bodies as much for the attention of spectators as for that of advertisers. Writing that “the display of male beauty … [had become] suitable nowadays for the average guy,” Sack conceded a degree of positive change, but he also worried about the pressure that images of impossibly chiseled bodies exerted on men.
The physical ideal established by Beckham, Ronaldo, Ljungberg, and Nakata has indeed compelled even sportsmen in disciplines hitherto rarely associated with muscular physiques to pay more attention to their appearance, given the standards against which spectators increasingly measure them. A surprising 2018 entry in the growing category of nude calendars, the “Men of Curling,” offers a case in point. The project’s initiator, George Karrys, a silver-medalist on the 1998 Canadian men’s team, claimed to work out in order to improve his performance on the ice, but he then added, “I also wanted to not look terrible while I was doing it” (Cacciola, 2018). German journalist Lydia Brakebusch addressed this body pressure in 2014, when she wondered, “Is the fact that now men, too, have joined in the oversexualization of daily life a step forward or backward—a sign of emancipation or capitulation?” Brakebusch did not venture an answer to the question about emancipation, but she did see the mounting pressure on men as, at least, a blow for equality: “As long as it’s seen as normal when a woman defines herself by appearances … men can go a few steps toward meeting us halfway” (Brakebusch, 2014). Neimark had drawn much the same conclusion two decades earlier when she depicted the “beefcaking” of men as an inevitable consequence of the visual age whose forces women had long felt, observing, “Men are no longer exempt.”
If Brakebusch and Neimark conveyed ambivalence about the sports-and-fitness-fueled objectification of men, others expressed far less doubt about the progress that it represented. When Spain’s socialist government complained in 2006 about “the glaring sexism” of having a jury of female tennis players choose the hottest ball boys for an upcoming WTA tournament, its organizers shot back in defense of the event, calling it “equal rights of the sexes” (Spiegel, 2006, p. 208), especially in light of the fact that an earlier men’s tournament had hired models for ball girls. In 2008, Munich’s Abendzeitung gathered an all-female jury to select “the eleven hottest players” competing in that summer’s European Cup. After applauding the fact that “in the age of metrosexuals and male spas, the players and trainers no longer look like unshaven bus drivers,” the newspaper justified its undertaking in the first place by quoting one of its eminent judges, the prominent Bavarian politician Christine Haderthauer, who said, “Men like to check out a pretty woman from time to time. We women are simply claiming the same right for ourselves” (“Die Sexbomber,” 2008). Actress Jane Lynch made the same point prior to the US Open in 2015, when she officiated a game of strip tennis between Rafael Nadal, a top-ranked player who had recently signed with Tommy Hilfiger underwear, and several professional models. “We’re doing reverse sexism here. This is great. Especially the part about Rafa in his underwear,” said the openly gay Lynch, who then added with a wink and a nod, “Because that could turn a girl straight, if you know what I mean” (Schneier, 2015).
Several of the calendar projects framed their photographs of nude sportsmen in similar terms of promoting gender equality, independent of the initiatives their revenues funded. Dieux du Stade, which had done so much to popularize athlete calendars after starting in 2002, ambitiously promised in its mission statement that it would spark “a revolution” in attitudes by shifting men from the position of admirers to that of admired. The Warwick Rowers similarly understood their presentation of men’s bodies as a message of equality. The Fourth Point of their “Five Point Charter” declared that the calendar “uses nudity as a relevant and effective means to deliver messages about gender and sexual equality” (Warwick Rowers). Both calendars’ statements have surely caused some to roll their eyes at such lofty justifications for products that simply wanted to make money by showing hot dudes naked and others to wring their hands over yet another instance of the ostensible debasement of sports. As Allen Guttmann reminded sports enthusiasts well before the rise of the spornosexual, though, sports and exhibitionism have gone together since the beginning. “What else, if not vanity, if not a harmless form of narcissism and exhibitionism,” he has written, “can explain the efforts we make … to demonstrate our physical skills … and—let us admit it—to be as sexually attractive as possible for as long as possible? Why should anyone fulminate against what, in moderation, is an innocent pleasure?” (Guttmann, 1996, p. 156). If, by so freely situating themselves as objects to be looked at, sportsmen have also thereby fostered a greater tolerance of queer desire, reduced the gender disparity in sexualized media images, and—in their attentiveness to appearance—expanded the range of acceptably masculine behavior, so much the better.
The fact that societies have looked at their sportsmen with a mixture of admiration and desire since long before David Beckham or even Hans Breitensträter arrived on the scene shows that history cannot offer the reassurance of continuous progress. If the openly erotic appreciation of male athletes in the Weimar Republic differed little from that of our own time—with similar appeals to a gay spectatorship, reversal of the gendered gaze, and regard for self-presentation—the relative constrictiveness of the intervening years reminds us that such cultural sensibilities remain always unstable. At the same time, an historical comparison of the interwar years to the 1970s to our current era brings to light the factors that have emboldened the type of exuberant self-display that in turn has contributed to an environment conducive to further change. All three periods shared, above all, an atmosphere of relative sexual openness in which the hitherto circumscribed or suppressed desires of women and gay men found expression, an openness that coincided with a societal reassessment of gender roles more generally. The introduction of technologies abetted sports exhibitionism, too, by spurring new business opportunities or simply enabling greater self-expression, as we have seen with film and mass-produced photographs in the 1920s, slow-motion video in the 1970s, and the internet and self-publishing in the late 1990s.
Finally, if nothing else, this article’s examination of the historical precedents for our contemporary spornosexual culture, confirm, just as Guttmann has insisted, that we humans—from photographers and advertisers, to fans, to the sportsmen themselves—have always appreciated the athlete’s body in all of its bare, sinewy, taut, sweating, and unabashedly erotic grandeur.
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Footnotes
1Although “beefcaking,” as a gerund, was new, the Oxford English Dictionary notes the first appearance of “beefcake” in 1949. The gossip columnist Sidney Skolsky had reportedly coined the word in a 1944 article in Photoplay magazine.

 

2Der Querschnitt, for instance, which was a German cultural journal that began publication in 1921, featured sensuous photographs of many leading boxers, including several portraits that Riess had done of Erich Brandl. For one example, see Der Querschnitt 5, no. 9 (1925): 816.

 

3The Oxford English Dictionary, for example, lists the first use of “sex symbol” in reference to a man as appearing in 1976, two years after People magazine’s September 16, 1974, cover headline applied the term to Namath.

 

4Quoted in Nina Mandell, “Rob Lowe: People hate Christian Laettner because he’s a ‘massively talented pretty boy,’” March 11, 2015, USA Today, https://​ftw.​usatoday.​com/​2015/​03/​rob-lowe-christian-laettner. The ESPN documentary “I hate Christian Laettner” identified several other contributing factors, including the white privilege and elitism that Duke University had come to symbolize.

 

5The word spread rapidly to the non-English-speaking world, too, with a Germanized version, “metrosexuell,” debuting in the authoritative Duden dictionary in 2004, defined as “associated with interests generally viewed as feminine, but cultivated by an explicitly heterosexual man.”
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The Role of Modern Sports Clubs
Modern sports clubs reflect a changing zeitgeist where men, women, and children are now playing and learning sport (Anderson, 2011). They are a site for how behaviors, masculinities, and relationships are evolving in the wider community. A modern sports club, guided by the development of national policies on inclusion, welfare, and equality, reflects where behavior, gender, and personal relationships are likely to develop in the wider community. The modern amateur sports club is, I believe, at the cutting edge of this change, with priorities driven by participation by all sexes and ages, equality, opportunity, and development of youngsters in a nonabusive environment. These are not just related to individual or group changes in masculinities but also lead to further, structural cultural changes. At the Trojans sports club in Hampshire, England, a large community-run multi-sports club that I lead, what would have been unthinkable to my great grandfather, has developed in recent years: we now have a woman chairing the rugby section. This reflects, as this chapter discusses, a change in the wider community, where demasculinization is slowly happening to individuals and organizations (Hakim, 2000)—especially in sport (Anderson & Magrath, 2019).
This reflects Messner’s (1988) theory which built a historically grounded understanding of sport, culture, and ideology. He argued that organized sports had come to serve as a primary institutional means for bolstering a challenged and faltering ideology of male superiority in the twentieth century (see also Filene, 1975). He argued that increasing female athleticism represented a genuine quest by women for equality, control of their own bodies, and self-definition, and as such represented a challenge to the ideological basis of male domination. Since this was written 30 years ago, there has been a wealth of additional research and an advanced understanding on the role increased masculinization in sport has had on the wider environment, and evidence that we are now seeing a demasculinization of sportsmen and the wider community as attitudes change and cultural homo-hysteria reduces (Anderson, 2009a, 2009b, 2010, 2011, 2014; Magrath, 2017; McCormack, 2011, 2014).
Connell (1995) has previously described masculinity as those practices in which men, and on occasion women, engage male social gender roles, with the impact being expressed through personality, body, and culture. Further, she also argued that masculinity is a fluid construct that is organized within and changes social relations. Thus, masculinity is seen not just as the object of knowledge but also the relation and interplay between the individual’s agency and the social institutions structure. More recently, Anderson (2009a) has argued that this has developed in contemporary society. He theorizes that inclusive masculinities, particularly endemic (although not restricted to) among millennials, act as a fundamental challenge to existing systems of power and inequality. This has been backed by a significant body of research, much of it evidenced in other chapters of this Handbook. However, there is still uncertainty over the specific consequences of these changes. Indeed, this research has evidenced a softening of masculinities, but the impact of this within organizational structures, and the overall role of male dominance, has yet to be defined. The gatekeepers and stakeholders of sport reflect the masculinity of a different generation, and so maintain sport’s overall masculine hegemony (Bryson, 1987), which developed long ago—as this chapter examines.
The Industrial Revolution, Patronage, and the Codification of Sport
The second half of the nineteenth century saw significant cultural change across the West; this included amendments to legislation, codification of sports, and establishment of sporting governing bodies. The (second) industrial revolution was at its peak, with transient populations seeing structural and cultural change. The first role of sport in this context was the development of men fit for the industrial world (Cancian, 1986). Three qualities were required of workers: they needed to be brave for the hazardous factory floors; docility and the ability to quickly accept orders; and efficiency and speed at performing difficult physical tasks (Eitzen, 2001). The second role was linked to the social concern with the feminization of young men (Anderson, 2005). With mothers being the primary caregivers to boys, public awareness of gay identity rose, and was perceived to be a malfunction in the gendering of children (White & Vagi, 1990)—in particular, the apparent feminization of boys. Boys were structurally and increasingly emotionally segregated from their distant and absent fathers (Anderson, 2009a, p. 28). My family and our sports clubs reflect this change and this journey.
The factory acts of the 1850s saw, for the first time, limits on the amount of work required. Factories, by law, had to close at 2 pm on Saturdays and this gave the opportunity for the proliferation of physical activity across the second half of the century (Hopkins, 2002). Those of wealthy classes codified, and structured sports, with most major sports governing bodies being set up during this period, with the Football Association (FA) founded in 1863, the Rugby Football Union (RFU) in 1871, and the Hockey Association (now England Hockey) in 1886 (Wheeler, 1978; Holt, 1990; Wick, 2008). In accord with this, Algernon Charles Fredrick Sartoris married the only daughter of US President Grant in a lavish ceremony at the White House in 1874. Algernon was the first president of the Trojans club, and his patronage typified the early years of sport, at a club which was formed that same year in Southampton, England. In 1878, my great grandfather, Herbert Benjamin Winfield, was born in Nottingham, son of a relatively affluent laundry owner, and not far from the influence of Rugby School, where under the leadership of Thomas Arnold, the stereotype for English public schools and public schoolboys was built (Neddam, 2004; McCrum, 1989)
The early years of rugby and Trojans were very different to what would be recognized today, as best illustrated by this excerpt from the Hampshire Advertiser (1885, 3 January):
                  Trojans v Southsea:
                

                  Played at Southsea on Saturday. The home team was strongly represented, but Trojans though strong behind were very weak forward. Just before time the game was carried into the Trojan quarters, and the ball being passed across to Carruthers (Southsea) he dropped a goal. Thrown forward was claimed, and as the umpires disagreed and there was no referee, the game was abandoned in an undecided state.
                

From such a shaky start, over the next 25 years’ the rules of rugby developed, interest grew, and it spread across the world. However, it had yet to really begin influencing the world outside sport.
The First ‘Golden Era’ of Welsh Rugby: 1900–1914
Across much of the Western world, the prewar years saw the rapid development of sport, with ritual, traditions, and rivalries developing which continue to exist to this day. At a time when the Trojans sports club was already entering its fourth decade, the first ever All Blacks tour, and their iconic defeat by the Welsh, defined national masculinity for two nations, and exemplified a period when sportsmen, including my family, were universal role models. This was also a time of significant social and sporting change. Professional football leagues had recently developed around the industrial bases of Northern England, and significant crowds were being drawn to matches where cities competed in organized leagues with standardized rules (Russell, 1997). Rugby, however, was still amateur, although, again, in the northern cities, a variant, rugby league was being developed as a professional game, with more attractive rules to draw in bigger crowds (Collins, 2006, 2009).
Wales, and Cardiff in particular, were growing. The first ever million-pound cheque was signed in the Cardiff coal exchange in 1904, the same year Scott left for the Antarctic on the Discovery, and Cardiff was established as a city in 1905 (Evans, 1982, 1984). My great-great grandfather had relocated to Cardiff from England to set up a laundry in the city, and his son, my great grandfather, Herbert Benjamin Williams, as the affluent son of a local business man, became full back at Cardiff Rugby Club. From 1903, having chosen Wales over England, he became the country’s full back. Alongside him in the Cardiff and Wales back line were his brother-in-law, and, by this time, his partner in the laundry business, Erith Gwyn Nicolls.
David Parry-Jones sets out the volatile nature of life and sport in those early years in Wales. Rules were being codified, rituals developed, and global superstars of sport were being identified and marketed, one of whom was my great uncle, the ‘Prince of Three-Quarters’ Gwyn Nicolls (Parry-Jones, 1999). Their influence in this process spread, as did sport across the world.
The Birth of the All Blacks
In a growing sport-obsessed culture, victories and losses can influence more than just fans; it can have repercussions for others, too. Exemplifying both the development of nationalism and sport-centered culture, the New Zealand rugby football team traveled to the UK for the first time in 1905. By the time they had finished what is now a five-month tour of mythical status, rugby was established in the national consciousness of the UK and New Zealand (Nauright, 1991; Tobin, 2005). The team landed in Plymouth having spent five weeks at sea, honing their tactics and fitness. Six thousand fans watched the colonials play a strong Devon County team in Newton Abbott, with the colonials triumphing 55-4. The New Zealand Rugby Football team then proceeded around England, Scotland, and Ireland comfortably beating everyone, with crowds and the margins of victory getting bigger.
At their third international match, having beaten Scotland and Ireland (as well as participating in midweek games), they played at Crystal Palace in front of the future king, and approximately 100,000 people. They were victorious, beating England 15-0. By this time, we began to see the media’s first significant influence on sport; indeed, the press was reporting on the overseas team at each fixture—who played with a different style to that ever seen before. The unlikely legend goes that one of the newspapers reported that they played as if they were ‘all backs,’ but due to a typo it came out as All Blacks. However, it developed, and, over the years, the name has stuck.
There were three more matches, against Cheshire, Cheltenham, and Yorkshire, before they played Wales. The combined score was 92-0 to the All Blacks. Ahead of the Wales match, the All Blacks were unbeaten in 28 matches, had scored 801 points, and conceded only 22. My great grandfather was, by now, the regular full back for Wales, and my great uncle, his business partner, was outside center and also captain. On 16 December 1905, with approximately 50,000 spectators filling Cardiff Arms Park, the All Blacks performed their now regular Haka, and in response, one of the Wales players, Teddy Morgan, led the crowd in singing the national anthem, Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau (‘Land of my Fathers’). Interestingly, this was the first time that any national anthem had been sung before any sporting fixture (see Johnes, 2000). The development of such rituals was a key part of the increasing masculinization of sport. Indeed, as Burstyn articulates, “in the rituals of sport a sense of strength and position…is constantly reinforced” (Burstyn, 1999, p. 82). It also reflects and reinforces the multiple systems of domination that rationalized and strengthened the ideological hegemony of white Western male elites. Over 110 years later, the national anthem remains a key ritual for any sporting fixture, whether rugby, football, or indeed numerous other sports, too.
In the first half of this match, Teddy Morgan completed a planned move, and crossed for a Welsh try. Up to this point my great grandfather was by all accounts having a great game. We still have the family scrapbook and fading press cuttings evidencing the media recognition of his performance. However, he failed in a tricky conversion and the score was 3-0 at half-time. After the break, New Zealand came back into the match, and in the key move of the game, and possibly rugby, a swift pass around the last line of Welsh defense (my great grandfather) and Deans was in to score, avoiding a last-ditch tackle by Teddy Morgan to make it 3-3. At this point, the Scottish referee John Dallas, wearing a suit and hob nailed boots, caught up with play, and disallowed the try as the ball was no longer over the line. Wales went on to win 3-0. This was the only game the All Blacks lost on the tour.
But, despite the defeat, the tour was a significant moment. New sporting rituals, such as captains and players swapping shirts, were cemented as a tradition during the tour. Evidencing this, Gwyn Nicolls received the All Blacks captain’s shirt from Dave Gallagher, adding it to a growing collection kept at our family laundry.
Establishing Rituals and Masculinities
The match outlined in the previous section is legendary in New Zealand; almost the entire All Black history and dominance can be traced back to this one defeat, and this disallowed try. In one game, the masculine culture and rituals for two different countries, one sport, and my family was set for the next century (Jackson & Hokowhitu, 2002; Ryan, 2000).
Recognizing the sanctity of sport’s traditions, in 2005, I emailed the All Blacks and invited them to meet my 95-year-old grandmother, Bert Winfield’s youngster daughter, ahead of their 100th anniversary match against Wales. She was probably the last surviving direct link to the game. They accepted the invitation. For 90 minutes with national channels NZ1 NZ2 and Radio NZ, all reporting back live to New Zealand, All Black captain Anton Oliver, whose father had also been an All Black captain, and three other regular players Piru Weepu, Leon McDonald and Iosa Toeveo, sat in my grandmother’s front room on her floral sofa and asked about the try which had been disallowed a century before; one which was, of course, directly responsible for their profession.1
The development and subsequent growth of sport a century ago was big business. But rugby remained amateur in Wales, and players were unpaid (Collins, 2006). For winning the All Black match in 1905, each player was given a commemorative gold broach. When my grandmother met the All Blacks, despite slowly losing her memory, my grandmother proudly wore her gold broach, which has since passed to me. In 1912, five years after my great grandfather’s final match for Wales, Trojans had been in existence for over 35 years. In the US, the University of Southern California was looking for a name for their sports teams. LA Times sportswriter Owen R. Bird named USC’s teams in one of his articles, and it stuck.Owing to the terrific handicaps, under which the athletes, coaches and managers of the university were laboring at this time … appreciating their splendid fighting spirit and ability of the teams to go down under overwhelming odds of bigger and better equipped teams … it seemed to me that the name ‘Trojans’ fitted their case (Plashke, 2012).

In The Rites of Men, Varda Burtsyn (1999, p. 74) argues that “the athletisation, industrialisation and militarization of everyday life were parallel interconnected developments that unfolded within the cultural life of the second half of the nineteenth century.” She suggests that sport was successful in replacing the absent father because it trained males in the values and conventions of the factory, and prepared men for exercising violence in the service of nation and empire.
This golden age of rugby in Wales, and the ‘masculine’ Trojans name, fitted the bill perfectly for these interconnected developments. It also set the scene for what was about to come; when these sportsmen would be able to prove their masculinity—for real—through participation in the most masculine endeavor—team sports.
The Influence of War
Sport played a significant role in recruiting officers in the First World War. Many famous names, prepared by their schooling, clubs, and country were ready to heed the call to arms and rally others to the same. There is clear evidence of the role that sport played in preparing and promoting their role. My family was no exception. My great grandfather, along with many other famous sporting names from Cardiff, signed up and went to war. He arrived in France in 1916, as second lieutenant, with the 16th Cardiff City Battalion of the Welch regiment. His remaining letters from the front line are an insight to a sportsman at the front—“the hun are about a short iron away.” With the 100th anniversary of the Somme, there has been an upsurge in interest in the number of rugby players who fought and died in the First World War. In March 1914, Scotland’s rugby team lost to England 16-15; 11 of the 30 players in that one match did not survive the war. Posters surviving with the Imperial War Museum suggest that every single English player who represented their country in 1914 signed up to the war, and implored you to do the same (McCrery, 2014, 2015).
In June, having served and fought on the front line in France at the Somme, my great grandfather was injured, sent home, and survived. Two weeks after his last letter home, the Welch Regiment and his Cardiff and Welsh teammates went over the top at Mametz Wood, and many were killed. The All Black Captain from 1905, Dave Gallagher, was killed at Passchendale in 1917. His grave is now a regular part of the All Black tour itinerary. The story repeated itself at Trojans, where 22 members lost their lives in the conflict.
In 1919, at the beginning of a postwar period that led to the Great Depression and, later, the Second World War, my great grandfather, having recovered from injury, was driving by motorbike to Royal Porthcawl for a round of golf, when without a helmet, and having beaten the Germans and the All Blacks, he drove into a cow was killed.
Interwar Years and ‘Hard Essentialism’: 1918–1945
Sport after the First World War developed and grew into a national obsession. Big cities had big clubs, and international matches developed into major news stories. The Olympic Games were underway and growing, and cigarette cards featured footballers, rugby players, and cricketers as a variation from the usual staples of actors and actresses. But by now women were becoming increasingly involved, and my Grandmother was one of them. Her experience as a young, affluent sportswoman reflects the beginnings of a rapid rise in the involvement of women in sport (Hargreaves, 1994), but which initially at least was limited and separate from men.
Messner (1988) argued that the rise of feminism in the early twentieth century gives rise to a ‘hard essentialism’—the shared belief that women and men are naturally and categorically different, and should thus be sorted into different and unequal spheres that reflect their natures. Although women had some access to sport, this was typically not a serious level (but for some notable exceptions). Exemplifying this, the history of the Trojans club (unpublished 1953), reports that regular games of mixed hockey had been played in the 1890s; however, “the games were dissolved after certain lady members received injuries which tended to disfigure them.” Women had been excluded from the first modern Olympic Games, but did participated in the 1900 Games albeit in a subordinate position, with women’s athletics not beginning until 1928 (Bell, 2007; Willis, 1994).
My grandmother was nine when her father died in the motorbike accident, which left her to be brought up with the main male influence in her life as her Uncle, the Welsh captain, and international sports star, Gwyn Nicolls. I have his post-match dinner program from the second-time Wales beat New Zealand in 1935, signed by the players from the post-match meal, brought back for his niece. If women had been invited, she (my grandmother) would have attended, as she was 26 at this point. However, with her affluent background, and uncle’s sporting celebrity, she was turning into a textbook Freudian case of sport replacing an absent father (Burstyn, 1999). She was once asked what she did before the war:You can’t just have played hockey and golf?
No, I also played quite a bit of tennis.

In 1936, she toured prewar Nazi Germany with the Welsh hockey team ahead of the Berlin Olympics, as there was no women’s competition. In Germany, a pre-match ritual at the time was the Nazi salute, which she told me the team was asked to do, but didn’t. Later in the year, she traveled on the second voyage of the Queen Mary to the US, to play in the third hockey conference for women, against six other countries, including Australia, South Africa, and the US. Eventually arriving in Philadelphia, she had a great time, attending parties and playing hockey at the university. Results did not go their way, however; although they achieved a draw with South Africa, they lost all their other matches. They thus enjoyed attending parties. We still have her mementoes of the tour. They are a throwback to another age; photos of white, affluent, public school girls, but, for the first time, women were playing and competing in sport.
Later, my great uncle Gwyn died as the Second World War started in 1939, and such was his enduring celebrity that there was a public appeal and a set of memorial gates were bought, with the money raised by subscription. These remain as an entrance to the Millennium stadium in Cardiff, home of Welsh rugby. Before he died however, he gave the shirt of the New Zealand captain from the 1905 match to a delivery boy who worked at the laundry. No one knows where the rest of our family’s international rugby shirt collection went, although my father remembers seeing them. In October 2015, the delivery boy’s descendants sold the rugby shirt in Cardiff for a world-record £180,000 at auction.
Postwar: Normalization and Expansion of Masculinity
After the Second World War, sport developed further and expanded across the whole community, providing opportunities for socializing, employment, and entertainment. However, around this time, sport also served as a means of reproducing the culture and community of postwar Britain, with the prevalence of a strong male hegemony (Polley, 2002; see also Connell, 1995).
During this time, my grandmother married a good club cricketer, becoming Enid Williams. They met through Cardiff Athletic Club, where cricket, rugby, and hockey clubs shared the Arms Park, and my father was born in Cardiff in 1941. He is small, slight, and bow legged, thus putting paid to any family aspirations as a rugby player. However, the family were still well connected, and he watched the now-traditional Welsh win over the All Blacks in 1953 as a 12-year-old from inside the score box of the Arms Park—now one of a vanishingly small number of people alive to have seen Wales beat the All Blacks. That same year, 1953, in Southampton, the Trojans sports club celebrated 75 years. They bought a 25-acre plot of land originally designed by ‘Capability’ Brown on the outskirts of Southampton from the dissolution of the massive Willis-Fleming estate. This enabled the club to have a permanent home, and, more importantly, to expand. Talks had been ongoing with the Southampton Hockey Club, formed in the 1890s, and a merger was agreed, to enlarge Trojans to one where members could enjoy cricket, rugby, squash, and hockey.
Like his father and grandfather, my father was keen on sport and played hockey and cricket as much as possible. After attending grammar school, and then university in Cardiff, he moved to London in the 1960s. Here, he played cricket three or four times a week during the summer, and hockey during the winter. He met my mother, when they both worked for the Royal and Sun Alliance, and I was born in 1973. Sport at that time was closely linked to work, to encourage a positive workforce, and reinforce the company culture (Smart, 2007). The same year I was born, 1973, the South Hockey League was formed. In its first year, the league had eight of the 30 clubs either as military or company based. Today, there is only one. Because of the alignment of a positive workforce, many big companies had competitive sports clubs—including the Royal and Sun Alliance, where my parents worked. I can remember games when my father represented them, and my brother and I spent most weekends following him. Ordinarily, for us, this would involve playing cricket or hitting a hockey ball around in the grass, and beginning to understand the rituals and codifications of sport.
At this level, sport reflected a different picture from the professional game. It was not about winning. The same clubs or companies played each other in block fixtures year after year. Relationships were built, networks made, but there were no leagues. Even at the top club level in rugby, well into the 1980s, there were no league systems until 1987, with the establishment of the Courage League. Prior to this there had only been friendlies. The South Hockey League started in 1973, and County Cricket has only recently moved to a two-league system. Until recently, the vast majority of some sports played in UK had this structure, but women and children were largely excluded.
In 1976, my parents left London and moved to work at the Southampton branch of the Royal and Sun Alliance, and we joined Trojans. When I turned up as a three-year-old, a new state-of-the-art clubhouse had just been built. The bar and social areas were raised above the main pitches; the communal men’s changing rooms were located at the back of the clubhouse. There were six or seven Trojans men’s rugby teams playing each weekend. I even remember walking through the bar, when Southampton Football Club used to train there, and mixing with international football stars, and male role models, such as Kevin Keegan and Mick Channon. It was busy on Saturdays, with lots of smoking, beer, and men’s teams all finishing their respective matches at 5 pm, and mixing in the bar afterward. The masculine foundations of the club had been set a century earlier: there were rituals to follow, family connections to honor, and very lax drink-driving laws.
I was one of the first to join the Trojans junior hockey section, coached by men from the first team. Training on the new gravel pitch, I learned about the different techniques for playing on the various surfaces, but also the essentials of playing as a team from an early age; turning up on time, doing what the coach said, keeping my position, and playing through pain (Anderson, 2010). After five years at Trojans my parents moved back to my Father’s home city of Cardiff, still working for the Royal and Sun Alliance. At various points at different age groups at the state schools I attended in Cardiff, I was captain of the school football, hockey, baseball, and cricket teams. I was even in the school Welsh country dancing team. None brought great glory, especially the dancing, but I played various levels of representative hockey for Glamorgan, South Wales, and was eventually selected for the Wales under-18 hockey team, in 1991.
While at university in Southampton, I played hockey for the university first XI, met my future wife, and while she stayed at university to do a PhD, I moved away (still playing hockey weekly). I eventually returned and settled in Southampton in 1998, rejoining Trojans which, perhaps unsurprisingly given sport’s great traditions, had barely changed—but, soon, would be forced to.
Evolution of a Modern Sports Club: The Rediscovery of Amateur Sport
Times have changed in recent years. The traditional patronage and structures of sports clubs are no longer relevant; while previous years had seen strong links to business or military structures, clubs are now increasingly having to cope independently. Interestingly, however, sport has become officially recognized as a positive and central component of various governmental policies. Sports such as football have commanded hard-nosed capitalist organizations like Sky replace the terrestrial BBC and ITV (Anderson & Magrath, 2019). There has also been an increase in newer modern media formats, too (Smart, 2007). This rapid change in political and cultural influence has caused a significant shift in how modern sports clubs operate, and Trojans was, and is, no exception.
In 1998 when I rejoined Trojans, it was still a Members’ sports club on the same site outside Southampton (as it had been since 1953), but it was in trouble. The new drink-driving laws were proving a problem for the bar profits, historically a reliable source of income. The original patronage of local landowners and peers had gone; people were increasingly transitory, and the introduction of leagues had come at the wrong time for the hockey and rugby sections, which were in decline, and the facilities run-down.
In 2002, however, the Government introduced a new constitution for sports clubs called a Community Amateur Sports Club (CASC), and the club signed up. This had financial advantages; the use of gift aid, tax breaks, and the ability to apply for more funding. However, it limited the club to amateur status, and enshrined in the constitution that the club whilst a Members’ club, it was now open to the whole community (Nichols, Padmore, Taylor, & Barrett, 2012). In 1874, rule 5 of the original Trojans constitution included the opportunity to reject Members if one in eight balls returned was black, and not much had changed since. Now for the first time there were no restrictions, real or perceived, on who could join.
Trojans’
                
               choice was reflected in the increasing number of sports clubs which signed up to, and have since continued to sign up, to become CASCs across England. They have increased in numbers as follows, and the increasing numbers of clubs open to everyone reflect the result of this government policy (Hansard, 2016).	5630—5 April 2010

	5976—5 April 2011

	6165—5 April 2012

	6334—5 April 2013

	6571—5 April 2014

	6715—5 April 2015



In 2016, the government significantly altered the eligibility criteria for CASCs to make it harder for big multi-sports clubs such as Trojans to be CASCs, and, in April 2016, 500 clubs de-registered, including Trojans, and a good description of the likely impact can be found in a parliamentary question posed by Warrington sports club, founded in 1852 (Hansard, 2016).
The Growth of Women and Junior Sport
The government is now deliberately targeting the growth of sport and participation in sport from all sectors of the community as policy in attempt to improve health and community wellbeing. There are significant funds available for the right development, and targeted campaigns such as ‘This Girl Can’ show the impact that these policies are having (Allender, Cowburn, & Foster, 2006; Houlihan, 2002; Houlihan & Green, 2009; Rowe, Adams, Beasley, & England, 2004). As a large sports club, Trojans
                  
                 during this period has responded to these policies and has seen a significant growth in participation and ability in areas which previously were not its traditional market, and which is causing issues with capacity.
I was one of the first juniors to train at the club in the late 1970s. The club now has about 900 juniors across all four sports sections from age four to 18. Thirty years or so ago, there have been either two or three women’s hockey teams at any given time: now, there are six and also two women’s rugby teams. The recent growth has been quick, and deliberate, as part of the Sport England national policy. The growth in women’s and children’s sport at Trojans has also almost exactly matched the introduction of a smoking ban, which overnight made a masculine environment, reflecting an era of gentlemen’s clubs, significantly less masculine in the summer of 2007 (Joossens & Raw, 2007)—just three weeks after my daughter was born.
Six years later, our AstroTurf was re-laid thanks to a Sport England grant of £180,000. This was based on an application which included aspirations of growth in participation, Sport England’s top priority (Sport England 2016). This also linked to the ‘This Girl Can’ campaign the club ran (and still runs), based around a ‘back to hockey’ scheme for women and girls who have previously given up the sport. Since Trojans joined this campaign, the club has had one extra women’s team entered in the league system each year.
My daughter and son now play in the club’s junior sections for both cricket and hockey. Our under-10 and under-8 hockey teams are mixed sex, mixed ability, coaches rotate, and no scores are kept. In 2016, for the first time, the club started a girls under-11 cricket team, and had no trouble finding 20 regular players, as many of them also played hockey at the club, including my daughter. Breaking with tradition, and for the first time in Trojans history, the kit was not blue and red. Instead, the players chose which color they wanted—moving away from 130 years of Trojans ritual and masculine hegemony—and chose luminous yellow.
Reflecting on my experiences of Trojans, I can confidently say that the equipment, facilities, coaching, and kit are so much better now than when I was younger. In line with Anderson’s (2013) research, there is less emphasis on winning, and more emphasis on participation and fun. This has, in turn, created its own problems; the club has simply run out of space. This has not been helped by the GB Women’s hockey team winning gold at the 2016 Rio Olympic Games, especially since two of the team (Alex Danson and Sophie Bray) had been juniors at Trojans. Since this, the club has seen a significant growth in people wanting to play. We are the only club in Hampshire to own its own AstroTurf. On an average Friday evening we have well over 100 under-10s hockey training for one hour. This popularity can also be seen with other sports; on any winter Sunday morning, we have over 300 junior rugby players—and not enough space, changing facilities, or car parking. This is a common issue faced by numerous sports clubs across numerous countries (Wicker & Breuer, 2011).
Modern Sports Club Issues
Since rejoining Trojans, I have become increasingly involved in running the hockey section of the club, captaining various hockey teams, and even chairing the hockey section. From 2008, I have led the whole club as chairman. What I have noticed during this role were the significant problems caused by the club’s traditionally masculine clubhouse, particularly given the recent increase in women and children in the club’s expansion. Indeed, the increased modernity of a traditional sports club like Trojans has faced numerous structural issues with the process of demasculinization (Anderson & Magrath, 2019; Anderson & McGuire 2010).
Evidencing this, the once state-of-the-art clubhouse built in the early 1970s is totally inappropriate for the significant increase in women and children. Moreover, there is no access for disabled people, pushchairs, or prams. There are multiple entrances and exits, making it difficult to keep track of children. There is a busy but unlit car park between the clubhouse and playing areas. The women’s changing rooms, accessible only via a dark outside path, are a secondary add-on to the men’s changing rooms. Because space is so limited, these are frequently (accidentally) encroached into by male players. The general vibe of the club—team photos, ties, standing-room only—remains one constructed by a traditional notion of masculinity.
I also became aware of the hypermasculine attitudes and environment in the club that I was aiming to improve. It has been difficult to attract women and children to the club, particularly if drunken hypermasculine sportsmen are throwing beer glasses at one another. Indeed, during my tenure as chairman, assaults, mass brawls, and alleged and actual sexual misdemeanors were issues which I had to address frequently. In talking to other club chairmen, I have since realized that these are not issues restricted to Trojans (see Mosher & Tomkins, 1988).
I also realized that this was caused by the interrelationship between the clubhouse and the hypermasculinity. Accordingly, a redevelopment and modernization of the club were required in order for it to reflect the broader social processes of demasculinization. I also became aware of a growing body of work on the impact of (hyper)masculinity in sport—as evidenced throughout this chapter—and how these reflected my own personal experiences. To address the issues outlined here, I have recently begun researching the impact of masculinity of the organizational and physical infrastructure of the club—to understand how this process can be effectively transitioned and managed.
Conclusion
If we examine the role of the industrial revolution a century ago, little has fundamentally changed when it comes to sport. Although the cultural significance of sport has changed dramatically in recent years (Anderson, 2010), participation in sport continues to foster a sense of winning and losing as a team. And although, statistically, participation in sport is declining in the West (Hyman, 2009), Trojans have, in fact, seen an increase in membership. Today, facilities are better, coaching is better and more democratic, the sports are better, and, as importantly, the changing sporting environment has resulted in a significant increase in female participation—challenging the male hegemony dominant for so long (Bryson, 1987). Further documenting this changing environment, the chair of the whole rugby section is now a woman, something unthinkable at the club even a decade ago.
Interestingly, what I have witnessed at Trojans is something I have seen mirrored at numerous other sports clubs across the country, too. This, I believe, has the potential to lead a measurable shift in overall behavior; one which moves away from the previous masculine dominance.
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Footnotes
1Readers can search online for Enid Williams and Anton Oliver and see the pictures.

 


© The Author(s) 2020
R. Magrath et al. (eds.)The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19799-5_5

5. Sexual Abuse and Masculine Cultures: Reflections on the British Football Scandal of 2016

Kevin Dixon1  
(1)Teeside University, Middlesbrough, UK

 

 
Kevin Dixon
Email: Kevin.Dixon@tees.ac.uk



The Week That Rocked Football
In November 2016, former Bury and Sheffield United professional football player, Andy Woodward, waived his right to anonymity to reveal that when he was a youth player at Crewe Alexandra (aged 11–15 years) he was sexually abused by convicted paedophile and former coach, Barry Bennell. Others too came forward to report that Bennell had abused them when they were youth players. As more former professionals found the courage to speak out about their own experiences within football, it was soon clear that there were many other alleged perpetrators of sexual abuse within the ‘beautiful’ game. Recognising the potential scale of historical abuse in football and the need for victims to seek professional help, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) set up a specific helpline that football players could call to receive support, advice and counselling. Within the first two hours of opening on 23 November 2016 the line had received 50 calls, and within the first three days helpline staff made over 60 referrals to the police or social services. By the close of its first week, over 860 calls had been taken and 83 potential suspects had been identified in connection with historical sexual abuse in football, impacting 98 football clubs and forcing 21 police forces across the country to launch investigations into historical sexual abuse claims in football.
The sense of shock and scandal that was portrayed through the media in relation to the sexual abuse revelations in football is symptomatic of attitudes towards sexual abuse more generally. For instance, when men are discussed in relation to sexual abuse they are largely cast in the role of perpetrator, but rarely the victim (Alaggia & Millington, 2008; Fasting, Brackenridge, & Walseth, 2002; Hunter, 1990; Tomlinson & Yorganci, 1997). This has also been true of academic discourse, where investigations into sexual abuse in masculine cultures are marginalised (Dorahy & Clearwater, 2012). In a growing field of exploration, scholars are keen to point out that boys and men are and always have been victims of sexual abuse, though they concede that males do tend to disclose details at significantly lower rates than females throughout the life course (O’Leary, Easton, & Gould, 2017). This is often attributed to gendered socialisation, which leads men to experience the world from a different self and worldview to that of women (Spiegel, 2003; Sepler, 1990).
Given the circumstances described above, this chapter argues in line with Mike Hartill (2009) that it seems reasonable, if not urgent, to extend the scope of research into sexual abuse in order to consider the social environment that surrounds male sports. In what follows, I draw on the results of a qualitative survey that was conducted in January 2017 to gather reactions from current and former male amateur/semi-professional football players (some of whom are now parents to child football players) to the publicised scandal. One hundred and fifty male participants responded to the survey, which was publicised through a university press release, local print and online media, and was further endorsed by ITV News in North East England, featuring a short-televised interview with the author on 11 January 2017. The survey aimed to explore how agents (those with direct experience of men’s football cultures) make sense of what has been uncovered and to canvass their considered thoughts on the future of football cultures. For context, all participants gave brief details of their previous experience in the game. In what follows direct quotes from participants are presented to add credibility to those themes presented below.
Tough to Digest
“It’s tough to digest” said a 20-year-old amateur football player, “how can people do this to young kids and taint the sport that I love?” Disbelief was one of the responses to the scandal that dominated football in early 2017, though it was not the most common reaction. In fact, 75 percent of participants were unsurprised to hear that child sexual abuse occurs within the confines of football culture. Child sexual abuse was thought by most to be an uncommon practice, though all conceded that it was possible for perpetrators to use football as a vehicle to commit sexual abuse crimes without raising suspicion. After all, “an interest in football coaching is perfectly normal for men” writes a football coach in his forties, “that’s why some men with sinister intentions can slip through the net.” A manager of a men’s football team in his late twenties added:I believe sport echoes society. Abuse is evident in society and we should expect to see it in football as sickening as it is. Football is generally about social good, but paedophiles use this to do what they want.

In the 2000 book The Dome of Silence: Sexual Harassment in Sport, Sandra Kirby and colleagues make a similar argument to that raised above. When discussing the endemic nature of child sexual abuse as a feature of society, the authors imply that abuse is supported by its presence within the practice of sport, which enables perpetrators to hide behind a veneer of moral goodness. But, just like the participant above, others too were aware that football (and other sports for that matter) was not the only institution that has been infiltrated by perpetrators of child sexual abuse. Care homes (Corby, 2000), schools, scouts and hospitals (Etherington, 2000) and the Catholic Church (Loseke, 2003) have all been implicated, and participants drew on this knowledge to make sense of abuse in football. “If it can happen at church, it can happen anywhere,” reported a 53-year-old former semi-professional player. Another football player in his early twenties reported, “you will find paedophile’s wherever children spend their leisure time,” a sentiment that was reflected further by an amateur player in his late twenties who wrote:Sexual predators are exactly that. They’ll find a way to work with kids whatever it takes. Football is just one avenue. It won’t be the only sport effected. It’s just a matter of time before other sports are implicated. So, no surprise but disgusted all the same.

When considered holistically, the sexual abuse of boys within society is, in a statistical sense, less prevalent than the sexual abuse of girls. However, on closer examination scholars such as Matthew Mendel (1995), Elisa Romano and Rayleen De Luca (2001) and Anthony Baker and Sylvia Duncan (1985) have revealed that sport heightens the relative risk of abuse for boys when compared to girls. This, they assert, is not only because boys enter the field in larger number, but also because boys are more likely than girls to be abused outside of the home setting. Moreover, abusers of boys are twice as likely to repeat the offence, report David Finkelhor and colleagues, writing in 1986. The authors point out, “offenders against boys tend to start their offending earlier, to be more exclusively paedophilic in their sexual interests, and to have more of an ideological commitment to their lifestyle” (p. 134).
Indeed, within the 2018 book Damaged, former professional football player and England international Paul Stewart provides his account of how youth coach and football scout, Frank Roper, abused him over a period of five years. Stewart recalls how Roper would groom family members, especially his mother, by providing free kit for her boys; providing extra tuition for Paul; befriending Paul’s bothers (though never acting inappropriately towards them), and organising football tours in order to take Paul away from the safety of his family home. Roper’s commitment to the abuser lifestyle was total.
Similarly, National Hockey League (NHL) ice hockey star, Sheldon Kennedy reported a similar set of circumstances in his 2006 book, Why I Didn’t Say Anything. In Kennedy words, his abuser, 1989 Hockey News ‘man of the year’ Graham James, “rarely spoke to the fathers…he wanted to find boys who needed a father figure, boys who were confused and unsure of their masculinity and need a man that they could confide in” (p. 79). Of course, the sexual abuse of athletes is not exclusive to young males. Sport also provides an arena for the sexual abuse of girls and women as demonstrated in the recent USA Gymnastics abuse scandal where team doctor, Larry Nassar was convicted in 2018 of the abuse of more than 140 female athletes during the course of his career (Graham, 2018).
Wherever child sexual abuse occurs, it does so because of an abuse of power between an adult (often in a position of authority within an insulated microcosm) and a child. Whilst there are some obvious similarities across sports, survey participants were keen to point out that the strict, masculine, hierarchical systems within youth football could be conducive to sustain an environment in which perpetrators continue to exist. A 43-year-old participant explains: “in too many instances, too much power is afforded to leaders of youth sport. They’re untouchable and often unaccountable when it comes to how football clubs are ran.”
Many participants touched on the same issue, but they did so from different angles. For example, a 32-year-old amateur player and children’s football coach said “The issue is with the parents.” He continued, “Parents are desperate for their kids to succeed and it’s this that potentially exposes kids as potential victims.” For others it was the unintentional consequences of what one participant referred to as “unusual cultural dynamics” between adults and children within football spaces that makes it possible for abuse to take place. The point he makes is this. “Adult cultures are imposed too soon on young people through sport.” This was mentioned by multiple participants and can be typified using the following quotation from a 38-year-old male who reflected on his experience in football:No abuse took place within my youth football team but when I look back, I can see that the culture was wrong…On a football tour to Germany when I was twelve, the adults in charge of our trip (good people and well meaning, overall) allowed us all to watch porn for a few minutes (it belonged to the long distance bus driver) on the coach. It was only a few minutes but I can remember feeling uncomfortable then. Most of the team lapped it up, making crude comments etc… I think perspective goes out of the window for some adults… We (kids at the time) knew the adults really well and thought of them as mates. I think they thought the same and would talk to us like we were men. Swearing, talking about women and watching porn at 12!

The participant above is certain that no abuse took place, but let’s take a closer look. According to the NSPCC website, accessed in 2018, the definition of child sexual abuse stretches beyond physical touching of the abused by the abuser. Non-contact abuse is also recognised. This covers acts of grooming or exploitation, including children being encouraged to watch or hear sexual acts or not taking proper measures to prevent a child being exposed to the sexual activities of others.
On such grounds, and whilst the situation took place nearly 30 years ago, the circumstances that the participant above describes share characteristics with the widely used definition of child sexual abuse in 2018. The key issue to focus attention on here is the cultural relationship that exists between men and boys in youth sport. The categories of boys and men are blurred because boys socialise, train, compete and sometimes play with men (Brackenridge, 2001). They become mini adults in many respects, vying to impress managers, trainers, scouts and other men in various roles at the club. To paraphrase Varda Burstyn in the 1999 book The Rites of Men, organised male sport is and always has been about ‘making men’. Historically speaking, male sport follows a recipe that extenuates an intensified caricature of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987), a position that I will return to shortly.
A Game of Two Halves
When asked to consider what impact, if any, that dressing room cultures could have on players coming forward to reveal details of child sexual abuse, the sample was divided. Forty-eight percent were of the opinion that players would be unlikely to reveal details of abuse whilst still registered as active players, whilst 52 percent reversed this argument to emphasise modern football spaces as supportive environments that will help victims to feel comfortable enough to disclose personal issues into the future. Both viewpoints, in turn, are explored below.
Strong and Silent
Those arguing for the former position agree with scholars Sylvie Parent and Joelle Brannon (2012) who state that in the context of sport there is a high risk that victims will suffer and cope in silence with memories of child sexual abuse. When attempting to explain why this trend appears to be enduring within football cultures, participants emphasised expected “norms of behaviour,” highlighting them as factors that are likely to contribute to a prohibitive environment for the disclosure of abuse.
One football player, aged 25, argued that “football produces the strong silent type…a type of man that can manage his own affairs, fight his own battles, doesn’t need help.” Responses like this were typical amongst the 48 percent who thought players would be unlikely to reveal details of abuse whilst still registered as active players. Furthermore, the thoughts of those participants are similar to research produced by Matthew Mendel over 20 years ago. In his 1995 book The Male Survivor, Mendel argues that in archetypical masculine based cultures (male sport, being a prime example) demand characteristics such as being powerful, active and competent are expected of men. Mendel’s work echoes the findings of sport historians who remind us that football provides a historical example of masculinity that is demonstrated by physicality, strength and power (Dunning, 1986).
Participants recognised similar qualities, but perhaps more significantly they also recognise characteristics that ‘football men’ ought not to possess. “Footballers need to be tough, there’s no room for weakness” said one participant in his forties. Another agreed, saying “any acknowledgement of abuse is ammunition for rival players and football fans.” The insinuation by both participants is that players should avoid any predicament that situates the agent as passive, helpless or victimised. Such characteristics, in the minds of these participants, are likely to be considered as a form of ‘weakness’ and are to be judged via the process of lateral surveillance relating to the implicit understanding of ‘acceptable’ codes of practice from fans, players, managers and coaches. The extent of surveillance is acknowledged by the following participant (amateur football player, aged 24) who makes reference to an incident involving the social commentary of a famous sports pundit, in November 2016.When you’re a player, it’s important not to lose face in front of team mates and opponents. If you do, then it’s pounced upon… There’s a fear of how this testosterone filled culture will react if you say that you’ve been abused. A key example is that they might get the Eric Bristow comment like—why did you not just knock him out? What’s wrong with you?

In his comment above, the amateur football player is referring to the much publicised views of former darts champion, Eric Bristow who, on hearing the breaking story of historical child sexual abuse in football, labelled abused football players ‘wimps’. He wrote on the micro blogging site, Twitter “if some football coach had been touching me when I was a kid, as I got older I would have went back and sorted that poof out.” He went on to say “sorry meant paedo not poof,” and continued “everyone working on TV is frightened to say the truth because they are frightened of losing their jobs.” Soon after such comments, Bristow was sacked from his role as a sport pundit on Sky TV (The Telegraph, 29 November 2016).
Notwithstanding the swift sacking of Bristow by Sky, and according to participants, it would be naïve to dismiss such comments as the thoughts of a solitary man whose Neanderthal views are stuck in the past. For instance, comments from a minority of participants hinted that they too, whist being sympathetic towards victims, were surprised that sexual abuse can ‘happen to’ football players who are considered to be ‘tough’. A 33-year-old amateur player and Spurs fan said:You don’t expect this kind of thing to happen to tough men like Paul Stewart. It’s hard for me to think that hard players like Stewart can stay quiet about this for so many years, allowing the guy [the perpetrator] to get away with it. In a masculine driven team sport it’s just something you wouldn’t expect a footballer to put up with.

The expectation placed on football players (as exemplified in the comment above) is not uncommon. Since football was professionalised in 1888 it has been known as a tough game for working class men who exemplify values of ‘masculinity’ and have had bestowed upon them the duty of defending the locality, town, city, region or country from other tough men (Dixon, 2013; Taylor, 2008). Even before this period, scholars have long argued that competitive teams sport were linked to the Muscular Christianity movement at the end of the nineteenth century amidst hysteria that men were ‘going soft’ (Gaston, Magrath, & Anderson, 2017). Likewise, in the 2017 book Sport, Theory and Social Problems, Eric Anderson and Adam J. White situate the genesis of men’s team sports as the conspicuous societal antidote to perceptions of male softness, as men of the period set out to ‘prove’ their heterosexuality.
Focusing on football in the new millennium, Martin Roderick takes this one step further. Reporting on an ethnographic study with apprentice players, Roderick’s (2006) book, The Work of Professional Football, reveals how young players are encouraged to develop the ‘right attitude’ in order to attain and then maintain a career in football. Masculine identities are constructed and reconstructed through general discourse as players learn how to survive and flourish in the game. Feeling the need to play through injury or to fit in with bravado is essential to survival, from boys playing in the school team to men playing for professional clubs. The punishment for deviation from cultural norms is to be “stigmatised as a poof,” adds Roderick (p. 43). By way of example and to substantiate his claims, Roderick provides verbatim extracts from an interview with a professional player, who was asked: how do managers react to those with a good attitude?They think it’s fantastic… We have another player from another country and his attitude is any little niggle, ‘that’s it, I’m not playing’…everyone’s attitude towards him is that he’s a poofter, he’s…no heart…he’s a fucking wuss (p. 46).

With this, Roderick reminds us that in the world of professional football, players are constantly under surveillance and that not agreeing with advice or choosing not to play hurt may make them appear disrespectful and weak minded. Players are therefore encouraged to be ‘masculine’ at all times. They understand that anecdotal discussions between coaches, managers, players and physiotherapists are likely to play a role in career progression, stagnation or rejection. Given the competitive nature of recruitment, players do not wish to draw negative attention to themselves.
With reference to his experience of men’s football, a participant and current semi-professional player in his early thirties writes: “many people in football will say that they are liberal but may not hold liberal views at heart.” He continues “what people say in public and what they say in the dressing room or think in private are not always the same.” In other words, this participant points out that views like Bristow’s are not uncommon within football. Consequently, such views must remain a consideration for football players when disclosing personal information. A 21-year-old amateur player reminds us “in the dressing room individuals are quick to exclude those that do not fit in for whatever reason that this may be.” Another player of similar age adds, “in football it’s not manly to express feelings about certain topics.” And a 30-year-old amateur player admits, “if I’d been abused I can’t imagine I’d ever confide in my football team even though they are a great bunch of lads. I think it goes back to how you’re wired to think as a footballer.”
Dressing Down
“The dressing room is a harsh environment” wrote a 53-year-old former player, “I’ve seen many tough men turn to jelly after a dressing down off the manager and other players. It’s not a place to show weakness. Back when I was playing, it would have been a difficult environment to admit that you had been sexually abused.”
From the philosophical perspective of French social theorist and predominant intellectual, Pierre Bourdieu [1930–2002], the findings above are likely to be symptomatic of the inner workings of football’s sub-cultural practice. To clarify, in his 1977 book Outline of a Theory of Practice, Bourdieu asserts that within any given ‘field’ (at any particular time) there tend to be a set of ideas, rules, regularities and forms of authority that are likely to be accepted and upheld in practice (by ‘field’, Bourdieu is referring to the context in which social interaction occurs, and in this chapter I locate action in the fields that intersect with football cultures).
Bourdieu draws on the theoretical construct, ‘habitus’, to explain how values and practices are internalised by members of specific cultural fields. As he explains it, habitus is a complex term that encompasses many things, but simply put, it can be defined as a system of dispositions (i.e. lasting, acquired schemes of perception, thought and action) that humans develop in response to the cultural and physical environment that they find themselves in. Simplified even further, our habitus is what makes us who we are and it effects our capacity to make decisions in this way or that. It’s principally influenced by previous cultural teaching, and in football cultures, players are taught how to be ‘real men’.
Learning to be men, as Andrew Parker and Andrew Manley (2016) explain, entails the adoption of ‘manly qualities’ such as bravery and emotional toughness. Paul Kivel (1999) adds to this when he suggests that heterosexual masculinity has long dictated that ‘real men’ should be tough, aggressive, courageous and able to withstand pain. Thus, for boys that are set to spend most recreational time in an all-male environment, football culture can heighten views relating to what ought to be acceptable and unacceptable behaviour for men (Spiegel, 2003). This is particularly the case during adolescence as children and adult men occupy the same space as peers. For the first time, youths and adults foster the role of equals as boy’s model behaviour in their desire to become ‘football men’ (Brackenridge, 2001; Burstyn, 1999). Participants were aware that young players are influenced by the men that they spend most time with; and moreover, they imply that the teachings that youth players will receive (overt or implicit) is likely to impact negatively on the disclosure of sexual abuse. For example, a 28-year-old amateur player writes:I’m not saying that people involved in football are bad people, it’s just that homophobic comments are ingrained in how footballers talk to each other. It’s seen as a laugh to call someone gay, and it’s always as a put-down. I would say that footballers who have been sexually abused in the past know how football works and they don’t want to put themselves up for ridicule. They probably think there’s nothing to gain in coming forward.

‘Banter’, otherwise known as a light-hearted form of dark humour, characterised by Andrew Parker and Andrew Manley (2016) as containing ‘shop floor language’ is central to lives within football cultures. It involves the adoption of sexually explicit and derogatory vocabulary which is characterised by razor sharp wit and heterosexual promiscuity (Parker, 2006). Indeed, heterosexual masculinity is thought to be revered within football cultures with any deviation from group norms routinely punished with slurs of weakness, homosexuality or femininity (Robertson, 2003; Rowe & McKay, 1999).
Eric Anderson (2008) refers to the heightened cultural significance of homophobia as ‘homohysteria’. He argues that, historically speaking, masculinity and homosexuality have long been viewed as incompatible. This is particularly the case in male sport sub-cultures, where men have been known to avoid any action that might be perceived as ‘gay’. In other words, the demonstration of heterosexuality has long held a predominant role in sport sub-cultures where it has been used as a tool for agents to gain affirmation from the group. Anderson recounts how homophobia can be used as a weapon to stratify men who are indifferent to dominant ‘norms’. Indeed, by using homophobic language to stigmatise others, agents can promote their own hetero-masculine standards. Here, it is worth noting that athletes are known to be hyper-conformers to sub-cultural ‘norms’ (Coakley, 2009) and this is thought to contribute to the maintenance of heterosexual masculinity within male sport.
With this general principle in mind, participants have implied that fear of losing credibility or ‘cultural capital’ (to borrow another term from Bourdieu) within this largely masculine environment is likely to drive continued silence in this regard. For instance, a player in his late twenties writes: “homophobic overtones could mean that the stigma attached to anything that might be considered ‘gay’ could lead to silence on abuse.” Sharing this logic another participant hypothesised that sexual abuse victims may be “fearful for their future involvement in the team, or even for their careers and social life beyond football.”
At first glance this might seem to be an overreaction, though recent evidence from sport media employers would imply that the anecdotal forecast above may hold elements of truth. For example, whilst the media are by in large supportive of victims of historical sexual abuse in football, a discussion tabled in the House of Lords on 15 December 2016 revealed how disclosure of child sexual abuse can result in suspension of employment (Hansard, 2016). Lord Goddard of Stockport told of his meeting with ex-professional football player David White, who scored the first Premier League goal for Manchester City, played over 400 games in his professional career and won an England cap. White had spoken at length with Lord Goddard to reveal that when he was ten years old he had been abused by a coach when his team went to Spain for a week to bond. Goddard reports how, since this incident, White has suffered “darkness and despair and has suffered in silence.” But ever since revealing details to the authorities, his employment as a radio expert was suspended. Lord Goddard explains how “he had a phone call from the BBC saying that it no longer wanted his football-commentating services until this matter was dealt with.”
If employment can be suspended after a football career, as it is in the case above, participants were certain that disclosure during a career would have negative consequences for the victim of child sexual abuse too. One participant in his late thirties asks “why are there no gay football players?” And concludes by saying:? “I rest my case. If gay players can’t speak out, then you can understand why abused athletes won’t either.” At this time, there is only one openly gay football player playing any form of professional football, anywhere in the world—Anton Hysen (semi-professional player in Sweden). Former professional football player, Justin Fashanu was the first, openly gay professional football player, ‘coming out’ in 1990. Fashanu faced much bigotry from teammates, fans and the media. He committed suicide in 1998 (see Cleland, Magrath, & Kian, 2018).
According to Martin Dorahy and Ken Clearwater (2012), the logic expressed by the participant above is common amongst sexual abuse victims who weigh up the potential pros and cons of disclosure based on their understanding of the social environment. In football cultures, participants have explained that the risk of exclusion, ridicule or simply not being believed could be an overwhelming and prohibiting factor. A current football player in his mid-twenties explains:The dressing room is only part of it. It is what directors, owners and scouts will think if someone comes forward. They will question whether they want that person who is affected by abuse in the team—potentially highlighting them as weak, not manly and at risk of being too sensitive.

The thoughts of this participant are similar to the thoughts of the formerly abused NHL player Sheldon Kennedy, who, in his 2006 book Why I Didn’t Say Anything, recalls a conversation that he had with his wife about the abuse he suffered. “I told Jana I was afraid that no one would believe me if I accused Graham [his abuser] of sexual abuse… People would say that I was gay and wanted to have sex with Graham. I told her that I was afraid that my career would be ruined and I would lose my friends.” Kennedy’s wife pointed out that his arguments were illogical, but let’s consider this further.
Hazing
“Even if you’re brave enough to make an allegation who’s to say you’d be believed?” said a 25-year-old football player. “You’d be labelled a ‘grass’ as well as ‘gay’.” Another participant, aged 27 added, “If you’re an apprentice in a professional team there’s no chance you’re speaking out against an authority figure.” With this, he attached a URL to a newsprint story involving allegations of sexual abuse made by former professional football player George Blackstock. The media story revealed that when Blackstock was an apprentice football player at Stoke City (between 1986 and 1989) he was assaulted by teammates as they held him down (aged 15) and inserted the finger of a goal keeper glove smothered in deep heat (a heat producing rub for muscular pain) into his rectum. He was also alleged to have been routinely scolded with a metal teapot after making drinks for the first team. All of the accused and the team manager (Mick Mills, former England international captain) deny any knowledge of the alleged incidents (Herbert, 2013).
Factual or not this behaviour, widely known as hazing, is thought to be an enduring part of the initiation into the professional game (Parker & Manley, 2016). In an institutional context such as this, Michael Kimmel (1994) has argued that homophobia becomes masculinity. He means that homosexualising behaviours can be used as an effective tool to humiliate and effeminise new recruits in hazing rituals. Sandra Kirby and Glen Wintrup (2002) explain that hazing rituals are not only a test of a recruit’s masculinity but also of their readiness to accept a set of power structures. The idea being that homosexual acts are thought so despicable that a man’s willingness to do them might signal devotion to the team. Alternatively, if enforced on the individual, and, if they handle the punishment by adhering to a code of silence, they can gain the respect of teammates.
In his 2018 autobiography Old too Soon, Smart too late, ex-professional football player Kieron Dyer reveals how the cultures that young apprentices have had to endure across time can be daunting. He recalls an incident that occurred in the 1990s after he had outperformed a senior professional in training. The senior professional approached him in the dressing room and started straining. Dyer reveals, “he splattered excrement all over the floor. He pointed at me ‘clean that up you little shit’, he said… I thought to myself, so that’s how the new school was going to be” (p. 32).
In the 1990s such practices were commonplace, and whilst Dyer admits that the practice is waning in professional football, he offers his thoughts regarding the longevity of such practices. He writes, “If young players are taught to behave like animals by senior professionals, if those kinds of actions are tolerated and encouraged by the system” then it should be no surprise that cultural trend will continue with hazing practices focusing on demeaning behaviour as a rite of passage (p. 33). At its worst there have been reported instances of anal rape, usually with objects (Finkel, 2002). More common examples include ‘games’, for example, that require participants to masturbate and ejaculate on a cracker. The last person to ejaculate is made, or agrees, to eat it (Anderson, 2005).
Knowledge of the recent history of such hazing practices and the historical homohysteria that is known to feature within football cultures, have led some participants to conclude that football players will be discouraged from disclosing details of child sexual abuse. They have highlighted that a dichotomy exists between perceptions of masculinity and homosexuality. The assumption being that historical sexual abuse orchestrated by a male perpetrator can cause feelings of guilt in individuals who may believe that their actions have transgressed a social or moral code (Lee, Scragg, & Turner, 2001). According to Martin Dorahy (2010) disassociation with the abuse is a common strategy used by victims for managing feelings of shame and guilt.
Over the Rainbow
“It’s not the dark ages” wrote a 19-year-old football player and youth football coach, “society is much more compassionate when it comes to these things.” When referring to ‘these things’ we can assume that our participant is talking about child sexual abuse, but it is unclear what other ‘things’ he is referring to. Another former amateur football player provides further clues. “Football does not exist outside of society” states the man in his late forties. He continues, “If society embraces the rainbow flag by openly supporting equal rights for LGBTQ communities, then we can presume many people in football think the same way as well. Views of people in football reflect the views of society.”
We have heard this argument many times before. Sport does not exist in a vacuum. People designed it, and it is largely reflective of the dominant and prevailing values of any given time and space. The point that our participants make is that prevailing values within society have changed over the past 20 years, and this is inflected within football cultures too. Eric Anderson uses the British Social Attitudes survey to reveal this change in process. He illustrates how in 1987 64 percent of people thought that homosexuality was wrong. In 2006, this figure dropped to 24 percent and by 2013 it had significantly decreased again. Scholars, Ben Clements and Clive Field, writing in 2014, point out that this change is also reflective of wider social transformations and cite the 2002 adoption rights for same sex couples in the UK, and the legalisation of gay marriage in 2014. Ethnographic research on sport cultures in Southwest UK universities offers further support too. Studies involving soccer teams (Anderson, Adams, & Rivers, 2012) and Rugby teams (Anderson & McGuire, 2010) demonstrate that players express pro-gay attitudes and most maintain friendships with openly gay men. Likewise, current and former players in my sample refer to what they perceive as the increasingly common internalisation of liberal attitudes. Football cultures, they assume, have moved away from the dark ages and into the liberal light. Fifty-two percent of participants thought that football cultures were no longer oppressive ‘masculine’ environments and believe that this would help people to speak out against abuse.
“Values of football supporters, players and the hierarchy are changing and the game is less masculine now than it has been at any time in the past” said a 50-year-old former Football League player. He was making the point that football cultures are in a permeant state of flux, and consequently the practices and general principles of players are different to the situation he inherited when he began his football journey. He continues, “In the past players were reluctant to show emotions or express feelings that they think other members of the squad would view as weakness, but now things are different. People are more accepting of everything, really.”
Bear Pits and Beauty Parlours
“I can see how it used to be impossible for boys to speak up about sexual abuse because football clubs were bear pits where no inch is given or conceded” wrote a former player in his fifties. Drawing on his experience as a practicing Physical Education teacher, he continued: “kids still try to be macho but they do it in a different way. They are still ‘men about town’, but not afraid of their emotions. They are much more emotionally aware of their rights than my generation were and that’s a good thing.” Another participant who is a current manager of an under 15s team said, “The dressing room is like a beauty parlour” and he concedes “my players are really open with each other. They talk about relationship breakdowns, hair, jewellery and stuff like this.” He poses the question “Imagine players doing this years ago without ridicule?” What the participants above (and many others too) are suggesting, is that attitudes towards ‘masculine’ practice within football cultures have changed. So, this begs the question what does masculinity look like in the twenty-first century and how can we make sense of it?
Hegemonic masculinity is perhaps the most used theoretical tool to explain the stratification of men in masculine cultures. Modified from the work of Italian sociologist and political activist Antonio Gramsci [1891–1937] it is used by Connell (1987, 2005) to explain intra-masculine domination. Connell argues that one form of masculinity is valued above all others and that men seek to gain social capital by adhering to the rules of this social construction. Masculine characteristics such as bravery, athletic prowess, alpha-male personality, aggression, assertiveness, heterosexuality and so on are prised as desirable for men to hold. As such, there are winners and losers in hegemonic masculine cultures, and those stratified at the bottom of this power hierarchy believe in the right of those at the top to rule or dominate. They tend not to dispute this position because they too believe in it. The important point is that rule is by common consent.
But, hegemonic masculinity is not a viable explanation for all researchers. Eric Anderson (2015) explains that the hegemonic masculinity model is reliant on cultures of homohysteria, and that the conditions required for homohysteria to exist are waning. He argues that the following three factors must coincide in order for homohysteria to take effect in society: (1) the mass cultural awareness that homosexuality exists as a static sexual orientation within a significant proportion of the population; (2) a cultural zeitgeist of disapproval towards homosexuality; (3) cultural disapproval of femininity in men or masculinity in women, as they are associated with homosexuality. As these features do not coincide in many western societies at this time, a new generation of scholars are turning to new conceptions of masculinities (see Adams, 2011; Jarvis, 2013).
Those participant extracts outlined at the head of this section are suggestive that new forms of masculinity are acceptable within football cultures, a position that has been supported by scholars, Ellis Cashmore and Jamie Cleland when writing of football fan cultures in 2012. In an online study that canvassed views from sample of over 3000 football fans and industry professionals, the authors projected a picture of new aged football cultures. Ninety-three percent were relaxed about the presence of gay players and agreed that there was no place for homophobia in football.
As unlikely as it sounds (i.e. football fans defending homosexuality), the findings echo those of Eric Anderson in 2005. Anderson interviewed forty openly gay athletes and his findings, much like Cashmore and Cleland’s, were counterintuitive to cultures that are heavily suspected of adhering to the principles of hegemonic masculinity. Not one of the gay athletes in his study had been assaulted physically or treated harshly by fans, players or members of the public after coming out. Anderson concluded that sport environments were not nearly as hostile as expected. In fact, in the current survey a number of participants noted that the practices portrayed by heterosexual players have directly challenged ideas of hegemonic masculinity. The assumption being that celebrity culture has played a role in encouraging football audiences to think beyond aged attitudes of masculinity. One man in his twenties had this to say:Players like Beckham [David Beckham, former England International captain] have changed our sport… In our dressing room players have all sorts of products and grooming regimes after the match. No one cares about this stuff anymore because it’s becoming normal so I don’t think that players that have been abused have anything to worry about within the dressing room.

In his 2002 book, Beckham, Ellis Cashmore notes the importance of football stars (in this case, David Beckham) for challenging dominant masculine ideals. Beckhams polished appearance, taste in fashion (infamously wearing a sarong) and product advertising (i.e. underwear, aftershave and various other beauty products) led the media to label him, footballs first ‘metrosexual’ (Metrosexual: meaning a heterosexual urban man who enjoys shopping, fashion and/or similar interests traditionally associated with homosexual men). With this in mind, the idea that victims of abuse would lose cultural capital amongst teammates for being ‘de-masculinised’ was not considered viable by 52 percent of those surveyed.
Hegemony’s Obituary
“Without hegemony there can be no hegemonic masculinity” write Edward Kian and colleagues in a 2015 article relating to the views of sports journalists on gay sportsmen (p. 898). The point that the authors make is simple but effective. As cultural homophobia decreases, power is distributed more evenly between men and homosexuality is not stigmatised as much. Consequently, the dominant practices of the past begin to look archaic as modern concepts of masculinity take hold. According to Steve Redhead in his 2017 Book Theoretical Times, as we come to terms with social transformations of the new millennium, the frantic search for theory is beginning all over again as scholars and social commentators begin to tear apart what they had once settled on as satisfactory explanations for all sorts of phenomena, and this includes the study of masculinities.
Zygmunt Bauman is one such theorist that has sought to explain cultural transitions by breaking away from established theoretical approaches. In Bauman’s view, our world, its cultures and our innermost concepts of meaning are becoming ‘liquid-like’. He uses the term liquid modernity to describe the conditions of constant mobility and change in relationships and identities within contemporary society. In his 2007 book Consuming Life, Bauman contrasts what he considers as the liquid conditions of the contemporary world with a bygone era of solid modernity. He states that liquid modernity reflects a society “in which social forms can no longer, and are not expected to, keep their shape for long, because they decompose and melt faster than the time it takes to cast them, and once they are cast, for them to set” (p. 1).
If we pause for one moment and think of this statement in terms of masculinities and the perceptions of our participants, Bauman has a point. Indirectly, 52 percent of my participants argue that hegemonic masculinity has a place in history, firmly positioned within the era of solid modernity, where structures and traditions were rigid and agents ‘knew their place’. But, as one participant in his twenties emphasised when making reference to the open attitudes that are expressed by players in the football dressing room “the game has changed.” In Bauman’s terms, those strong roots and heavy foundations that once characterised the ‘solid’ period are swiftly diluting and changing shape. Other scholars too agree that masculine cultures are lacking the stability or permanence that hegemonic masculinity demands.
“Changes to the modern environment have summoned conditions via which the ‘reflexive habitus’ has become increasingly common” write Ellis Cashmore and colleagues in the 2018 book, Screen Society. They make the point that uncertainty and change are becoming a familiar occurrence in most fields. And whilst social fields might look or feel stable to agents in the moment, they are in fact continuously in flux as people shape and react to emerging social circumstances, trends, political movements, business ideology, technological advancements and many other issues besides. Just like a domino effect, small alterations reverberate throughout cultural fields, nudging agents in the direction of change and gathering momentum as the message spreads. Those out of line with the domino rally are left standing (effectively becoming relics of a pre-gone age) while others keep pace with the changing trends of our times.
With such circumstances in mind, Eric Anderson set out to articulate a new theoretical approach towards masculinities. His 2009 book Inclusive Masculinity, highlights the changing nature of masculinity from hegemonic to inclusive. He argues that attitudes towards homophobia are changing and can be evidenced by shifts in the law, processes of individualisation (where social institutions have less influence on collective moral values) and the development of online communications (which have the potential to give a collective voice to minority groups). Moreover, as homohysteria decreases within society, homosexuality and femininity in men is not stigmatised as much and the narrow set of behaviours and practices that are valued by men continue to expand.
Recent studies conducted within sport cultures corroborate this position. For example, Jamie Cleland’s research in 2015 demonstrates that acceptance amongst football fans extends into online forums through the frequent contestation of homophobic posts in online discourse. Cleland’s research with colleagues in 2018 on the response of football fans to the ‘coming out’ of former German international player, Thomas Hitzlsperger were further demonstrative of the liberal attitudes of football fans. Likewise, research featuring the views of Premier League academy players in the UK (16–18 years) revealed that they were unconcerned about sharing and changing in a locker room with gay players, and espoused generally positive attitudes towards increased social and legal rights for sexual minorities (Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015). According to Lindsey Gaston and colleagues, this is symptomatic of wider trends that have shown that “young straight men reject homophobia; include gay peers in friendship networks; are more emotionally intimate with friends; are physically tactile with other men; recognise bisexuality as a legitimate orientation; embrace activities once coded as feminine; and eschew violence and bullying” (2017, p. 4).
All Things to All Men
If masculinities are now ‘inclusive’, what is stopping current football players from speaking out? This question was contemplated by a participant in his thirties who wrote “Is it any wonder that all of those that have come forward so far [victims of sexual abuse] are ex-pros?” He continued “there must be millions of pros currently playing and you’re telling me that none of them have been abused?” Another ex-amateur player offered an explanation to the questions posed above. “It’s [football culture] trying to be all things to all men!” reported the man in his late forties. “Outwardly its supportive of players but internally it’s still very macho.” In the view of these participants, attitudes within the game are rife with contradiction which invariably makes it difficult for current professional players to find the courage to risk disclosing details of sexual abuse.
As players adjust to new masculinities and acknowledge inclusivity at surface level, some of the ‘old school’ concerns persist. In the manner that Martin Roderick (2006) has explained, football players remain cautious when raising their profile within the sport. Players are reminded by authorities and by each other that football is an ultra-competitive game where millions of talented young people compete for only hundreds of spaces as part of professional teams. As one participant puts it, “on the pitch players need to be high impact in the way that they can help the team. Off the pitch they need to be low maintenance.” The point that this 42-year-old football coach makes is that football players “need to make a decision on whether drawing an awareness to themselves as ‘damaged goods’ will effect their career.” The decision that players make will be heavily influenced by what they see and hear around them and on this point participants drew attention to two potential influencers that they had read about in the media.
They were aware of the fact that a landmark investigation into child protection, commissioned by the FA was left incomplete. A participant in his thirties wrote “The FA pulled funding from a study into child abuse, so that’s how serious they were!” The participant is referring to the fact that an FA-commissioned project, which involved an audit of all professional FA-affiliated clubs in 2001, was designed to take place over four years but was reduced to two due to funding issues. In a report produced in 2003 the research team from Brunel University disclosed how they were met with traditionally robust masculine attitudes and failure to accept the relevance of child protection to that level of the game. Gaining credibility within the field was deemed to be a considerable challenge too, especially where researchers were unable to present credentials as current or former football players (Brackenridge, 2003).
They further explained how child protection officers were viewed as ‘jobsworths’ by some officials who were fiercely protective of their autonomy. It should be noted however, that since the formation of the Child Protection in Sport Unit, formed by the NSPCC in 2001, and following policy implementations within football, lead researcher of the commissioned research, Professor Celia Brackenridge, told the Guardian newspaper in December 2016 “I am definitely not an apologist for the FA but I would argue that for the child protection work they do now, they are the leading sport governing body in the world” (Conn, 2016).
Notwithstanding this, participants speculated further about the institutional attitude towards sexual abuse based on media reports of the payment of ‘hush money’ to victims of child sexual abuse, such as the alleged £50,000 paid to former player Gary Johnson by Chelsea FC in an attempt to stifle allegations against Eddie Heath, a scout for the London club in the 1970s (Cunningham, 2018). A 28-year-old participant reminds us that the “scandalous cover ups that have come to light recently from Chelsea and others are enough to show victims that football doesn’t care about them.” The insinuation made in this case is similar to that made by Dale and Alper in 2007 when discussing sexual abuse within the church. The authors refer to a code of silence that has taken place in the church to protect the institution. According to this participant and more like him, the same could be attributed to football and the protection of its many brands.
Conclusions
The child sexual abuse scandal in professional football has raised numerous complex interconnected issues for those within the ‘beautiful game’ to contemplate. For the amateur and semi-professional players (current and former) whose views are centralised within this chapter, discussions of sexual abuse were intrinsically connected with discussions of masculinity. In the view of approximately half of the respondents, football cultures have been complicit in allowing a hegemonic masculine hierarchy to be developed within a sport that takes pride in creating tough men who are strong but silent and loyal to the implicit masculine codes that underpin the unwritten rules of the sport.
This, they assert, has provided the perfect smokescreen for historical child sexual abuse to have occurred in the past. Moreover, they suggest that the ingrained attitudes that are passed in an active and reciprocal manner through generations of ‘football men’, is likely to have an enduring impact on the decision of current football players towards the disclosure of child sexual abuse now and into the future. The thoughts of 48 percent of participants suggest that it is precisely because of masculine cultures in football and the heightened competition to ‘make it’, that the risk of disclosure is too high. Fear of ridicule and the stigma attached to victims of sexual abuse in this masculine environment is enough to stop players from disclosing such crimes whilst actively pursuing/playing out careers.
In stark contrast to this viewpoint, more than half of participants were optimistic that the woes of the past would and could never return to football. Moreover, they suggest (theoretically, at least) that the cultural environmental conditions in football were now in place to allow any person within the sport to disclose details of historical and current sexual abuse crimes without fear of negative consequence. Whilst participants briefly attributed this viewpoint to changes in law and policy (in relation to child protection in sport), they argued more forcefully that the widespread adoption of liberal values across society has, over time, slowly infiltrated into football cultures “changing them for the better.” One of the consequences of the widespread adoption of liberal values, they suggest, has been the transformation of ones understanding of masculinity from dominant and repressive, to tolerant and inclusive.
Whilst we must be cautious not to overstate the findings of this small-scale study, the polarity of views tends to indicate, however tenuous, that football cultures are in transition towards a more liberal and inclusive outlook. As one participant summarises “football has altered dramatically from being exclusive space for males to an inclusive environment that includes women and children and this has helped the culture to adapt to change.” Whilst acknowledging that football has become more inclusive, a football coach in his thirties adds a word of caution. “To the outside football is politically correct. It is against racism, sexism, homophobia etc. but behind closed doors it is not always the case.”
In an environment that emphasises liberal attitudes and political correctness (whether forced upon institutions or integrated voluntarily) modifications to attitudes and dispositions is inevitable. However, as in any culture that is undergoing cultural transformation, it is important to note that the generational attitudes that underpin masculine practice are not easily erased. This perspective is best expressed by football player in his twenties who describes processes of change in football as ‘a slow burner’ but suggests that “slow changes in attitudes have sparked the courage in some to speak up.” He concludes, “What they [victims of child sexual abuse] have suffered is horrific, but it’s the fact that they feel confident to say it without fear of reprisal that is really positive. A clear sign that football has changed.”
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Part II
Sport’s Use in Making and Stratifying Men
Part II Introduction
This part of The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport examines how sport plays a central role in ‘making’ and ‘stratifying’ men. Sport has traditionally been one of the leading institutions where the stratification of men and masculinities has been most ubiquitous. Using both historical and contemporary examples, chapters in this part explore this relationship using a variety of different sports—such as karate, gymnastics, rugby union, roller derby—as well as Physical Education (PE). Our contributors also use a range of traditional and contemporary theoretical apparatus to support their wide-reaching and varied arguments.
In Chap. 6, Chloe Maclean outlines how fighting, and its association with dominance, violence, power, and control, is often seen as the ultimate symbol of masculinity in Western cultures. However, over the past two decades, British karate has moved away from aggressive acts of ‘hitting hard,’ instead prioritizing a more controlled and technically precise approach. Drawing on a nine-month ethnography and accompanying semi-structured interviews, Maclean explores how British male karate practitioners (re)negotiate ideas of masculinity and their embodiment of a masculine identity. This leads her to argue that a ‘civilizing shift’ in competition rules and increases in women’s participation in karate complicates the use of violence as a symbol of ‘praised masculine identity’ in British karate.
Eliasian sociology is again evident in Chap. 7, where Mark Mierzwinski and Philippa Velija apply figurational concepts to young men’s masculine embodiment in and through Physical Education (PE) in the UK. Using ethnographic data collected in a secondary school in the north-east of England, Mierzwinski, and Velija document how young men internalize their gendered behavior, as well as the role of male PE teachers in this process. They then conclude the chapter by critically appraising the use of a figurational framework for understanding young men’s embodiment from a long-term developmental and relational perspective.
Moving away from PE, Chap. 8 sees Aaron W. Gurlly explore the gendered nature of participation in gymnastics, an activity which, despite its history, is so frequently perceived as a girls’ sport. Gurlly addresses three central themes in his chapter: first, he explores ideas about the expression of masculinity in the burgeoning men’s gymnastics programs in twentieth century Europe; second, he analyzes competition regulations which allege to minimize the differences between men’s and women’s performances; and third, he critically examines media practices that constitute male gymnast bodies within frameworks of ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ and ‘traditional’ manhood, and thus ‘protecting’ these bodies from charges of failed masculinity. He then concludes the chapter by arguing that, because of long-standing gendered assumptions, male gymnasts occupy a precarious position in the public’s sporting imagination.
In Chap. 9, Kitty Nichols draws on ethnographic data that consisted of 94 group interviews and 32 individual semi-structured interviews at a rugby union club situated in the north of England. In doing so, she explores how men experience and negotiate the gendered structures underpinning this sporting arena. Interestingly, Nichols moves beyond the existing literature’s description of the ‘rugby lad’ and ‘banter’ and offers a more nuanced perspective to analyze the relationship between masculinity and sport—what she terms mischievous masculinities


. This, she argues, is a useful concept in depicting the ways that the sporting men in her research understood and framed their own behaviors as ‘playful’. Adopting this concept also permits greater flexibility in the way men construct, deconstruct, and negotiate the boundaries of gendered identities. It also represents a useful conceptual framework for researchers to work with regarding the nature of contemporary masculinity in sport.
In Chap. 10, Dawn Fletcher uses the example of a men’s roller derby team in the north of England to explore how the inclusion of the club’s transgender members impacts the social identity of members. Her findings show that the acceptance and inclusion of transgender members have had an overall positive impact on the club. This inclusion facilitated other significant change in the club and its members, including a more nuanced and reflective understanding of gender, as well as changes in communication—with a notable move away from sexualized and potentially homophobic types of banter. Finally, Fletcher argues how welcoming trans members also permits an acceptance of a wider range of masculinities, unbound by gender norms.
Murray Drummond then concludes the part, in Chap. 11, by utilizing in-depth qualitative data from Australian Master’s Surf Lifesaving athletes to illuminate the role of the ‘ageing’ male body in sport. To compliment this data, Drummond draws upon reflexive autoethnography to reflect on his own challenges as a former elite-level athlete now involved in master’s sport. In the chapter, he outlines how men in his research come to terms with a physically failing body which once played a significant role in the definition of their masculine identities. He concludes by exploring how sport can be used as a means through which masculine identity can be developed and maintained in men as they progress into midlife and beyond.
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This chapter suggests that a ‘civilizing’ shift (Elias & Dunning, 1986) in the competition rules and increases in women’s participation in karate complicate the use of violence as a symbol of praised masculine identity within British karate. A praised masculine identity is crafted by carefully blending traits conventional deemed feminine such as technical precision, elegance, and agility alongside displays of strength and dominance. Such performances challenge conceptions of an orthodox sporting masculinity and notions of hierarchical gender distinction.
At the heart of constructing sport as a male domain has been the positioning of sport as an arena to perform mimetic physical violence (Dunning, 1999), and of such violence as central to, and a reflection of, masculine identity and men’s superiority over women (Connell, 1990, 2005; Messner, 1990). Fighting in particular has been historically represented as an exercise of power expected of men and imagined to be innate to men (Bourdieu, 2001; Hatty, 2000). As such, combat sports, on the face of it, present arenas where the virtues of dominance and power can be presented as symbols of masculinity. These virtues are at the heart of conceptions of hegemonic masculinity—a dominant form of masculinity constructed in hierarchical comparison to femininity and subordinated masculinities (Connell, 2005)—and orthodox masculinity—a conservative form of masculinity that, while not necessarily hegemonic in a given field, is centered around compulsory sexism, homophobia, and stoic bravado (Anderson, 2009). Within contact and combat sports, dominance and power can be symbolically presented by men through bodily displays of strength, physical aggression, and the taking and overcoming of pain (Bourdieu, 2001; Messner, 1990; Wacquant, 2004).
Karate is a martial art and sport centered on the development of combative and defensive techniques such as kicks, punches, strikes, and throws. Its practice involves both individual and partnered practice to improve the precision of such techniques. Despite the association often made between combat sports, violence, and orthodox masculinity, over the last 30 years the focus of karate in Britain has been perceived to shift from aggressive acts of ‘hitting hard’ to developing and displaying controlled, acrobatic, and technically precise movements. In line with this shift, British karate has seen steady increases in female participation, whereby women can, and often do, outperform men at what is deemed to be an innate capacity for combative violence (Maclean, 2015). As such, this chapter seeks to explore how British male karate practitioners re/negotiate ideas of masculinity and embodiments of a masculine identity within the context of karate’s changing emphasis on, and practices of, ‘violence’.
Sports Violence
Tied into the virtues of the enlightenment era, Elias suggests society went through a ‘civilizing process’ (Elias, 1994) whereby bodily impulses and emotions were viewed as oppositional, and subordinate to, rationality. Within this civilizing shift, the use of violence as an act of physical punishment upon the body was reconceptualized as acts which lacked refinement, morality, rationality, and thus civility. Dunning (1999) suggests the rendering of violence as taboo in everyday life as a product of the civilizing process cut into a source of power predominantly monopolized by men, and a key source of their power over women. As society became less violent, and women gained greater access into public life, modern sport became central to men’s societal life through its functions of providing excitement within an increasingly passive everyday life (Elias & Dunning, 1986), and as a means of mimetically maintaining the association between men, violence, and the power associated with violence (Dunning, 1999).
The apparent violence of sport, however, brings both excitement and moral uncertainty. Sports such as American football, boxing, rugby, ice hockey, and combat sports face ongoing challenges to their structure and practice due to concerns over the physical damage participants tacitly inflict upon one another as part of the sports practice. Indeed, sports play is enshrined with what appears to be ritual and interpersonal violences that are central to play (Pringle, 2009; Young, 2012).
Within this context, athletes are positioned within ongoing negotiations of aggressive physical contact that may or may not be interpreted by the athletes themselves as violent, and the meaning of violence becomes complicated. Matthews and Channon (2017) suggest that for sports actions to qualify as violence rather than sporting mimetic expressions, they should meet two criteria: violence as intended force against another and violence as violation. Athletes often look toward sports rules as providing the boundaries for what is forceful but instrumental, and forceful acts that are violations (Garcia & Malcolm, 2010; Messner, 1990; Wacquant, 2004). The rules combine with athletes’ own tacitly negotiated agreements of physicality level, whereby what may appear to a spectator as violent acts, are not experienced by participants as violation:

              What has every chance of looking like a spree of gratuitous and unchecked brutality in the eyes of a neophyte is in fact a regular and finely codified tapestry of exchanges that, though they are violent, are nonetheless constantly controlled, and whose weaving together supposes a practical and continual collaboration between the two opponents in the construction and maintenance of a dynamic conflictual equilibrium (Wacquant, 2004, p. 85).


            
Central to the construction of ‘conflictual equilibriums’ is emotion management (Hochschild, 1983), trust (Spencer, 2012), and emotional reflexivity of others involved in the sports practice (Smith, 2014). Higher and lower parameters of enjoyment reflective to the levels of mimetic violence unfold, whereby breaking the upper limit crosses trust levels and causes injury, and breaking the lower removes excitement (Garcia & Malcolm, 2010). Actions that sit ambiguously as instrumental sporting uses of physical aggression—such as a late tackle and hard hits—stretch the use of players’ consent alongside adding excitement. As such, violence in sport is a complicated embodied negotiation of interpersonal and ritual violences reliant on emotional reading and management that can fall between being mimetic and being experienced as a violation.
Sports Violence and Masculinity
As a space legitimizing and praising performances of mimetic violence, sport provides an arena where the virtues of dominance and power at the source of gender difference (Kimmel, 2000) can be symbolically presented by men through bodily displays of strength, the taking and overcoming of pain, and displaying and exerting physical aggression whereby ‘sporting prowess becomes a test of masculinity’ (Wellard, 2001, p. 239) and men’s bodies ‘become weapons’ (Messner, 1990). Differing sports are afforded different amounts of association with masculinity reflective to ever-changing cultural frameworks, whereby sports involving heavy interpersonal contact, and embody the values of an orthodox masculinity, are commonly granted a particular prestige. In such sports, in order to win and show one’s superiority over an opponent, men learn to use their bodies in ways that exude physical force upon opponents; receive and disregard physical harm; take risks; and command space/defend territory (Kidd, 2013; Messner, 1990; Schacht, 1996; Smith, 2014; Spencer, 2012). Through such tacit interactions, men’s participation in sport conditions their bodies in ways that enable physical dominance and power to appear as ‘natural’ capacities. The naturalization of aggression to men and their bodies underpins a rhetoric expressed by athletes, publics, and academics alike, that the ‘violence’ of contact sports funnels an ‘innate’ energy that prevents men, particularly working class and black men, from engaging in criminal violence (Wacquant, 2004).
The value denoted to physically dominating, aggressive, uses of men’s bodies is suggested to be produced and maintained through opposition to conceptions of femininity as weak and fragile (Anderson, 2008; Curry, 1991; Kidd, 2013; Klein, 1993; Schacht, 1996). The exclusion or subordination of women in sport further enables the association between violence, dominance, power, and masculinity to appear as a legitimate reflection of men and women’s different natures, and in turn, their different power positions in the world (Anderson, 2008; Hatty, 2000; Hargreaves, 1994; McDonagh & Pappano, 2008). Distinction from women and femininity has thus been implicitly or explicitly made central to many men’s sporting embodiment, whereby mimetic displays of violence have been a key component of expressing such difference.
Yet, the physical demands of passing the test of masculinity can do short- and long-term damage to men’s bodies. In such moments, men’s bodies are made fragile, and masculine identity brought into contention, through the very mechanism that promises masculine prestige (Laurendeau, 2014). In turn, men are often encouraged to hide feelings of pain and anxieties related to pain by replacing these displays with ‘appropriate’ masculine responses such as continuing to play or complimenting the opponents attack on their body, in order to maintain a presentation of sporting capability, and of orthodox masculinity (Laurendeau, 2014; Spencer, 2012). Such research suggests that the practice of sport does not simply recreate an orthodox masculine embodiment, but rather, is an arena overburdened by hegemonic ideas of men and masculinity, actively engaged with by men in ways that construct or reject such notions to varying degrees.
Combat Sports and Masculinity
Within the context of a civilizing society, martial arts and combat sports (MACS, hereafter) have been cited as practices where men can explicitly mirror the violence of fighting in a controlled and regulated setting. Men’s participation in MACS thus retains virtues of physical aggressive domination as a visual and embodied expression of their masculinity in a manner deemed legitimate, (broadly) socially praised, and distant from ‘real’ violence (Garcia & Malcolm, 2010; Spencer, 2012; Smith, 2014; Sugden, 1996; Wacquant, 2004; Woodward, 2007). For many men, the association between violence and masculinity is central to the enjoyment of MACS (Garcia & Malcolm, 2010; Spencer, 2012; Woodward, 2007).
While such literature often emphasizes ways in which orthodox masculinity is performed, much of the processes of combative practice involve trust, control, and care for training partners (Maclean, 2016; Smith, 2014). Channon (2013) further suggests that some male martial artists choose to learn a martial art rather than Western combat or contact sports precisely to distance themselves from sporting masculinities that were perceived to valorize violent, dominating, and confrontational embodiments. Such research suggests that MACS can develop men’s gendered embodiment in opposition to orthodox masculine values such as dominance and violence.
The tendency for MACS to have sex-integrated, mimetically violent, practice presents particular challenges to constructions of an orthodox masculinity. A central argument made by many MACS scholars exploring gender is that the increasing commonality of women’s participation disrupts men’s monopoly of fighting skills, and as such, the power, prestige, and grounds for gender distinction drawn from and attached to fighting ability (Channon, 2013; Channon & Matthews, 2015; MacLean, 2015; McNaughton, 2012; Noel, 2009). Thus, women’s increasing participation in MACS draws the societal links between men, fighting, and domination into question, and in turn blurs the masculinity-validating qualities of MACS. Much of this literature has focused on women’s constructions of gender (e.g., see: Channon & Matthews, 2015; MacLean, 2015; McNaughton, 2012; Mennesson, 2016; Noel, 2009). The prominent academic omission of gendered analysis of men’s participation in MACS reinforces both a dualistic positioning of men as the norm and women as ‘other’, and ideas of women and men as having distinct natural competencies that thus do not warrant exploration. Men’s capacity for, and interest in, violence often emerges as one of the overlooked and naturalized elements of men’s participation in MACS.
Attending to this omission, this chapter seeks to explore how male karate practitioners in Britain experience and apply meaning to mimetic, and sometimes purposeful, acts of physical violence within mixed sex karate training. In turn, the link, or disruption, between orthodox masculinity, dominance, and violence will be explored in order to explore how men construct a sense of masculinity and masculine embodiment within karate practice. This chapter suggests a praised masculine identity is crafted by carefully blending traits conventional deemed feminine such as technical precision, elegance, and agility, alongside displays of strength and dominance. Such performances challenge conceptions of an orthodox sporting masculinity and notions of hierarchical gender distinction.
Methodology
In order to explore how men negotiated violence and masculine embodiment within the changing context of British karate, a sensory ethnographic research design was adopted. This approach sought to illuminate the lived, carnal experiences of men’s bodies within karate practice that inform their embodiment and, through processes of reflection, in turn informed their sense of gender identity (Pink, 2009). Sport has been broadly recognized as a heightened arena oozing bodily sensations between bodies within play, whereby participants draw upon space, movements, sounds, textures, tacit exchanges, pain, balance, sensations of heat from the body, and smells to inform play and provide the building blocks for participants sense of embodiment (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Raven & Hansen, 2013; Spencer, 2014). A sensory ethnography was thus particularly well suited to this project as the mimetic violence of karate is indeed expressed through, and felt upon, the body, whereby the meanings applied to ‘violent’ combative actions and their relationship with notions of orthodox masculinity are done so in relation to sensory embodied experience.
The research was conducted across three British karate clubs, and consisted of a combination of participant-observations and photo-elicitation interviews. The karate clubs were given the pseudonyms Lothian Wadokai, Juniper Karate Club, and Bushido. Both Lothian Wadokai and Juniper Karate Club were located in Scotland, and Bushido in the North East of England. In researching multiple karate clubs, the difference and similarities between clubs could be illuminated, and as such variances in the karate club context surrounding men’s negotiations of masculinity and violence could be identified. An adults’ karate class at each club was attended at least once per week across a period of nine months, and observations of gendered negotiations of combative tacit exchanges, performances of gender, and gendered interactions were recorded after each class.
Seven one-to-one photo-elicitation interviews with men from across the three karate clubs followed from the participant observation, and aimed to supplement the observational data by providing insights into men’s embodied experiences within karate practice, and in turn illuminate how they negotiated and applied meaning to combative ‘violence’ within karate. The participants ranged from 22 to 50 years old; many of the latter had trained in karate for over 20 years. This enabled comparisons of ideas of violence to constructions of masculinity within karate across time. As the topic of gendered embodiment/identity and moral negotiation of what is deemed violent is indeed very personal, an approach was required that allowed participants to feel comfortable and open to discuss their experiences. Photo-elicitation interviews offered opportunities to give the interviewees some control over the direction of the interview (Meo, 2010; Wang, 1999), which was hoped to ease tensions and anxieties of discussing gender with a female researcher (Padfield & Procter, 1996; Pini, 2005). Participants were asked to bring photographs demonstrating ‘the good, the bad, and the ugly’ of karate to the interviews. The photographs were used to enable the meanings men applied to ‘violence’ within karate to emerge from the ‘bottom-up’. The photographs also provided reference points from which the researcher could steer the conversation toward discussions of violence and gender relations, while still enabling the participants to both have a visual reference to inform their discussions and a familiarity with the topic (Meo, 2010) which in turn eased discussion.
Interview transcripts, photographs, and field notes were then thematically coded for violence, and then coded again to identify sub themes. Drawn from the myriad of data gathered on violence, this chapter draws on three phenomena affecting the relationship between ideas of violence and embodiments of masculinity within the everyday practice of karate in Britain: a civilizing process in karate’s competition rules; the coinciding shift of prestige to actions that display elegant, artistic, control; and the policing and punishing of violence within the karate hall.
Feeling Rules and Emotion Management

              The class broke out into pairs across the hall to practice partnered work. The practitioners were asked to perform a set sequence of moves that had both attacking and defensive elements. Eric, a man in his mid 40s whom had been doing karate for around 18 months, was paired with Angela—a woman of similar age but with much more experience. Eric’s 
                    body
                    
                   exuded an anxiety with the attacking elements of the partnered work. His 
                    body
                    
                   was tense, shoulders high, eyes wide with raised eyebrows and movements both rigid and short of making contact with Angela’s 
                    body
                    
                  . There was no flow to his movements, no sharp and snappy speed, no determination, and a distinct lack of intention and 
                    aggression
                    
                  . At a distance coach Katie watched the pair as they practiced their partnered work backwards and forwards. ‘You didn’t mean that. Did you mean that punch? Because if you did, then why was it short? You need to look like you mean it! There should be fire in these techniques!’ Katie’s face was animated as she confronted Eric, almost illustrating the expressions she was seeking in Eric’s techniques. To demonstrate her point, Katie performed a swift punch that threw dynamic energy right through her 
                    body
                    
                   honed into her fist to Angela’s 
                    body
                    
                  . Katie’s eyes were pierced upon Angela’s 
                    body
                    
                  , her mouth tightened, eyebrows sharp, and simultaneously as her fist landed on Angela’s 
                    body
                    
                   Katie gave an aggressive shout ‘Kiai!’ Resuming to a standing position, Katie explained ‘See, that’s what we need from you’.
Fieldnotes, Bushido.


            
The mimetic violence of karate involves a performance of combative moves, but also embedded within each kick, punch, throw, or strike, is a set of expected embodied emotional expressions. The execution of a punch involves simultaneously the twisting of the hips, tightening of the fists, lowering of the eyebrow, a sharp focus within the eyes, extension of the arm, and a shout of aggression as the fist lands upon the opponent’s body that together mark the technique as successful, and work to express the karate athlete’s dominance over their opponent. The tightening of the skin around the eyes and jaw works to perform a determination and aggression that is expected of karate practitioners that suggests a fearless readiness for violence. An expectation to express fearlessness and willingness for aggression marks a primary feeling rule (Hochschild, 1983) of karate. As the vignette above suggests, karate practitioners were held tightly to obeying this feeling rule through informal disciplining from their instructors.
Alongside maintaining an expression of a determined, fearless, readiness for performing mimetic violence, there appeared to be four other key feeling rules that frame expressions and experiences of violence within contemporary British karate classes. Together, the five feeling rules were:	1.Practitioners must maintain an expression of determined, fearless, readiness for executing mimetic violence during their practice.

 

	2.Practitioners must hit their training partners or competition opponents, however, with a degree of control.

 

	3.Practitioners must not feign injury, or express pain when hit.

 

	4.Practitioners should accept being hit, or being defeated in competition, with humble respect for their partner/opponent.

 

	5.Practitioners should not hold an intention to hurt those they train with or compete against.

 




These exist as informal feeling rules informing karate practice. While they are not explicitly listed prior to karate classes, or written down within the license books karate practitioners keep, practitioners learn these rules through club instructors or those in senior positions within karate clubs such as black belts explicitly informing practitioners to alter their practice in accordance with these feeling rules; through a variety of tacit exchanges that encourage increased or decreased physicality of a karate practitioners practice; and watching those in senior positions within the club.
The extent to which these five feeling rules are maintained during karate practice has multiple complexities and variances that in turn reflect the difficulty in creating a clearly defined line of what violence is mimetic or real (Young, 2012). A key pattern that emerged within the karate clubs explored was that men were often held much tighter than women to all five feeling rules than women. The five feeling rules guiding experiences and expressions of violence within karate as outlined here are intertwined within and further illuminated in the analysis of masculinity in the following findings sections. With violent capacity theorized to be a key component of an orthodox masculinity (Anderson, 2005; Bourdieu, 2001), the following sections focus on how karate’s changing framework of violence informs men’s constructions of masculinity within British karate.
Violent Beginnings
Utilizing the body to develop and exert combative blows has long stood as a symbol of masculinity, and as such, a key to masculine embodiment. Such motions are not inherently male, nor are they motions that women have not engaged in historically or presently, but are uses of the body that in Western society have been framed as masculine, and are commonly understood as masculine. In the karate hall, women and men engage their bodies in these combative motions, developing the techniques, awareness, and timing to be able to hold one’s own in a fight. Such hitting techniques are essential to karate practice, and the primary way in which newcomers imagined using their body in a karate hall. For men in particular, learning how to fight was cited as a key interest in learning karate:

              Fighting is what you think of when you think of karate, so that was part of the appeal—learning how to fight. Not in a savage way, but just to see if I could…
Scott, Lothian Wadokai.


            

              I loved Jackie Chan and all the fighting kids shows when I was young. I also wouldn’t stop fighting with my brother, and my parents just had enough of it and thought ‘we need to get this child to some kind of fighting sport!’ They thought taking me to karate would mean I wouldn’t fight with my brother. Then the next week he started—so it didn’t really stop it. The fighting in the house changed I guess… We set up rules like ‘no face hitting, only body’ so we organized the fights more haha. I guess it was better—a bit less, like, actually angry—but not exactly what my parents intended.
Sean, Lothian Wadokai


            
For many men, starting karate provided an exciting opportunity to test themselves against an ideal of how men ‘should’ be able to use their bodies. The quote from Sean provides a revealing undertone embedded within many of the male interviewees’ discussions of starting karate, particularly those who started at a young age—that a boy’s desire to engage in fighting is ‘natural’ and therefore karate could provide a safe and legitimate space to release and rehearse this innate desire, rather than attempting to steer boys to non-violent activities. As such, karate’s mimetically violent practice was positioned as a pathway for honing in an assumed natural masculine capacity. Karate’s mimetically violent form was thus seen to hold masculinity-validating potential that appeared to infuse many men’s desires to start the sport.
Men’s desire to learn combative movements was also often seen as beneficial, or in some cases essential, for their work life. Many of the men who trained across the three clubs worked within occupations that frequently deal with physical aggression such as the police, door staff to pubs and clubs, and young offenders’ institutions. Men were much more likely than their female training partners to be employed in such work, reflecting ongoing reputations of physical work as ‘masculine’. For these men, the desire to start karate was explicitly linked to improving their capacities at work:

              Part of my job as a teacher (at a pupil referral unit) is to avoid fights and deal with violent situations. So starting karate appealed to me because I thought ‘how will I find having hits flying toward my head?’ And that took a bit of getting used to, to be honest. So going into it I was kinda like ‘let’s see how this goes’ but also thinking ‘this might actually be really helpful’.
David, Juniper karate club.


            
As such, karate was seen as a vehicle for men to both defend themselves against the potential of violence of male work and provide the tools to take control within such situations. Here, combative capacity is presented as a practical necessity for countering violence, alongside presenting a dichotomy of ‘good violence’ of their occupation, and ‘bad violence’ that they must protect against. In turn, such narratives further reflect desires for physical dominance that are at the heart of notions of orthodox masculinity. These narratives do so by at once both distancing themselves from ‘real’ or ‘bad’ violence and associating themselves with the combative skills of karate that are presented as acceptable and legitimate.
A distancing of the apparent violence within karate from ‘real’ violence was a notion reiterated by all my interviewees. Those who had decades of experience within karate done so by suggesting the line between real violence and the practice of karate had not always been so clear. The 1980s were presented as a particularly physical stage in British karate’s history:

              In the ‘80s it was about hitting things as hard as you could. So if you were doing pad work it would be—put your hand through the pad. If you were fighting it would be—knock their head off. It was a lot more brutal. So when I came back to Colin’s class twenty years later I kept getting a row for lack of control. Now it’s about knowing you could hit them hard if you wanted to, but having that control and discipline… It’s more about etiquette, or speed. It’s about being an athlete rather than just knocking someone’s head off.
Keith, Juniper karate club.


            
The aggressive physicality of karate in the 1980s was linked by some participants as a direct tactic to exclude women, and in turn, reinforce karate as a male domain, and karate’s violence as a masculine capacity:

              Back then it was seen that things like punching walls will make you stronger, and that was kind of accepted. If you were going to punch someone you were going out to drop them and make sure they didn’t get back up. When I first started it was very much an adult thing, but it was also very much a male thing as well… It was like ‘if they (women and children) can’t handle what the men do they shouldn’t be here’. It was an issue of: make it as hard as you can, and if people don’t come back, well, they’re the weak ones.
Craig, Bushido.


            
The depictions of British karate in the 1980s above present it is an arena that exudes the values and performances of an orthodox masculinity: to be aggressive, strong, take risks, assert dominance and control, and both hostile and oppositional to women and children. The apparent ‘brutality’ of karate within the 1980s can be situated within broader societal trends whereby the structures of male dominance had been shaken by women’s increased participation in work and public life (Whitson, 1990). Within this context, performances of orthodox masculinity were amplified as resistance to changing gender relations. Within this era, the informal feeling rules guiding karate’s practices were suggested to center on expressing fearless aggression and avoiding at all costs expressing pain, while omitting rules concerning controlling techniques. In comparing British karate in the 1980s to present day, karate practitioners told a story of karate undergoing a civilizing process. Seen as key to this process was changes to the competitive rules of karate:

              The most notable difference is the protection—we weren’t given protection in those days. You turned up with a pair of cloth mitts literally that was like putting a glove on. Just cotton, and that was it. There was no shin or feet protectors or anything like that. Most of the referees were ex-fighters, so back in the ‘80s if you hit someone hard you might be told ‘tone it down a bit’ but that was it—then you’d just leather back into them. Its a different sport completely now. And it’s quite right the protection is there… What we were doing back in those days was brutalizing the sport. You were going out to get hurt or [be] hurt. If you were going to punch someone you were going out to drop them and make sure they didn’t get back up. Nowadays there’s a more technical aspect to it, its more a visual sport now… It used to be brutal, but now it’s an art.
Stuart, Juniper karate club.


            
The combination of increased protective equipment, and stricter refereeing of techniques that were deemed to be exceedingly damaging, debunked the value and prestige associated with being able to hit hard. In this process, physical aggression expressing violence became less central to karate’s practice. In doing so, a crux of orthodox masculinity was delegitimized within British karate. However, while all of my participants’ accounts of British karate’s ‘brutal’ past allude to karate’s changes as being progressive and improving karate’s practice, they also appeared to draw a joy and prestige from emphasizing the physicality of training that they had endured in the 1980s. Stories of British karate’s ‘brutal past’ thus both worked to distance and connect the men telling the tales to an orthodox masculinity, and in doing so, enabled them to paradoxically double-up capital from both an association with an orthodox masculinity and a civilizing masculinity that denotes the former.
Embodying the Art of the Sport
Changes to competition rules appeared to ignite a broader ‘civilizing process’ within British karate that seeped through both competition and club practice. In this, growing emphasis was placed on the ‘art’ of karate:

              Anybody can hit someone hard. There’s no real achievement in that. That’s not what we’re here to do. Karate is about precision, technique, always improving, and that takes quite a lot of patience. That’s what makes karate impressive. Its an art, it’s a life-long journey if you want it to be, and yes, you do get to hit people too, but it’s much more than just hitting people.
Field note quote from Coach Craig, Bushido.


            
I came to understand the ‘art’ of the sport to refer to grace in movement, elegance in technique, control, and subtle and soft manipulations of the body—traits that fall under conventional notions of femininity. Coaches and high grades emphasized the importance of the ‘artistic’ elements of the sport within classes by emphasizing the importance of technical precision, control, elegance, agility, and improvement when instructing, by praising and parading those who displayed such qualities, and verbally condoning karate practice that was deemed not to be attempting to embody these qualities. Instead, karate practice was expected to involve a delicate weaving together of the body as a whole fluidly moving into technical positions, agile shifts of body weight from one leg to the other, the use of sound and rhythm to help the coordination of the body, graceful control of flexible kicks, subtle twists to change the trajectory of technique, and spatial awareness of the distance between self and imagined or real opponents. For many men, the artistic elements of karate were embraced as something to value about karate:

              To be able to lift the knee and wrap a kick so effortlessly around a target with the control to just dink a touch with the toe, and then bring it back down—magic. Particularly at my size, it feels great to be able to do that.
Keith, Juniper karate club.


            

              The way we dance around an opponent, set up a technique, execute it to technical precision, and swiftly move away again. It’s an art, that’s why it’s a martial art. Karate used to be about hitting people as hard as you could, there was no skill in it—it was physical and it was hard, but there wasn’t much skill. Whereas now—wow. The sport’s moved on and it’s for the better.
Stuart, Juniper karate club.


            
In reflecting on karate practice as an ‘art’, male practitioners acknowledged the delicate and elegant intricacies of their practice that situate karate at odds with notions of an orthodox masculinity. It also marked a distinct realignment of prestige within karate from physically painful enactments of aggression, toward esthetic and controlled performances. Within this, spatial awareness and rhythm with movement, much like a dancer, were drawn upon to glide through the patterns of kata, or execute the correct timing and movement of advances forward:

              The dancing and the karate… looking back the similarities between the two of them are uncanny. Rhythm, speed, posture—all the things you need to be a good karate player. Dancing gave me all I needed. All karate added in was the technique and power, or the looseness of fighting competition style, but everything else—the similarities between karate and dancing are great.
Stuart, Juniper karate club.


            
Unlike the refrain shown from many men and boys to activities such as dance (Gard, 2008), the elegant, controlled, rhythmic motions of karate were enjoyed as part of a variety of ways of using one’s body in the karate hall, supported by the masculine safety net that these movements could be utilized for combative purposes. The mixture of conventionally feminine and masculine uses of the body thus offered men a way to accept the practice within the realms of being gender appropriate.
Alongside the enjoyment many men felt performing the artistic elements of karate, an active avoidance of hurting others also accompanied this, and further complicated the position of violence within constructions of masculinity in karate. Use of ‘control’ when throwing techniques was felt to be a pivotal component in learning how to hit in karate, and was a key informal rule of karate practice. Hitting hard and being hit hard, although it did happen, were not felt to be crucial, nor desirable, in karate training:

              When we’re sparring or doing techniques I don’t actually want to hurt the person I’m with. Karate’s not about who can hit the hardest, it’s about scoring techniques, so I don’t want to hurt them.
Sean, Lothian Wadokai.


            

              I punched one of the orange belts (beginners) at training the other week, and it was one of those situations where I’d aimed at his distance, started to throw it, then he moved in closer and I couldn’t stop the punch. It was a sore one, right on the jaw—I felt terrible! You could see in his face he was quite taken-a-back but kept saying ‘oh its fine’. I felt terrible all class! I should be better (at controlling) than that.
David, Juniper karate club.


            
Karate’s emphasis on clean, clear, controlled, and efficient technical execution of moves meant that most hits never left training partners in any serious pain. Controlling the strength of attacks, and the degree of contact to their training partner’s skin, was enjoyed with a sense of relief, particularly for lower grades whose technical ability was less finely tuned than more senior grades. Wary of their relative lack of skill, often lower grades were found trying not to accidentally hit people too hard, and would use tactics such as aiming to the body to avoid problematically hitting someone too hard. In this process, not only were uses of violence as physical violation deemed undesirable and avoided by many male karate practitioners, but in doing so, physical violation was distanced from men’s constructions and performances of masculinity. Instead, the ability to throw combative techniques that could hit a training partner without hurting them was experienced with a sense of achievement and pride:

              Sometimes you get into situations where your sparring and the person you’re with… you start to feel they are getting frustrated and are actually trying to hurt you rather than score points. It’s in those moments that if you can just lift the leg up and ‘dink’ tap them on the head with a beautiful kick—it feels great. It’s like, ‘I could have knocked you out, but I controlled it at the last second’. It’s much, much, much harder to control a kick that knock someone out with it. It’s a good feeling.
Keith, Juniper karate club.


            
Being able to do so not only marked an achievement in performing karate techniques with success, but further built karate practitioners sense of control over their body, and, within sparring, the dominating of others. The prestige found in having ‘the ability to knock them out, but controlling it at the last second’ lay in contrast to the embodied experiences older members mentioned from British karate’s more ‘brutal’ past whereby the prestige of violence as physical violation shifted toward a prestige in controlled, esthetic, domination. The reduction of the importance of strength opened up room for women to be seen as the best practitioners, and in turn, drawing into question the exclusivity of fighting to masculinity.
For some men, the emphasis on control and elegance was unexpected when starting karate, and disregarded in favor of focusing on hitting things hard. In my field notes I reflect upon this:Coach Angus moved us onto multiple pad-work drills. This required the class to stand in lines grouped together by height, with one person holding a body-sized pad against their body whilst one-by-one, the rest of the line took their turn to execute a number of kicks and punches against the pad. I looked over to ‘the giants’ line where Jason was holding the pad. John took to the front of the line, set up his stance, and fired his back leg into the pad and into Jason’s body. Jason’s face winced, but before there was time to get his breathe back, John slammed his foot into the pad again and again and again. His eyes were fixated on the pad, with each kick holding worse technique. Paul attempted to intervene ‘Simmer down John, remember your technique’. John continued ignoring Paul. Paul tried again with a joke—‘Jason won’t be able to walk home if you keep going like that!’ John turned and smiled towards Paul, before finishing his last, technical terrible but powerful, kick.


Some men, like John, left the sport quite quickly rather than developing elegance, control, and the delicate touch essential to practicing and improving their karate. This suggests an inability to manage their masculinity within a context that required a shift away from a dominating and aggressive form of masculinity toward a blend of both conventionally masculine and conventionally feminine traits. Others found ways to re-evaluate and manage them. This entailed compartmentalizing karate into sections they liked and disliked, or reframing bodily movements that could be interpreted as feminine, as masculine:

              When people think of karate they don’t really think of kata (a sequence of karate moves performed solo and assessed against the perfection of execution of techniques). It’s fine, but it’s not for me. I’m here ‘cause I enjoy sparring and things like that.
Scott Lothian Wadokai.


            

              I think people don’t realize the practical uses of kata—like what each move is doing, how that is disarming or eliminating your opponent. Like Jion is a really powerful kata I think, it’s all moves that you can really put your strength into.
James, Juniper karate club.


            
Such interpretations positioned mimetic violence and dominance at the center of their karate practice, retaining a privilege for concepts associated with orthodox masculinity, while at the same time subordinating, although adhering to, aspects associated with conventional ideas of femininity. This in turn enabled some men to perform and embody the artistic movements of karate in a way that they felt maintained a sense of masculinity, while simultaneously performing qualities associated with conventional notions of femininity.
Policing and Punishing Violence
The informal feeling rules framing uses of violence within karate together set out almost paradoxical ideas about violence: as both something to avoid, as something to embody, and as something which, when experienced, karate practitioners should not complain about. Karate practitioners must walk a line fine in order to adhere to the codes of violence whereby failure to emotion manage appropriately left them susceptible to policing and punishing from high grades and the club instructor.
The experience of being hit entailed both physical sensations and marks left on the body such as bruises, cuts, and grazes that formed a foundation for the embodied experience of karate. Newcomers and low grades were visibly much more cautious about being hit, despite taking place under rules and within a safe place. Often low grades would screw their faces after being hit with light skin touch, stay far away from their partner to avoid getting hit, move back not to allow their partner to make contact when being a target, or, in a few cases, complain to the coach of being hit too hard. Newcomers had to be persuaded that getting hit was not as painful or damaging as they imagined it to be, and often this persuasion developed through being hit either in sparring, when holding a pad for a partner, or standing as a target:

              You take a hit to the stomach and you stop for a minute and go ‘Ooh! Okay, okay, I’m still here’, you know, you realize you can take it.
David, Juniper karate club.


            
Through taking a hit, low-grade karate practitioners came to realize both that their bodies were capable of taking a hit and that the hits themselves often did not feel as painful as the thought of them was. Through ongoing hits, karate practitioners built an embodied understanding that transformed the sensation of being hit from something painful, scary, and damaging, to something normal, within their body’s capabilities to deal with, and enjoyable. Coaches would encourage this interpretation of being hit by responding to moments when practitioners looked uncertain at the blow they had just taken:

              We’re not scared of contract, because (coach) Colin encourages it: ‘nothing wrong with a wee bit of contact’…As long as you’re not going out of your way to hurt some one.
Keith, Juniper karate club.


            

              Some of the clubs at competition, the kids have been punched in the face and they are having a cry and you see a coach shouting at them to get back up.
James, Juniper karate club.


            
Through such actions, coaches and high-level karate practitioners asserted a stoic feeling rule often used to police performances of masculinity: that being hit was okay, but expressing pain, unless under exceptional circumstances, was not. While there was an understanding that lower grades may be unfamiliar with getting hit, as being hit was seen as ‘part of the sport’ experienced karate practitioners’ disgruntlement at being hit or exaggeration of injury was frowned upon by the coach and other practitioners. However, there were visible and tacit disparities in the extent to which male and female karate practitioners were held to this rule. I reflected upon this in my field notes:

              I had partnered with Lisa who, despite being a black belt, tended to stick with other adults who also started karate in their 30s or 40s. We were to start with body punches then moved onto head kicks—ten each to warm up. The first kick I threw made a perfect slap against her cheek, and although it did make contact, it was only a little tap—in competition I would be delighted with it, it was the perfect level of contact. I could see instantly in her face that she was completely shocked; her previous smile had dropped to a look of concern before quickly trying to fake a smile again. The reaction shocked me, because the kick really wasn’t hard, however to Lisa it was, because it mustn’t have been the degree of contact she had been used to. I attempted to watch how she sparred with others during the class, and noted that those who trained with her appeared to avoid making contact with her, which was very strange treatment for a black belt. I had seen Colin once react in the same way when sparring with Sean before he received his black belt, and coach Eric joked ‘if you can’t take that by now you’re in the wrong sport’.
Field notes, Lothian Wadokai.


            
In situations where high grades show distain to being hit, as described above with Lisa, negative reactions to being hit with appropriate contact often resulted in hitting the partner again with the same intensity; a senior grade telling the partner they must learn to take a hit; in some cases, hitting the partner harder; and in rare cases, the individual having to fight numerous people one after another, in an attempt to cement the idea that in karate, you will get hit, and you can take it. While high-grade women were sometimes excused for showing distain toward being hit, particularly if they were partnered with a man, high-grade men were held tightly to taking a hit by the punishing mechanism mentioned above. Such treatment molded men and women’s embodied experiences of karate differently. Women had leeway to express pain and be excused of punishment based on underlying assumptions of women’s bodies as less suitable or capable than men’s to take a hit. Receiving painful hits and hiding emotional distain was in turn made fundamental to high-grade men’s embodied experience of the sport, in turn reinforcing ideas of men as ‘natural’ fighters and their innate capacity for fighting being central to their distinction from women.
A crucial part in accepting being hit was interpreting the kicks and punches being thrown as without an intention to do harm and without being vindictive:

              Within that 30 second window, whatever happens, happens. When it comes to training you can’t hold a grudge. I’ve had burst lips, black eyes, bloody nose… Getting hit is just normal now, you get used to it. I don’t think ‘I’m going to get you for that’. What I have thought is ‘you silly bugger Sean, you should have gotten out the way…’. And the minute you are told to stop, you have to stop. You have to leave it on the mat because if you didn’t you couldn’t train. Every time you’d turn up to training, you’d be thinking ‘I’m going to hurt that person’ and you can’t do that. Most of the time if someone hurts you they are apologetic about it!
Sean, Lothian Wadokai.


            
As part of a mutual exchange of thumps, bumps, and bruises in an attempting to get better at a shared passion, pain caused by one partner to another was overlooked. Accepting being hit, and appreciating it as part of learning rather than a challenge over one’s dominance or ability, was seen as important both in being able to improve in the sport and in being able to emotionally come to terms with being hit and respond in an appropriate manner. In the quote above, Sean outlines a narrative of avoiding ‘natural’ emotional, violent, reactions to being hit, with reasoning, learning, and improving. This replicates a civilizing narrative in that Sean aligns himself with civility and control, and distances himself from emotive violent reactions.
Continually hitting a training partner hard in order to hurt them was seen as unnecessary, unfair, and unproductive for karate training. Regular culprits of this were well known within the karate clubs, and were often avoided. High grades would often police such behavior by partnering the culprit and unleashing hard, fast, and rough techniques in an intense fight to punish the deviant practitioner, show them they were not the only person who could hit hard, and encourage them to thus adhere to the rules of control. This policing worked to reinforce the norms of hitting, and punishment acted to assert authority over other’s embodied actions. Such treatment could be seen within low-level club fighting to the very top level of karate training:

              Nobody should be getting black eyes or bleeding noses in here. It’ll be physically intense, and it’ll be scary, but nobody should be getting hurt. If you’re here to hurt people, well, you’re in the right place—the national coaches here have no problem in bringing you out to fight with us.
Scotland coach, national squad training.


            
Here, the behavior being punished is the same behavior that will be used to punish. While all high grades have the skill to hit and hurt an opponent, not all had the physical build to out-punch karate practitioners who kept hitting others hard. Most commonly this deviant behavior was performed by men, and was punished by another man. Such confrontations raised contentions not of whether it is okay to hit hard but of who has the authority to hit hard within what context. Men’s focus on their ability to do physical damage transformed the controlled, hierarchically skill-structured, ‘art’ of karate into a contestation to be the hegemonic male (Connell, 2005), enabled and moralized by claims of being for the greater good. The reinforcement of the rules of control to macho types was particularly carried out when a man was deemed to be purposefully hitting a woman training partner too hard:

              Big Freddy was always throwing these massive big kicks, punches, and hooks, and nobody wanted to fight him because of it. I just thought ‘that’s not karate, that’s just shocking’. One time he gave Arlene a burst lip it tipped me over. I mentioned it to coach Colin and he said ‘someone will put him in his place’ sort of giving me the nod. So I paired up with Fred, we bowed and he through a hook at me—I stepped back. He through a round house kick at me, and luckily, I ducked as his leg swung right through like a pirouette. When he came back round, I threw probably one of my best technical face punches I’ve ever thrown, and I caught him right under the nose and he fell back. He threw his pads off and got straight back up shouting ‘I’ll fucking show you’ so then I started to take my hand pads off, and Colin just sort of walked over as if to say ‘put your pads back on boys and simmer down. This is karate.’ After that in the car park Fred was shouting over and I said ‘Fred if you want to, go for it, but if you do one of us aren’t coming back to training’. I just thought—he’s a bully, nothing but a bully.
Hitting people I don’t take great pride in, but with him… the first thing I said to my wife was that I punched Fred off his feet, and she said ‘did he deserve it?’ and I said ‘aye he did’ then she said ‘well he had it coming then’. So I was kind of gloating but also trying to process it in my own mind—was that right what I did? But aye, that I did take pride in. Keith, Juniper karate club.


            
As such, while an orthodox masculine embodiment centered on exerting physical strength upon the bodies of others to gain prestige was discouraged within karate classes, an association between men’s bodies, violence, control, and authority was maintained. Here, black belt men became the physical guardians of social order within the club, while women were predominantly isolated from this role because of their body size, and thus reserving an ultimate authoritative embodiment for men. Here, the protection of women’s bodies was placed as central to performing a masculine embodiment, and utilized to legitimize purposively physical and aggressive attacks upon other men.
Conclusion
As a practice based on mimetic performances of violence, karate, at first glance, would appear to be a prime arena for reproducing orthodox masculinity, and awarding such orthodox performances of masculinity with hegemonic prestige. However, the shift in prestige from being able to hit hard to being able to control techniques marks a shift not only in karate’s direction as a sport but also in karate’s relationship with ideas of orthodox masculinity. While notions of hitting hard tie in well with legitimizing ideas of orthodox masculinity, and indeed framed British karate’s practice in the past, karate practitioners were no longer expected nor desired to hit their training partners as hard as they could, but instead hit with control, speed, technical accuracy, and respect for their training partner or opponent. Being able to hit hardest no longer appeared to warrant prestige, nor fast track the largest men in the club to top positions of the hierarchy, but rather was seen as poor karate etiquette and thus discouraged. Redirecting prestige from being able to hit hard to being able to control darting and agile technically excellent kicks and punches not only rejected notions of orthodox masculinity but also opened up interpretations of the best fighters to be women as well as men. In turn, this drew into question the exclusivity of fighting to men’s bodies, and in doing so, also posed the question: what is masculine about fighting?
As women’s combative uses of their bodies presented such movements as embodiments expected, and capable, of men and women, more nuanced ways of associating men with the dominance drawn from fighting skills and violence emerged. This included being held more tightly accountable to the informal feeling rules surrounding karate practice, in particular, withholding expressions of pain, controlling the physical contact of techniques thrown, and maintaining a determined, fearless, and aggressive facial and bodily demeanor. The extensive policing and physical punishing of men who slacked on these fronts, in comparison to the treatment of their female training partners, reinforced the importance of stoicism and violent capacity to masculinity. The frequency with which men were punished by other men for being deemed to hit women with excessive contact placed the protection of women as central to performances of masculinity within a civilizing British karate class. By marking women as comparatively fragile, and ultimately in need of assistance from men, this further reinforced notions of violent capacities as distinctly central to masculinity.
The embodiments of those who punished violence within the karate classes paradoxically both denounced uses of excessive physicality and valorized excessive physicality. Within these interactions, the punishers took on a hegemonic position within the club that, through the caveat of moral reason and righteousness rather than emotive outburst, legitimized their uses of violence and maintained the link between masculinity, violence, and dominance. Those who had practiced karate in the 1980s similarly drew on an association with karate’s ‘brutal’ past to access a form of masculine capital associated with violence. As such, in drawing on narratives of civilizing morality and restraint of emotionality, men within contemporary British karate were able to build gender performances that drew masculine prestige from both disassociated themselves from an orthodox masculinity by virtue of embracing acts more commonly associated with femininity and simultaneously performing stoic, mimetic, performances of violence.
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The purpose of this chapter is to critically discuss masculine embodiment in Male Physical Education (MPE) drawing on the work of other figurational sociologists, such as Dunning and Sheard (1973, 1979), Dunning and Maguire (1996) and Atkinson (2002, 2007, 2008, 2011, 2012). The chapter starts by discussing broader literature on masculinity and Physical Education (PE) and then outlines the key principles of figurational sociology. We then discuss ethnographic data from a school in the North-East of England, which we call Colbeck High School (CHS), applying figurational concepts to demonstrate (1) how young males internalize their gendered behavior and (2) the role of MPE teachers in these processes. In doing so we focus on understanding the tension balances involved in managing young people’s gendered identities in MPE. Finally, we critically appraise the use of a figurational framework for understanding young males’ masculine embodiment from a long-term developmental and relational perspective.
Masculinity and Secondary Physical Education
In order to contextualize this study, we briefly summarize seminal and contemporary research on masculinity in PE. We start with Connell’s (1989) empirical work which identified the relationship between PE and masculinity by arguing that PE is a ‘gender regime’ for reproducing masculine ideology and legitimizing patriarchy. This study tested her pioneering theoretical concept of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987), which has since been applied in multiple studies on masculinity in PE (see Davison, 2000; Parker & Curtner-Smith, 2012; Silva, Botelho-Gomes, & Goellner, 2012).
Hegemonic masculinity has been used extensively as a way of discussing gendered embodiment in PE. One such study focuses on those marginalized in PE; Tischler and McCaughtry (2011) noted how hegemonic masculinity in PE was socially constructed through content, pedagogies, teacher-student relationships and peer-cultures. Young males who embodied marginalized masculinities gave examples of their internalization of, and at times resistance against, oppressive practices in MPE, while they provided contrasting experiences when in other sporting environments (Tischler & McCaughtry, 2011). These findings centered the MPE teacher in the social construction of hegemonic masculinity reflecting previous concerns regarding MPE teachers’ teacher-training courses. For example, Skelton (2006) found hegemonic masculinity was part of the informal culture of training to become an MPE teacher despite contrasting institutional-based pedagogies being advised. Similarly, Brown (2005) noted how trainee MPE teachers used their gendered backgrounds to shift their teaching identities toward complicity and reproduction of hegemonic forms of masculinity and patriarchy in PE and school sport.
While many researchers have applied hegemonic masculinity, others have adopted more poststructural theories. Light and Kirk’s (2000, p. 174) study of rugby within schools found that, “a class specific form of masculinity connected to ideals of physical domination, competitiveness, toughness, teamwork and self-restraint continued to be produced and reproduced”. However, in line with broader socio-cultural gender and educational changes, rugby’s hegemony had been contested and forced to adapt (Light & Kirk, 2000). In reference to these adaptations, Light and Kirk (2000) drew upon Bourdieu’s (1990) corporeal and discursive regimes focused around the body and rugby’s continued hegemony. Similarly, Gorely, Holroyd, and Kirk (2003) applied Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of habitus and the exchange of physical capital to critically consider the relationship between muscularity and the social construction of gender in PE. By highlighting the central importance of muscularity and physicality for young males’ masculine embodiment, Gorely et al. (2003) argued that PE can only have less binary gender relevance and become fully inclusive if stereotypical masculinities are de-stabilized.
Other studies have adopted theories of Foucault. For example, Gerdin and Pringle (2017) explore the way young males made sense of pleasures in relation to the discourses within MPE. They found that pleasures were “co-constitutive of discourses of fitness, health, sport and masculinity” and served to substantiate the prominence of multi-activity sport-based PE (Gerdin & Pringle, 2017, p. 209). As such, MPE was considered by those involved as “an appropriate masculine endeavor and valued source of enjoyment” (Gerdin & Pringle, 2017, p. 194). Atkinson and Kehler (2012, p. 56) adopted Foucault’s notion of heterotopia, “a space that suspends or negates one’s cultural identities, maps of meaning and physical abilities”, to argue that changing rooms and other ‘gym zones’ were dangerous spaces where certain boys faced ritual bullying and humiliation. These behaviors were found to be induced by perceptions that these boys’ bodies did not ‘measure up’ to their peers’ masculine-based expectations, which left them feeling that they failed to embody a valued identity and fearful of entering this heterotopia.
While numerous theoretical frameworks have been applied to understanding masculinity and PE, there has been an acceptance that PE influences young males’ development and expression of masculinity. Within the gender order there are multiple masculinities at play, which are socially constructed in a hierarchical manner in MPE. Such dynamics significantly influence young males’ peer-relations and performances of masculinity. The following section introduces a figurational framework, which is then applied to understanding MPE throughout the chapter.
Figurational Sociology, Gender Relations and Long-Term Processes of Change
Figurational sociology, founded by Norbert Elias, is underpinned by a number of theoretical principles which are summarized by Malcolm and Mansfield (2013, pp. 399–400) as,	1.Human societies can only be understood in terms of long-term processes of change;

 

	2.Human life is characterized by interdependent relations which are diverse and shifting and underpinned by ever-changing balances of power;

 

	3.Human societies are characterized by different degrees of, and a dynamic interplay between, internal and external social controls, with the increasing internalization of the latter in relatively complex societies;

 

	4.Human acts involve processes in which intentional action contributes to unintended or unplanned patterns of relationships;

 

	5.Social life is characterized by balances and blends of emotional involvement and detachment from the contexts in which human beings find themselves.

 



Central to a figurational analysis is the figuration which Elias (1978, p. 261) defined as, “a structure of mutually oriented and dependent people”. This is an example of how Elias sought ways to avoid dominant and dualistic terms in sociology. The figuration does not seek to resolve but, rather, circumvent the structure-agency dualism (Dunning & Hughes, 2013). Power is a part of all social relations and figurations are always organized around the operation of power (van Krieken, 1998). The ‘figuration’ also emphasizes other Eliasian concepts such as interdependencies, mutual social bonds, power relations and social processes. People are born into figurations and remain in them until their death, which means that we, “only exist in and through our relations with others” (van Krieken, 1998, p. 6), people are always interdependent with others (Elias, 1978), and that all social relations are enabling and constraining. Power must be understood as part of all social relations (van Krieken, 1998).
Elias’s (2012) approach is best illustrated in On the Processes of Civilization which describes the process by which people come to view themselves as more civilized than others. Elias was not making a moral judgment in this regard and his comparative approach clearly emphasized that there is more than one way of being civilized. Rather, Elias (2012) was fundamentally interested in how people come to regard themselves as ‘civilized’ relative to others. In particular, Elias (2012) outlined how manners regulating bodily functions, food consumption, sexual relations and expressions of violence have changed over time. He concluded that these aspects of social life have been increasingly regulated first through external social controls and latterly through internal self-regulation. In this respect, social etiquette comes to exert greater influence on social status. But, crucially for Elias (2012), such psychogenesis is inherently linked to sociogenesis. Thus, in On the Processes of Civilization, Elias (2012) links such behavioral change to the way that nation states have become more extensive and complex, aided through their development of the mutually supporting monopolies over physical force and taxation. Elias’s point in highlighting these processes was to stress how, over time, people come to perceive and evaluate similar acts in different ways and elicit differing emotional responses. In doing so, he was able to demonstrate that humans are not fixed mental and physical entities passing through changing social worlds but they are themselves dynamically created through such social experiences.
A long-term developmental view of masculine embodiment, according to Dunning and Maguire (1996), emphasizes that males and females are fundamentally interdependent due to reproductive and sexual purposes. In providing an overview of long-term changes in gender relations, Dunning (2013) noted that throughout the majority of human history and in nearly all societies, men have held significant power advantages over women. This has enabled men to monopolize violence, economic, political and ideological resources (Dunning, 2013). Equalizing shifts in favor of females can be understood as being related to the gradual depreciation of males’ physical capacities. This was due in part to men’s diminishing ability to gain power through violent force and the de-valuing of male strength through rises in the use of technology for warfare or industrial purposes (Dunning, 2013).
In taking a long-term perspective on gender relations in sport and PE, we draw on Elias and Dunning (1986) who considered how the development of modern sport emerged as a largely male preserve. In particular, they refer to modern sport as a space where people (read predominantly males) experience an innate need to experience pleasurable excitement. This excitement is required as modern societies have become more planned, routinized and mundane compared to pre-modern societies (Mennell, 1998). Referring to its cathartic properties, Elias and Dunning (1986, p. 96) noted how many sports contain de-routinized and tension balances through, “a controlled and enjoyable decontrolling of restraints on emotions”. Of course, modern sport is not the only spare-time leisure activity that enables pleasurable excitement. However, it is one which was formed by and for men, and therefore has a predominantly masculine character and that predominantly embodies male values (Dunning & Maguire, 1996).
Dunning (2013) emphasized modern sport’s important representational function in masculine identity formation by referring to its key characteristics, namely mock battles and mock duels, that permit aggression and violence which are unobtainable legally elsewhere or without evoking feelings of shame or repugnance. Focusing on gender identity, Dunning (2013) referred to modern sport as one of the last bastions of traditional forms of masculinity. Dunning and Maguire (1996) argued that modern sport spaces provided a ‘masculinity-validating’ experience for males which was crucial in their attempts to counter fears of emasculation/feminization which is perceived to have been an outcome of functional democratization. Modern sport therefore provided a socially approved site for the “inculcation, expressions and perpetuation of masculine habituses, identities, behavior and ideals” (Dunning & Maguire, 1996, p. 226). This process involved, among other things, the legitimate expression of aggressive masculinity and the subordination of females.
The role of modern sport in forming gendered identities meant that it became a source of ‘hero image’ for men and aspirational young males (Dunning & Maguire, 1996). The importance of modern sport’s excitement and representational function means that generations of males in England have had to “grow to develop an internalized adjustment to it” (Dunning & Maguire, 1996, p. 297), irrespective of their preference toward it. Of course, not all males like or demonstrate physical competence in sport; however, given its long-standing status in young males’ construction of masculinity (Connell, 2008), Dunning and Maguire (1996) referred to processes where ‘deviant’ males displaying an ‘anti-sport’ attitude are viewed as effeminate or homosexual.
Females increasing participation in sport have led to the emergence of modern sport as a battleground over gender identities, both between and within the sexes (Liston, 2018). Not only does females’ involvement potential invalidate modern sports ‘masculinity-validating’ potential but it challenges gendered ideologies (a key power resource) of what constitutes masculine/feminine habituses/identities and their social acceptability (Dunning, 2013). This de-stabilization of modern sports’ representational function for males partially explains why there has been much resistance to the perceived female encroachment on previous male preserves (i.e., see Liston, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2014, 2018; Velija & Malcolm, 2009; Velija & Flynn, 2010; Velija, 2015; Velija & Hughes, 2019). Despite females increased entry into modern sport and the subsequent challenge to conceptions of traditional masculinity, it is necessary to re-iterate that sport is still deemed in many Western societies as a prime developer and measurer of young males’ masculine embodiment (Connell, 2008) and this has implications for understanding MPE.
A Long-Term Developmental View of the MPE Figuration
Dunning and Sheard (1979) illustrated how PE’s gendered origins linked to masculine embodiment. Influenced by social reformers such as Charles Kingsley’s fears of ‘social feminization’, Muscular Christianity emerged and was prominent in English public schools during the mid-nineteenth century (Dunning & Maguire, 1996). This coincided with early developments of what we now call rugby and football, which was introduced by headmasters such as Thomas Arnold to reform what they perceived as a brutal prefect-fagging system and re-establish teachers’ monopoly of power over young males (Dunning & Sheard, 1979). These sporting activities were used to civilize young males’ bodies and inculcate manliness and independence (Dunning & Sheard, 1979). The socially acceptable aggressiveness in team contact sports caused tensions with notions of gentlemanly behavior and fair play (Dunning & Sheard, 1979). However, into the twentieth century developing manly character was embraced as a military need dictated PE’s role of developing (read male) ‘warriors’ through drill and ‘leaders’ through games (Dunning & Maguire, 1996). While there were numerous nuanced alterations to PE policy during the twentieth century, games largely remained a constant and had a gendered theme.
MPE in England in the twenty-first century continues to illustrate its gendered sociological inheritance through the maintenance of single-sex classes and continued gendered interpretation of the curriculum. Green (2008) noted how since its inclusion in the National Curriculum in 1992 PE has changed in relation to various processes which include, among other things, inter-related processes of politicization, marketization, professionalization, sportization, academicatization and healthization. These denote how the MPE figuration is constrained to some degree by school and political figurations. Such constraints affect socialization (Roberts, 2011) which takes place in PE, namely developing physical and moral citizens (NCPE, 2013). Like Connell (2008), we argue that because of its synonymy with sport and its unique design and figurational dynamics, MPE provides an intense space for the “inculcation, expressions and perpetuation of masculine habituses, identities, behavior and ideals” (Dunning & Maguire, 1996, p. 226) during an impressionable phase of young males’ habitus/identity development.
Young Males’ Masculine Habitus
Young males enter MPE with a gender/masculine habitus/identity that is influenced by their figurations within and outside of school. In figurational sociology, identity is conceived as an inherently human process. This means people do not go through abstract phases of identity because as they change so do their conceptions of ‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘they’ identities (Mennell, 1998). This processual approach explains why a 70-year-old person may not recognize or identify with the person they were 50 years ago (Elias, 2001). People’s identities change throughout their life-course depending on the figurations which they continue to be involved in or new figurations they become a part of (Elias, 2001). While sharing many similarities, figurational conceptions of identity and habitus differ in at least three respects, most notably levels of consciousness, autonomy and speed of change. Mennell (1998) noted how habitus operates at a deeper more unconscious level in comparison with a more consciously-informed identity. Individuals therefore have less autonomy to determine their habitus compared with their ability to present a certain identity (Mennell, 1998). As a result, a person’s habitus changes at a slower rate than their identity. Gender provides an example in this regard. From infancy, young people adopt habitual behaviors and ingrained attitudes that are gendered. While this means that relatively unconscious self-restrained behavior is gendered, this is not fixed and can change if alternative gendered behaviors become habitual and form part of a person’s second nature. While from infancy young people develop some degree of self-conception of gender identity, this becomes more intensified as they enter secondary school, enter more figurations, mature and develop a greater understanding of biological and social differences between the sexes. Because of its social and relational components, young people’s gendered identity formation is strongly influenced by the gender dynamics of the figurations in which they reside. These ideas are often drawn from dominant ideas about difference between male and females based on how at birth people are assigned a biological sex, nearly always male or female (Connell, 2005).
In the following section, we discuss the data from a six-month ethnographic study completed in 2015 within a Catholic secondary school we call Colbeck High School (CHS). The data was collected from 83 lesson observations, nine pupil focus groups and four interviews with MPE teachers and is presented using pseudonyms. This section is organized around four themes: the gendered MPE figuration, identity, the quest for (gendered) excitement and discussions about increasing self-restraint.
The Gendered MPE Figuration
PE teachers’ professional and adult status not only ensures power advantages over pupils but also allows them a degree of autonomy over how they implement the NCPE (Green, 2003). Not surprisingly given previous research, fun and enjoyment were central to MPE teachers’ philosophies on PE, as Mr Glover stated:Let them have a bit of fun, there is a lot of pressure on kids, I wouldn’t want to be a kid now honestly. There is a lot of pressure on them from that age all the way through…the whole character you know what I mean? There is more to it than academic success. It’s not the fault of the school it is just the environment we are in [Personal Interview 10 July 2015]

Mr Hatton emphasized how MPE is different from other school subjects as young males, “can play hard, have a laugh with each other and get a bit of escapism, if you are 100% serious and that all the time, that is (in MPE) when some people can be characters” [Personal Interview 2 June 2015]. These comments illustrated the de-routinizing nature of PE at CHS as it enabled physical movement and a space away from the more constraining classroom-environment. This ‘academic’ escapism from non-MPE subjects was regularly observed, as demonstrated in the following lesson observation, “as year sevens enter the pool area from the changing room, one young male gives way to a peer and comments ‘ladies first’, to the peer offers little reaction except from a smirk” [Field note 5 February 2015]. Such use of gendered language highlighted how communication drew on gendered stereotypes which demonstrate a form of playfulness and gendered terminology. Later on in the same lesson:Whilst completing a timed length, words of encouragement from team-mates escalated into screaming, particularly when there was a close race. Amongst the rising decibels, some young males sang “Olé, Olé, Olé”, whilst others clapped their hands above their head and chanted “easy, easy, easy” if their team was ahead of others. During one race, a young males’ accusation of a peer cheating is met with chants of “cheat, cheat, cheat” from several males…These series of competitive races aroused much emotion and young males would rejoice in their team winning by jumping up and down or clenching their fists and punching the air in delight…At the end of the lesson, Mr Copeland hands out young males’ towels and jokes with some young males. For instance, he said to one male “ask your grandma if she wants her curtain back”, which caused much amusement [Field note 5 February 2015]

As well as demonstrating an enabling of gendered play and gendered humor, this example illustrated the role of Mr Copeland in a space in which different behavioral expectations are permitted compared to more structured school activities. MPE teachers were all too aware of MPE’s gendered figurational uniqueness within the broader school figuration, as noted by Mr Hatton:I think when they (young males) come to PE and it is more of a natural environment. I think the main thing is just the all-boys bit you know. If all boys are together they tend to work a lot better than when it is girls and boys mixed. (When asked why, he replied) They get to this age when they start maybe liking girls a bit, I think that affects their confidence in a classroom because they do not want to look stupid. (When asked for an example, he replied) There was a lad the other day, he comes into PE he is absolutely fine with us, he goes into a mixed class because he has some friends, theatre girls, there and another couple of lad friends, he starts showing off in front of them you know to try and look big and hard…I think there is a certain friendship bond that you can build up through sport if you are playing for a certain team. I have got my year 9 class, they are to me like a team, and I will call them ‘team’, I will say ‘or morning team’ or whatever team, and they act like a team [Personal Interview 2 June 2015]

Here CHS was assumed as a heteronormative environment (Connell, 2008) and young males needed to portray traditional notions of masculine identity to avoid embarrassment. Equally, there was a belief that MPE was a space for single-sex activity to strengthen male relations rather than being a site where young males and young females could work together as part of a team.
From a figurational perspective, habitus operates at an individual and shared level (Mennell, 1998). Individual habitus refers to, “the learned emotional and behavioral dispositions which are specific to a particular person” (Dunning & Rojek, 1992, p. 87). Shared habitus denotes the feelings and modes of behavior and tastes that permeate among group members and reflect their deeply ingrained subconscious character (Mennell, 1994). Elias (2001, pp. 182–183) referred to how the two are linked through social habitus, which he described as the, “idea that the individual bears in himself or herself the habitus of a group”. Habitus is formed across multiple levels such as local, regional, national, class, gender and ethnic which make up people’s individual habitus. A figurational conception of identity centralizes the social and pluralistic nature of self, as Elias (1978, p. 128) noted:one’s self conception as a separate person, one’s sense of personal identity is closely connected with the ‘we’ and ‘they’ relationships of one’s group, and one’s position within these units of which one speaks as ‘we’ and ‘they’.

The relationship between sex and gender means part of infants’ individual civilizing process involves embodying gendered social expectations and developing a gendered sense of self. Involvement in MPE is at a particular time in young males’ gendered habitus development is at its most rapid and impressionable phase due to the hardwiring, functioning and plasticity of the human brain during childhood (Elias, 2001). During this period, young people’s formation of their individual gendered habitus is strongly influenced by shared and social gendered habitus, which reside in their figurations, most notable family, but given the time spent at school the school figuration has a strong influence. Individuals’ conceptions of gender are part of their gendered sociological inheritance alongside dominant conceptions of gender.
Enabling and celebrating young males ‘traditional’ masculine expression in MPE, Mr Parker noted:My current year 10 boys GCSE class, I love them. Good characters, some kids who would you know around school struggling with a few issues, but it is the for the first time ever we have kept the football team together and you know they get on with each other, they have been there through you know tough emotional times on the football pitch and they all get on well. I find it is fantastic, you know the lads, proper lads’ lads, but you have good discussions and yeah I think they are great [Personal Interview 8 July 2015]

There was a perceived shared masculine habitus between teachers and young males based around a dominant ‘we’ masculine identity, which included supporting each other emotionally. Mr Parker’s reference to ‘proper lads’ lads’ suggested that there were those who were not considered proper perhaps because they did not share a similar masculine habitus. Young males gendered habitus begins to be formed during infancy and becomes deeply embedded within their psyche, which also means it can often defy memory and feel unlearned and innate (Mennell, 1998). Furthermore, the earliness of these social constructions leads to biological essentialist views of young males, which inform phrases and excuses for their behavior such as ‘boys will be boys’. The deep-level gendered consciousness that young males develop from infancy is internalized through an embodiment of gendered social habitus. As infants grow older their shared gendered habitus with peers can influence their relations with those peers whose individual gendered habitus is not aligned to their shared gendered habitus. Young males learn from a young age what is acceptable or not and may regulate their behavior and that of others accordingly (Gabriel, 2017). Habitus is not fixed, it is susceptible to change, particularly during impressionable phases or as they grow older and enter more diverse figurations in ways that support autonomy and they reflect upon their gendered sense of self (Mennell, 1998).
In this section, we have highlighted how young males’ masculine embodiment has more of an identity performance element. Throughout childhood young people develop and negotiate I-We-They identities which are relational and therefore cannot exist independently, although they are not necessarily mutually exclusive (Mennell, 1998). For instance, infants embodied learning involves developing from a ‘Me-Mine’ to an ‘I-We’ worldview, from which they gradually seek greater autonomy from their ‘we’ identity and learn to think of themselves as an ‘I’ identity, which can differ in places from the ‘we’ (Dunning, 2013). In this sense, young males reach a certain stage of their individual civilizing process whereby they have developed more autonomy to determine their own feelings and thoughts on matters such as gender identity (Dunning, 2013). The malleability and higher degree of consciousness involved in young males’ expression of masculine embodiment can involve tension balances between the self and the social. For instance, their ability to express masculine embodiment is largely determined by the enabling and constraining elements within the figuration in which the expression is made. The main point here is that from infancy young males embody masculinity via internalizing shared and social gendered habituses. This provides the foundation for the development of their individual gendered habitus and subsequent expression of their masculine identity.
A Gendered Quest for Excitement
Sociability is considered by Elias and Dunning (1986) as a key element of activities which enable de-controlling of emotional controls. In MPE, this involved ‘banter’ (humor, joking, ridicule, mocking), which was not just observed between young males but also used by MPE teachers as a teaching strategy, as Mr South recalled:I teach citizenship once a week for 45 minutes. Being in a classroom is almost like a novelty for me… So for my citizenship (classes), I try and make it as fun as I can, I am actually quite stupid in there, erm (short pause), and the year sevens that left last week said ‘oh can we have citizenship with you every week’. Well that’s only because it is 45 minutes and I am not teaching them a core subject where there is pressure of grades, it is just nice to teach them and sort of take the mickey out of them, but I think PE teachers have that that personality where they are more sarcastic sometimes and you give it and take it a bit, whereas other teachers have the pressure of academic rigor where they have got to teach a certain concept in assessments [Personal Interview 15 July 2015]

There was a perception of different teacher-pupil relations in MPE at CHS compared with those in non-PE subjects. This was partly due to the use of banter within MPE teachers’ individual and occupational habitus, which Mr South believed year sevens responded to. In the focus groups, it appeared older males (year nine and above) tended to use and value banter more than their young peers. During a year nine focus group Chris recalled how, “If like there is a fun teacher, like Mr South, he will just go along with the banter”. Daniel responded to this comment by claiming, “He called me Ginger him, I swear down”, to which Colin commented, “You won’t expect the teacher to say something like that, (When probed about his views on this he added) well you just think that they are a cool guy and just go along with it”. While aware of expected teacher practice, Chris and Colin’s reference to Mr South as ‘fun’ and ‘cool’ suggested a de-controlling element of MPE which involved different behavioral, attitudinal and relational expectations. MPE is a social construction and within the figuration MPE teachers had a power advantage which meant that they played a significant role in the extent and type of homosocial bonding and gendered play.
There were times whereby MPE teachers’ actively enabled homosocial bonding rituals and gendered role play, for instance:During their warm-up Mr Hatton asked the year seven class to perform a series of animal impersonations as alternate functional movements. Young males accompanied this action with respective animal noises and laughed at each other’s impressions…Whilst a group of young males reversed their shirts, Mr Hatton made light of young males’ bared chests by joking “put it away Jack, stop trying to impress the girls”. Jack and his peers laughed. One young male took the opportunity to try and nipple twist a peer whilst his shirt was over his head, whilst another placed his cold hand on a peer’s naked back to shock him [Field note 18 March 2015]

These types of incidents highlighted the sociability aspects of MPE in which normal school behaviors differed and young males and teachers expressed their identities and bodies in a male ‘safe space’. Here, young males could be physically intimate in ways that would not be expected or tolerated elsewhere in the school environment. In a further example, the notion of masculinity is used to encourage young males’ involvement:Allowing young males to use ‘real’ javelins for the first time, Mr Glover reminded the year eight class of certain safety aspects and their need to be responsible. Heeding Mr Glovers’ request, young males completed various components of a javelin throw. One involved them kneeling on one-knee and throwing the javelin downwards into the floor meters away from them. In explaining the rules of how the javelin needs to land, Mr Glover compared the activity to tribesmen spearing animals. Rejoicing in this example, young males went off and diligently practiced their ‘spearing’. Mr Glover commented on young males’ practices, which included a “well done, you would make a good tribesman”. [Field note 15 April 2015]

Impressionable and in search of solid, socially acceptable and distinct gender identities, as well as seeking praise, most young males embraced this gendered role play.
Mock wrestling was perhaps the most explicit example of young males being able to explore and express traditional forms of masculine embodiment through gendered role play. For instance, after helping Mr Hatton put away the trampolines, a group of year sevens were observed spending a few minutes wrestling on the mats, in a playful and amicable way before putting them back [Field note 27 January 2015]. A month later, young males from the same class mimicked an RKO (a popular wrestling move) on each other [Field note 24 February 2015]. Older males also imitated wrestling moves, although this was usually rougher and often involved an element of surprise on or demonstration of strength over a peer. For example, upon entering the changing room a group of year ten males were observed performing mock arm and choke holds [Field note 5 March 2015]. This type of playfulness usually took place at the beginning, end and during transitions or idle time in lessons. In these cases, there was no MPE teacher intervention, which enabled PE spaces to be used by young males’ to express their traditional notions of masculine embodiment.
This section has illustrated how MPE’s design and figurational dynamics provided young males with a gendered quest for excitement that differed to that of non-PE subjects. This was socially constructed and enabled by both MPE teachers and young males, who embraced MPE’s representational function of traditional notions of masculine expression. This primarily involved shared mutual-identifications of gendered banter, homosocial bonding and gendered role play. While this section focused on enabling factors within MPE, in the following section we critically consider more constraining gendered elements within the MPE figuration.
Gendered Social Constraints in the MPE Figuration
Within the MPE figuration, there were social constraints over young males’ gendered performance in which MPE teachers were at times actively involved in. One theme in this regard was their use of gendered banter. For instance, during a year nine class, Mr South was observed saying “come on boys, we shall see if Hatton’s group have manned up yet” [Field note 20 May 2015]. The same teacher was observed shouting at a year ten male “come on you big girl” [Field note 5 February 2015] and suggested to a year eight group that they “man up” [Field note 28 January 2015]. MPE teachers gender-informed banter in a group environment was used to embarrass, cajole or gender-shame young males. While increasingly normalized and appealingly accepted by young males as ‘friendly’ banter, these ‘jest-like’ comments illustrated the gendered use of language as a way of de-masculinizing young males while at the same time being derogatory to females.
As influential figures in the MPE figuration, MPE teachers further contributed to gendered social constraints through their expectations of, instructions for and use of punishments as deterrents for perceived unacceptable (read gendered) behavior. While ‘fun’ was central to MPE teachers’ philosophies, somewhat juxtaposed, so were commitment and mental toughness. One explanation for this was the differentiation between permitted gendered play during pre-, post- and transitional phases and a demand for full application during core tasks. It should be noted that MPE teachers displayed an inclusive attitude toward those young males perceived to be less competitive, but showed little patience for any young males perceived lack of effort. Mental toughness and resilience were words used during instructions to young males. This figurational dynamic is perhaps best evidenced within the following lesson observations from a year seven class:Mr Hatton explained to the class the need to pace the 800 m and informed them that they will be timed. Mr Copeland’s class had already started the same activity. After half a lap a significant gulf emerged between the front and back group, and those faltering started to walk and talk. Mr Hatton became incensed, but initially shouted words of encouragement…Mr Hatton separated the class in two based on his perception of their effort and informed those he deemed not to have tried hard enough to complete the run again, whilst sending the rest of the class to play rounders. Addressing the left-behind group, Mr Hatton referred to their “pitiful attempt” and reminded them that they were “men” and not a “bunch of girls”, and therefore should be able to do better. Eager to join in, Mr Copeland added “don’t be wimps”. [Field note 14 May 2015]

Elias argued that shame is fear of social degradation whereas embarrassment refers to discomfort at perceived breach in social norms (Mierzwinski, Velija, & Malcolm, 2014). He also maintained that emotions such as shame, embarrassment and disgust are affective mechanisms for social control. Being called a bunch of girls sought to embarrass the young males but the way this was done emphasized their physical weakness along gendered lines, notably that men are physically and attitudinally different and superior to girls and women.
The following lesson with the same group demonstrated another method used to engage with young males in these values:Opting for the 1500 m and conscious of last week’s effort, Mr Hatton entered the changing room with a stern exterior and informed the class of the forthcoming activity and reminded them of his expectation. Sensing Mr Hatton’s unusual serious demeanor, the class listened accordingly. Whilst a young male completed the register, Mr Hatton wrote on the whiteboard “when the going gets tough, the tough get going”, “Rocky” and “think of something you like and makes you smile or something you dislike and run for that”. Mr Hatton then changed his disposition to one of inspiration and explained the need to work through hardships and push through the pain barrier in life. He then recalled the key messages of resilience and never say die attitude within ‘Rocky’ films…After completing the 1500 m Mr Hatton heaped praise on the class, patted some young males on the back and reminded the class that there is no reason why they should not apply that attitude to everything they do in life [Field note 19 May 2015]

Juxtaposed to gender shaming, Mr Hatton’s attempted to inculcate commitment and mental toughness through inspiration and positive reinforcement. Essentially, he tried to get young males to internalize the values of hard work by illustrating a need for young males to show self-restraint by pushing them physically. In the following section, we focus on the co-constructers of the MPE figuration, young males.
Young Males’ Management of ‘gendered’ Emotions
While not necessarily casual, direct or linear, there was evidence of young males’ internalization of the MPE figuration gendered social-restraints. Several examples of young males’ exercising gendered-informed self-restraints were expressed during focus groups with year sevens and eights. During these focus groups young males discussed a short story regarding a changing room incident whereby ‘Sam’ was called gay, ran outside upset and his peers did not intervene or report it to ‘Mr Sharp’. Year eight Tim reasoned that the bystander’s response was, “because if they said anything then they would also be called gay with the other person”, to which Connor added “because they might have felt embarrassed themselves”. This fear-based self-preservation illustrated Tim and Connor’s awareness of the gendered social constraints of non-traditional masculine expressions in MPE at CHS. In this instance, this gendered social constraint was based on heteronormativity, which guided their subsequent self-restraint.
Discussions from this short story also revealed young males’ perceived gendered social constraints and subsequent self-restraints over expressions of perceived gendered emotions. In response to why ‘Sam’ ran out to cry, year seven James bemoaned how “if you show it (tears or dismay) then it is just giving them something else to pick on”, to which Connor explained, “because he (Sam) cried in front of them, that has probably driven them and given them for a goal”. Similarly, year seven Elliot reflected how showing that you are upset “is their ammo seeing you in an embarrassing moment…that is their ammo to embarrass you”. Due to this gendered social constraint, year seven David explained how “You have to hold it in, to be strong”. Elaborating of his gendered perceptions of emotions, David explained “like it’s crying and it is quite embarrassing when you’re all around your friends and the lads and you start crying because then the lads think that you are a girl and all that”. Equally, Justin thought that “He (Sam) shouldn’t have cried because he should have held it in, and then they will think that he is a puff and stuff and really soft’. These examples demonstrate the narrow availability of young males to express their disappointment or distress, whereby concealment over sensitivity was the status quo. Informed by gendered binary conceptions of emotions which socially constructed tears as weak, feminine and even homosexual, young males’ self-restraints were hegemonic, in public at least. This suggests an undertheorized area for consideration around gender and the body (Mierzwinski et al., 2014).
While young males’ narrow emotional management largely involved masking perceived feminine emotions, older males (year nine and above) more explicitly expressed the gendered binary through perceived traditional notions of masculine emotions. During focus group year nines discussed their gendered emotions, for instance, Daniel reflected:I have terrible anger me though, bad, my dad has anger problems (Chris interrupted with “so does mine”)…when I get angry I like shake like and start crying and that. It shows my passion and that

Following this Colin reflected “I am always aggressive, if I do a little thing wrong like I don’t put enough power into the ball I would just go mental, or just like smack the stick of the floor”. For Colin “it’s (aggression) a male thing”, to which Daniel replied “girls aren’t that bothered…to be fair girls don’t really like it because it is not really a girls’ thing is it”. Colin responded “They have like less aggression”, which led Chris to recall, “There was a fight the other day in school, and they (female peers) were saying ‘how do you start a fight?’”. Laughing, Daniel answered, “You swing don’t you”. These older males had developed a clear binary understanding of gendered emotions, one which appeared to position females as the weaker sex, both emotionally and physically which enabled them to align their emotional expressions accordingly. While this understanding was no doubt internalized from infancy and through multiple figurations in the broader school figuration, MPE enabled a greater opportunity to polarize gendered emotions.
As part of their individual civilizing process, young males sought to develop a greater appreciation of emotions and how to manage them, as illustrated in the following year ten lesson observation:One team opted to call themselves ‘Willy’s whimps’, in reference to their captain. Popular amongst his peers, William was tall and part of the school’s successful football team. Ten minutes into the lesson Mr Vince (Deputy Head of School & Head of Behavior and Well-Being) entered the sports hall and removed William, who looked perplexed and worried. Ten minutes later William returned looking distressed…A few peers asked William what had happened, to which he muttered “I don’t know I haven’t done anything wrong”. Next to bat, William became too upset and refused despite encouragement from some of his peers…After some time, William stepped up to bat, aggressively smashed the ball and sprinted off to evade the flying tennis ball aimed at him. Whilst momentarily releasing his tension, when fielding Mr South asked William “what’s happened?” In trying to explain William became choked, held back tears and stood with his hands on his hips. Mr Vince re-entered and removed another male, which made William more distressed to the point that he removed himself to the back of the sports hall, wiped tears from his face and used the cricket nets bundled up as a punch bag to express his anger and frustration [Field note 23 April 2015]

Mr South later confided in me that William used to have disciplinary problems and anger management issues, but that he had worked hard to address them. Evidently, William was seen on CCTV, a technological form of social constraint, entering a toilet with peers and the toilet door had been found with graffiti with a picture of a penis and testicles, which triggered an investigation. William’s reaction demonstrated the inter-relatedness and messiness in the individual civilizing process (becoming more rational), internalization of gendered social constraints and attempts at gendered self-restraints over gendered emotions.
This section further evidenced gendered social constraints in the MPE figuration at CHS, which often required young males to adopt gendered self-restraints, all be it perhaps situationally and momentarily. By focusing on emotions, it was further evident that compared to more docile, regulated and stable classroom environments, the MPE figuration at CHS involved more exposure to and expression of perceived gendered/masculine emotions. It was not possible to discuss here, but it should be noted that when explaining gendered emotions both MPE teachers and young males included references of perceived biological differences between the sexes, most notably puberty and hormones. Young males’ attempts to manage their emotions were gendered and appeared developmental. While potentially situational to MPE, a figurational consideration is that over time the internalization of these gendered social constraints gradually become embedded into young people’s psyche (gendered habitus). In this sense, the unique figurational dynamics within MPE make it a significant contribution to young males’ understanding and internalization of gender-appropriate emotions.
Concluding Remarks
In this chapter, we discuss how figurational sociology offers a dynamic and relational, and inherently social and ‘situational’ understanding of masculine embodiment in MPE. Furthermore, the adoption of a process-orientated approach encapsulated long-term developmental trends (gendered sociological inheritance) that presented young males’ masculine embodiment social constructive, malleable and dynamic nature. Adopting this set of principles enabled us to consider how, and potentially why, MPE came to and continued to provide gender representational functions for young males. Utilizing the sensitizing tool of the figuration helped illustrate the uniqueness as well as the inter-relatedness of the MPE figuration within broader figurations. It also emphasizes the relational and in flux power dynamics within a figuration and how they involved enabling and constraining factors which influence, in this instance, young males’ masculine embodiment in MPE.
When applied in a relational and dynamic manner, it is possible to avoid generalizations and conceive the MPE figuration along situational lines and take account of multiple variables such as, in this case, age, level of group, activity, MPE teacher approaches and localized gendered habituses. The data discussed in this chapter explores the ways in which MPE offers a gendered representational function for young males in broader mixed-sex school figurations. The applied part of this chapter demonstrated how MPE provided young males a gendered representational function, in which they could achieve quest(s) for excitement that had gendered significance. It also illustrated how this process is not all-inclusive and involves elements of exclusivity and gender shaming.
Figurational concepts of habitus and identity enabled masculine embodiment to be considered as inherently social, both in development and expression. In terms of development, the differentiation of degrees of consciousness within young males’ gendered individual civilizing process offered a significant insight into their internalization of gendered social constraints and subsequent self-restraints, which have the capacity to become engrained as part of their gendered habitus. In terms of expression, gendered social constraints within the MPE figuration illustrated the tension balances at play both internally and externally. Two key aspects within this dynamic and relational process were the narrow gendered/masculine nature of both emotional management and performance of the ‘sporting’ body. A figurational framework can offer much theoretical value in providing sensitizing concepts that aid our understanding of the relational and changing development of young males’ masculine embodiment.
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Gymnastics, as Natalie Barker-Ruchti (2008) notes, has been described as the sport of pixies since Olga Korbut’s emergence on the world stage in the 1970s. Particularly in the United States, women’s gymnastics takes center stage, while less attention is paid to participants in men’s gymnastics. As recently as the 2016 Summer Olympic Games, American broadcast coverage of gymnastics during the summer games has privileged women’s artistic gymnastics with disproportionate airtime (Billings, Xu, Angelini, & MacArthur, 2018). Longtime observers of the sport would likely find this unsurprising; the icons of the sport, at least in the United States, are women. Gymnastics television coverage, from the 1970s onward, has helped familiarize American audiences with the sport, and has accorded celebrity status to a handful of gymnasts over the past half-century. Olga Korbut, Nadia Comaneci, and Mary Lou Retton are, perhaps, the most famous gymnasts in the United States from the twentieth century, launched into stardom not only because of their successful competitions (Nadia and Mary Lou won Olympic all-around titles) but also because of the way in which their public personas were cultivated through the medium of television.
But what of the men who compete in gymnastics? Koivula (1999) explains how sports, as mediated through representational systems such as television, replicate and inform ideology about appropriate sex and gender, noting that such systems tend to enforce traditional notions about gender by framing specific sporting activities as essentially either masculine (e.g. most televised sports in the United States) or feminine (e.g. gymnastics, according to Koivula). The aforementioned Olga, Nadia, and Mary Lou, still teenagers when they were at the heights of their careers, became media darlings largely because they were sold to the public as talented young girls after whom other girls might appropriately model themselves. Their youth and their gender performance came to represent the essence of the sport itself in a nation where, outside of quadrennial television broadcasts, competitive gymnastics was largely invisible to much of the public.
In this chapter I argue that, because of the fraught relationship between men’s gymnastics and its somewhat more popular women’s counterpart from the 1970s onward, male gymnasts occupy a precarious position in the public imagination; a position from which their bodies serve as a repository for anxieties about unstable gender norms. This chapter will discuss how that instability has, for the past century, created a kind of panic about the masculinity in the sport. This panic has not only influenced non-participants who observe the sport from the outside, but also shapes the perspectives of boys and men who engage in it. This misperception creates a conundrum for boys and men who participate in what is still often perceived as a girls’ sport (Schmalz and Kerstetter, 2017). Contrary to this public perception, men and boys have participated in modern gymnastics competitions since the nineteenth century, decades before women were allowed to compete in the elite ranks of the sport. Because of this apparent discrepancy, I wonder how the tension between gymnastics participation and masculinity has been created and maintained among its participants, administrators, and spectators.
I also wonder where this tension originated. It is important to understand that the contemporary framing of a sport as either masculine or feminine is distinct from the historical trajectory of that sport. Simply because a particular sport is currently understood as either masculine or feminine does not mean that the sport has always been understood in that way. Though the “pixie era” of the sport triggered new anxieties about masculinity in gymnastics by focusing attention on women’s performances and thereby relegating men to the margins, men’s gymnastics had already been a battleground upon which competing notions of masculinity and manhood had long conflicted with one another.
To address these questions and the theoretical concerns underlying them, this chapter does the following: (1) explores ideas about masculinity expressed about the burgeoning men’s gymnastics programs in Europe in the twentieth century, (2) analyzes competition regulations that purport to minimize differences between men’s and women’s performances while simultaneously highlighting the supposedly inherent differences between male and female bodies, and (3) critically examines media practices that constitute male gymnast bodies within frameworks of compulsory heterosexuality and traditional manhood, thereby “protecting” those bodies—and the sport itself—from charges of failed masculinity, to use Jack Halberstam’s (2011) term. I also draw on Eric Anderson’s (2011) concept of homohysteria, or the fear of being associated with homosexuality, to frame my analysis of those anxieties about masculinity and manhood in gymnastics. For Anderson, homohysteria is dependent upon three variables: “(1) mass awareness that homosexuality exists as a static sexual orientation, (2) a cultural Zeitgeist of disapproval toward homosexuality, and (3) disapproval of men’s femininity because it is associated with homosexuality” (2011, p. 80). Anderson’s third variable is of particular importance here. I will argue throughout this chapter that the contested terrain of masculinity as distinct from femininity is at the heart of the particular manifestations of homohysteria in modern gymnastics.
Before providing that analysis, however, I will explore histories of men’s gymnastics training in the West prior to the proliferation of competitive gymnastics in the mid-twentieth century. In the next section, I will discuss competing ideas of masculinity in Western men’s gymnastics practices in the late 1800s and early 1900s, practices out of which sprang the activities that now constitute competitive men’s gymnastics.
Men’s Gymnastics in the West, Pre-1972
In nineteenth-century Hungary, as Hadas (2007) indicates, gymnastics training functioned as a civilizing process, channeling young men’s “natural” physical impulses into regimented, disciplined activity, turning young men into creatures presentable to a modern society that values rationality, refinement, and gentility. More than other sports, gymnastics was thought to elevate young men to the status of gentlemen. Hadas writes:While fox hunting, fencing and rowing are indicators of these social changes, gymnastics can be taken as the generator of these changes—on account of its intention to reorganize the entire way of life—because it incorporates the dispositional arsenal required for social mobility in the clearest embodied form. In this regard, then, the institutionalization of gymnastic exercises can be seen as part of the long-term changes in social dispositions and social structures in comparison to earlier forms of (aristocratic) living conditions. To put it differently, in the newly emerging sports masculine behavioural patterns are channelled into new directions; the urges to fight are gradually built upon by more rational dispositions conditioned by the civilizing process. (2007, p. 176)

The style of gymnastics Hadas describes scarcely resembles the highly acrobatic form popular in the West today. Rather, nineteenth-century Hungarian gymnastics consisted primarily of highly regimented displays of controlled movement, with a premium placed on precise execution, and very little room for demonstrations of sheer power. The point was to demonstrate disciplined restraint and total command over one’s bodily comportment through deliberate, stylized locomotion, to show the world that one has thoroughly and completely tamed one’s bodily impulses. Contrast this image with the ancient stereotype of the hysterical woman, one who cannot control her outbursts, or that of the “unruly woman”, who moves with excess and whose physique reflects a lack of regimentation (Rowe, 1995; Petersen, 2017). Implicit in this configuration of masculinity is the privileging of cultivation over primitivism. The ideal man has shed himself of all vestiges of base origins and has cloaked himself in the trappings of civilization. One is not born, but rather becomes, a gentleman.
Group gymnastics training in Denmark in the 1910s was marked by conflict between two major approaches to the activity. Pehr Henrik Ling’s gymnastics program, imported from Sweden, was considered urban, refined, focused on precise execution and control. Niels Bukh’s gymnastics was comparatively faster, more powerful, and less contained. Bonde argues that the two approaches, in addition to highlighting longstanding class distinctions (Bonde, 2010) and an urban/rural divide (Bonde, 2015), also drew attention to a contradiction in the definition of manhood. As Bonde (2015) notes, proponents of Lingian gymnastics claimed their work displayed the finer aspects of modern manhood: education, refinement, and other traits associated with a “proper” gentleman. Bonde, in his earlier work, argues that during the early days of modern gymnastics practice, speed and dynamism were at odds with traditional notions of masculinity, understood here as traditionally gentlemanlike. “The skepticism of the gymnastics supporters [of the trend toward valuing speed over performance in athletics] was based partly on the fear that the cult of the fast sportsman could lead to an “unmanly” self-centeredness” (2010, p. 18).
What Bonde calls self-centeredness might be better understood as a, perhaps undue, focus on the speedy completion of a skill, rather than the polished execution of a deliberately planned set of physical elements. Bonde notes how turn-of-the-century critics of gymnastics in Denmark seized on difference in performance style between the sons of rural, lower-class laborers who perform “fling gymnastics” (a derogatory term for Bukh’s approach) and the poised, “straight-backed” execution of gymnastics elements completed by the sons of the upper classes. Proponents of Bukh’s gymnastics decried what it perceived in Ling’s approach as an unnatural, effete gender performance, preferring a style that displayed overt strength, speed, and power, traits not so readily associated with women at the time. After all, what really differentiates a “gentleman” from a “lady”? Both terms connote a delicacy that Bukh and his followers (and a host of other cultural critics) believed signified the downfall, rather than the uplift, of man as men. But let me be clear. Ling should not be understood has having included women in what was still understood as men’s sport. Lundvall and Schantz (2016) remind us that though Ling did advocate for women to engage in some sort of gymnastics training, he did not work toward actually including them himself. Lingian gymnastics was, by design, for men only.
Also controversial was the attire worn by male gymnasts. While Lingian gymnasts had trained and performed fully attired, Bukh’s gymnasts opted for scant clothing and the freedom of movement that being nearly nude provided. Black boxer shorts did little to cover the bodies of gymnasts, rendering them as to be valued not only for their skill, but for their to-be-looked-at-ness, to borrow Mulvey’s (1975) term, and to echo Scott’s (2010) discussion of a similar objectification of the nearly nude body in swimming. As bodies on display, with their cultivated muscles available for viewing, Bukh’s gymnasts reinvigorated an ancient concern about the athletic male body as a potential source of sexual pleasure, not only for women as Bonde indicates when quoting a female spectator who appreciates the “nice shape” (2010, p. 96), but for other male spectators (2015) as well as for their fellow athletes in the gym (2009). Bukh explicitly invokes the beauty of ancient Greek male athletes when explaining the benefits of his training methods, designed to perfect the minds and the bodies of his athletes (Bonde, 2010, p. 95). Left unsettled in this approach, however, is the tension between the celebration of the supposedly inherent masculinity expressed in the physicality of Bukh’s gymnastics and the homoeroticism of glistening, nearly nude, idealized male bodies sweating and laboring together, a fact not lost on Bukh’s many critics.
Similar concerns surrounded male gymnastics practices in Sweden at the time, which was also seeking to restrain the sexual physicality of its gymnasts, whose training methods were shifting to favor Bukh’s approaches. Ljunggren (2013) informs us that:…the modern problems of Swedish masculinity were clearly expressed in the discussion about pedagogic gymnastics. The values of rationality that were associated with modernity were one [sic] the one hand used to legitimize the superiority of male over female, and on the other the same values could also be perceived as a threat to traditional aspects of masculinity. Gymnastics was presented as a solution to the contradiction by allowing the male to be both powerful, with a touch of historic primitivism, and restrained according to the norms of conduct of modern society (p. 91)

This duality, and its manifestation in gymnasts, was neither new nor unique to Sweden. Sanislo (2006) describes a similar debate occurring in Germany a full century earlier, writing, “the idea of and urgency for a new gymnastics for young men emerged out of concern over divergent elements of masculinity. On the one hand is the man of strength, vigor, willpower, and courage; on the other is the civilized man, a rational, intellectual, and culturally refined being” (p. 267). The attempt to reconcile these competing notions of masculinity served not to quell the debate once and for all, but rather to leave the sport open to suspicion. Kirk (2010) identifies this as a “masculinity vortex”, and locates within it an implicit homosexual panic; this association of homosexuality with a perceived lack of masculinity mirrors Anderson’s (2008) theory of homohysteria. Kirk claims that in response to this panic, Sweden applied strict normative gender expectations to gymnastics, training boys and men to eschew anything that might be regarded as feminine, such as artistic or emotional expression, as a defense against allegations of homosexuality. A kind of steely composure inculcated into athletes and effected through rigorous disciplining of technical execution, coupled with the compulsory heterosexuality undergirding the rigidly monitored near-nudity, sought to render safe an otherwise unstable masculinity.
Czechoslovakia, like other Eastern Bloc countries, used group gymnastics displays as part of its nationalist project in the 1950s, demonstrating the strength and cohesion of its (male) populace. Interestingly, as Roubal (2003) explains, the later inclusion of women in these nationalistic spectacles drew focus away from the traditionally masculine representation of a kind of robust militarism. While the Eastern Bloc was exhibiting manly displays of group gymnastics in the 1950s, the United States was taking notice and wondering how it might respond in kind, despite lacking a centralized training system through which such displays might be constructed and performed. Montez de Oca (2007) writes of the “muscle gap”, or the perceived lack of traditional masculinity on the part of young American men at the mid-century mark. This lack, as Montez de Oca notes, frightened a public that was already worried about its vulnerability to its Cold War enemies. Athletic activity served as a field on which these anxieties could be played out, hence the post-war American fascination with gymnastics and other international sports through which the United States could get a glimpse beyond the iron curtain.
Group gymnastics performances in Czechoslovakia did not remain the same from year to year. By the 1960s, they no longer consisted solely of displays of strength executed by men with ideal physiques. Instead, greater attention was paid to the role of women (and girls) in the promulgation of a unified national image. Roubal (2003) writes, “In contrast with nationalist gymnastics, the symbolism of muscles under communism was subjected to the general semiotic construct of the whole set of displays. Masculine strength lost its prominence in the symbolic space of the performance and had to share it with female beauty and the happiness of children” (p. 16). In this instance, the crisis of masculinity is not definitional. The question is not what constitutes masculinity, as it was in the Danish example. The state of gymnastics in Czechoslovakia as described above begs a much larger question: what role does traditional masculinity occupy in a changing world, where the role of men is also in flux?
Men’s and Women’s Gymnastics: What’s the Difference?
By the 1970s, mass media had already succeeded in turning competitive international gymnastics into a regular, though infrequent, American media event, captivated by the daredevil performances of Olga Korbut in 1972 and the brilliance of Nadia Comaneci in 1976. Competitors in Men’s Artistic Gymnastics (MAG) did not disappear from the sport; they simply operated outside of the spotlight, garnering far less screen time than their counterparts in Women’s Artistic Gymnastics (WAG), in a departure from the typical practices of televised sport, which typically relegates women to the margins.
The imbalance in coverage begs the question, what is the difference between MAG and WAG? Is it simply a matter of the bodies of the participants, or are the two disciplines significantly distinct from one another? An examination of the rules of the sport is illustrative here. The regulations consist primarily of the classification of discrete gymnastics elements into groups, and then assigned value. If there exist underlying differences between the disciplines, they might be revealed through a close analysis of the classification of skills.
The Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique (FIG)1 sets forth a set of general requirements for all gymnastics. The technical regulations establish the protocols for FIG-sanctioned competitions, setting controls for the gymnasts, establishing the rules and basis for judging and scoring, and determining and distributing awards for competition. Other regulations control the bodies of athletes. The existence of Men’s Artistic Gymnastics (MAG) and WAG as separate disciplines indicates that physical sex is used to classify athletes into different disciplines. Regulations determine appropriate methods for presenting oneself to the judges, waiting on the podium to compete, entering and exiting the competition area, and communicating with coaches. In addition to the general requirements, the FIG sets out special regulations for each discipline. The special regulations for Artistic Gymnastics outline the standards for competition format, order of apparatus, and outline the use of music for floor exercises performances in WAG. More specific regulations are provided in each discipline’s Code of Points.
These and other regulations (the Olympic Protocol, Rules of Eligibility, and Code of Ethics) serve to standardize the formal aspects of international competition. While these regulations are not central to my argument per se, it is important to note that discrepancies related to these standards do influence the outcomes of many important international competitions.
The Table of General Faults and Penalties outlines the standard deduction for technical and execution errors made by gymnasts during their performances. Deductions are awarded for neutral errors, such as violating the above-mentioned regulations regarding attire, and for performance errors, such as stumbling when landing a skill or falling during a performance. Again, these sections are quite similar between the two disciplines of Artistic Gymnastics. However, there is a marked difference between MAG and WAG in terms of the specificity of faults listed for women. Women’s routines can receive technical deductions for demonstrating a lack of flexibility. No such requirement exists for men. Women are also expected to demonstrate precision in their movements at all times during their performances, while men are expected to do so only for the endings of each skill. On the surface, it seems that similar sets of standards are in place for both male and female gymnasts, but a closer examination of the sets of regulations reveals a more precisely established set of controls on the bodies of female athletes.
Because the two disciplines involve work with different sets of equipment, I restrict my analysis to men’s and women’s events that are similar to one another. The equipment for floor exercises and vault are identical for MAG and WAG. The equipment for men’s horizontal bar and women’s uneven bars are different, but the uneven bars have developed historically in ways that make them similar to horizontal bar; similar sets of skills are performed on the two apparatuses. The FIG descriptions of the apparatuses are quoted below:Women’s Artistic Gymnastics
For the women, the vaulting table is 1.25 meters high; it is placed perpendicularly to the approach, a springboard placed in front of it. The gymnasts perform two vaults, of which the better one counts for the score.
The uneven bars consist of two wooden or fibreglass bars, each resting on vertical supports of different heights. The lower bar is 1.61 m from the floor, while the upper bar is at 2.41 meters.
While the competitor’s courage is tested on the beam, floor exercises are the gauge for skills and free expression. Accompanied by music, this performance is a blend of dance movements and a wide range of tumbling and acrobatic elements. The gymnastic or acrobatic elements vary according to the tempo, the mood or the direction taken over the 12 square meter floor area. Individuality, originality, maturity, mastery, and artistic quality are the key ingredients for the highest score.
Men’s Artistic Gymnastics
Floor exercises are performed on a 12 × 12 meter mat without musical accompaniment. Men’s routines are characterized by a sequence of linked elements that demonstrate simultaneously strength, flexibility, and balance. Each exercise consists of movements which combine a number of elements, such as somersaults, handstands, and rotations. The execution and the configuration of the exercise must express a personal flair. The whole surface of the floor must be used. The maximum time allowed for an exercise is 1 minute and 10 seconds.
The vaulting table requires clean and powerful movements that combine height and length with one or more rotations, ending with a well-controlled landing. The level of difficulty determines the value of a vault. Marks are also awarded for the body control and the landing position. Approach run, 25 meters; table height, 135 cm.
The horizontal bar is 2.40 m. wide and 2.75 meters high. In this routine, the gymnast performs continuous and clean swinging movements and must not touch the bar with his body. He is required to demonstrate changes of grip, swinging movements both forward and backward, with releases and regrasps of the bar. Dismounts are an important part of the total routine and are usually acrobatic and spectacular.

In these descriptions provided by the FIG, we see that the events are quite similar in their technical aspects and somewhat similar in their desired outcomes. However, a closer examination of the table of elements for each event reveals differences in skill valuation for men and women. This differential valuation of skills between MAG and WAG maintains a set of sharp distinctions between performances on these otherwise similar events. Maintaining such distinctions serves to reify normative notions of masculinity and femininity and compels athletes to perform according to those norms. This point illustrates that the gymnastics culture into which athletes are habituated via training interactions is itself embedded within a larger cultural milieu, and is contingent upon that culture’s concomitant values and mores. When gymnasts are trained, they are not simply trained as gymnasts, but as particular types of gymnastic subjects who are gendered, raced, and nationalized.
I take the work of Bowker and Star (2000) as a point of departure for an analysis of the international regulations of gymnastics. The FIG devises sets of classifications and standards for international gymnastics competition. Major competitive events such as the World Championships and the Olympic Games are governed by the regulations established in official regulations drafted by the FIG. The Code of Points and the Technical Regulations are built upon a classification system, similar to the way in which Bowker and Star note that the International Classification of Diseases is built upon a schema of classification. Both documents perform political and cultural work that is obscured by their overt functions.
The Code of Points is the official rule book for the sport, and it governs both the formal aspects of competition and the content of the routines performed by gymnasts. Along with the Technical Regulations for the sport, the Code of Points classifies participants according to age, gender, national affiliation, and participant status. The documents also classify all elements of gymnastics performance into separate categories and require that gymnasts perform elements from a wide variety of these categories. Ostensibly, the formal competition regulations serve to ensure the safety of athletes and the fairness of the competition process, while the content-based requirements compel gymnasts to perform routines that are challenging and visually interesting.
Bowker and Star offer two explanations for the perpetuation of hidden political effects of classification: (1) institutional inertia and (2) ease of system maintenance. The disciplines were established in an era marked by more rigid distinctions made between male and female athletes, and the classifications simply have not been radically altered, despite the tendency of WAG to develop in ways that make it similar to MAG. Difficulty requirements for WAG athletes have increased regularly throughout the history of the sport, and, typically, skills are devalued once they become commonplace and, therefore, understood to be relatively easy to perform. Until the 1970s, WAG included relatively simple acrobatics compared to men’s gymnastics; today there is less difference between the difficulty level of the acrobatic skills performed in WAG and MAG.
Despite the calls for personal expression in MAG, there is little room in the Code of Points for rewarding personal expression in ways that exceed the limitations imposed by the existing element groupings. Judges have little formal authority to reward innovation in ways that are not already laid out in the men’s Code of Points. WAG, however, provides for an esthetic evaluation of personal expression, requiring women to perform in a way that interprets music and conforms to the conventions of major dance styles (ballet and modern dance). This discrepancy between MAG and WAG is based on an expectation that women perform beauty, while men are judged according to standards that are more technical than esthetic.
Floor exercises in MAG and WAG possess different element groupings. In addition to the various acrobatic element group requirements, MAG floor exercises have one non-acrobatic element grouping. WAG, on the other hand, has three non-acrobatic element groups: a turn group, a leap/jump group, and a hand support group. Because of this difference, men can devote most of their training to improving acrobatic skills; women, on the other hand, must balance their training in ways that accommodate the acquisition of complex acrobatic skills similar to those performed by men and the refining of complex dance sequences that will be judged to exacting standards.
Within the non-acrobatic element group requirements, men are held to a lower set of expectations than are women. A simple walkover, a skill deemed so simple that it is not assigned a value in the WAG Code of Points, fulfills an element group requirement for MAG. Simply sitting in the splits for two seconds will garner points from the judges for a male gymnast, but a female gymnast who performs an identical skill receives no credit from the judges, and wastes two seconds that could be devoted to the performance of valued skills, such as triple pirouettes or straddle jumps with full turns. The implicit assumption is that splits and front walkovers, two skills that novice gymnasts perform with minimal training, require more flexibility and poise than strength or coordination and, therefore, are quite easy for women to execute but are challenging for men.
Similarly, the simultaneous overvaluation and undervaluation of acrobatic skills in the WAG Code of Points reinforce a gender dynamic in which men are considered more powerful and women more delicate and graceful. By maintaining a CoP where, for example, a Handspring Layout Rudi vault (a front handspring entry vault with 1.5 twists during the flight phase) is worth 6.3 points for women, but only 6.2 points for men, the FIG perpetuates the idea that the vault is easier for men to perform, and, thus, less worthy of garnering the same level of reward that its performance by a woman would receive. At the same time, women are deemed less powerful than men, who supposedly perform the vault more easily.
Ironically, undervaluing certain skills in the WAG Code of Points relative to the men’s code can serve purposes similar to those described above. In 1996, Liu Xuan became the first woman to perform a one-arm swing into a one-arm release skill combination on uneven bars during major competition. However, as announcer Kathy Johnson Clarke mentioned during the ABC broadcast of the World Championships that year, the women’s technical committee valued the skill as a C-rated element in an attempt to discourage other women from attempting such a dangerous combination. During the same competition year, several male finalists on the horizontal bar performed the same skill and received bonus points for difficulty; Liu did not receive a commensurate increase in her score. Liu’s experience paralleled a much earlier event involving Olga Korbut, a former soviet gymnast who was arguably the first gymnastics celebrity in the United States. In the early 1970s, Korbut introduced the back somersault to the balance beam. Now a commonplace skill performed by intermediate-level gymnasts, Korbut’s back flip was initially banned by the women’s technical committee because it was perceived as unnecessarily dangerous. More recently, after an accident involving a female gymnast during floor exercises, multiple flipping skills ending a forward roll-out landing have been banned in WAG. The same sets of skill continue to be performed in MAG, ostensibly because there is less perceived risk to the safety of male athletes than to female athletes performing the same element.
Another, and more obvious, difference between MAG and WAG on their otherwise identical events involves the use of music and dance during floor exercises. Men are not allowed to use music; choreography requirements are limited. Men are only expected to perform one non-acrobatic element during a routine, and that skill can be a static pose (such as a handstand) rather than a more traditional dance skill such as a leap. Pirouettes (turns) are not required and do not count toward a male gymnast’s score. That being said, male gymnasts are allowed to perform dance choreography; their efforts, however, will not necessarily be evaluated by the judging panel.
Women gymnasts, on the other hand, are required to perform to music; failure to do so results in an automatic deduction. Routines must contain significant amounts of dance according to the FIG. “The current philosophy for exercise content and combination encourages an emphasis on the mastery of dance and acrobatic choreography, artistically presented”. Women are exhorted to perform in an expressive manner. More specifically, the Code of Points requires women to perform leaps, jumps, pirouettes, and less technical movement in addition to several challenging acrobatic skills, using drawings of correct and incorrect body positions for dance elements to enforce specific modes of performance. While men are expected to perform with a degree of personal expression, they are not expected to perform skills that require the level of dance training that female gymnasts are expected to incorporate into their routines, and men are certainly not required to conform the “artistic” aspects of their performances to the prescriptions included in the women’s Code of Points.
From Pixies to Powerhouses: Gendered Discourses of Gymnasts’ Bodies
In addition to considering how the competition regulations construct male and female bodies as distinct gendered subjects, I explore how mass media discourses of gymnastics in the United States implicitly define the sport as “for girls” in ways that exacerbate anxieties about masculinity in the sport. Though for most of its history gymnastics participation was limited to men and boys, by the 1970s, in the popular imagination, girls had been pushed to center stage. The star persona of Olga Korbut exemplifies how mass media shaped popular impressions of the sport.
After captivating audiences in Munich at the 1972 Summer Olympic Games, Korbut spent a year touring the world, much of it spent in the US Sports Illustrated featured an article about her during the tour:What the world needs every so often is something new, something spontaneous, uncontrived, even transcendent. Last year it actually arrived in the form of Olga Korbut (see cover), the tiny Russian gymnast who appeared at the Olympic Games in Munich and, via television, captured the hearts of the world.
Russian girl gymnasts are expected to deliver prodigal amounts of symmetry, grace and daring and reap in return their customary harvest of gold and silver medals. In that establishment 17-year-old 4’10” Olga was totally fresh, without even the most modest advance heraldry. She shed energy on anyone who saw her. Her wide-mouthed smile was out of control most of the time, and it drew the kind of reaction that only a 6-months-old baby can usually manage. When Olga laughed everyone laughed with her; when she wept, it turned out, she had plenty of company, too.
She darted on the slim balance beam, swung high on the uneven bars, and what a flexible flyer she was. Her biggest triumph was a brand-new move, never displayed before by anyone, anywhere. Its technical title is simply “back-flip,” but even the most casual observer knew down his spine that he had just seen something unique.
She seemed to have wings, but at one point in one event, executing a simple glide kip she had done countless times before, she tripped badly. She was clearly out of the running and she went back to the bench and wept. The camera, already transfixed by her, caught every tear. From an unearthly sprite, a durable human heroine emerged. (Duffy, 1973, pp. 25–26)

Notice the shift in discourse between this excerpt and the accounts of male gymnastics displays described in the previous section of this chapter. There are no references to bare bodies, sweaty muscles, power, or physical strength in this account of Korbut’s athletic displays. Instead, readers are encouraged to think about Korbut’s childlike emotional expression, her petite frame, her lightness, and her grace while simultaneously admiring her daring acrobatics.
That combination of characteristics constitutes the pixie image of the gymnast (Barker-Ruchti, 2009). The pixie embodies a greater athleticism than the women who performed gymnastics—without nearly as much media attention—in the years prior to Korbut’s emergence, but combines with a distinct youthful femininity, clearly female, but safely sexless (Weber & Barker-Ruchti, 2012). Images of Korbut and her successors dominated US gymnastics coverage, ensuring that casual observers, that is, most audience members, would associate those traits not only with those specific performers, but with the sport itself.
Women’s gymnastics, performed primarily by teenagers by the mid-1970s, idealized prepubescent bodies, free from secondary sexual characteristics that might invite a sexualized gaze. Men’s gymnastics, however, did not undergo a similar change. Physical maturation from childhood to adulthood remained a boon for male gymnasts, typically bringing with it increased muscularity that enabled the bodies of male gymnasts to perform the comparatively more difficult acrobatic skills and strength elements that made men’s gymnastics so different from women’s gymnastics at the time (Ryan, 2005). Because the FIG tends to revise the Code of Points in ways that call for ever-increasing strength and power the changes effected by puberty in males are not simply welcome, they are all but necessary for success.
The outward physical maturity of male gymnasts in this era does little to quell the longstanding concerns about masculinity of the boys and men who participate in the sport, just as it did little to stamp out similar concerns in turn-of-the-century Sweden and Denmark. Athletic male bodies on display, as it turns out, fuel anxieties about sexuality and gender role performance, particularly when those bodies are on display while engaged in a “girl’s” sport. In response to those concerns, discourses of male bodies in gymnastics seek to associate those bodies with other characteristics associated with traditional masculinity—emotional strength, resilience, and explicit heterosexuality—as opposed to the sexlessness ascribed to women and girls. For example, Sports Illustrated wrote the following about Kurt Thomas, a participant in the 1976 Summer Olympics:He was a tough little kid nonetheless, and a good athlete for his size. When he was 14 and returned to Jackson for his final checkup, a consulting pediatrician, Dr. William Cleveland, looked him over and told his mother that he would probably turn out just fine. Not big, she was to understand, since she was scarcely five feet tall and her late husband had been only 5’6”. But little Kurt could expect to lead a normal life.
It took eight years for Kurt to allay his mother’s fears. But when 22-year-old Kurt
Thomas, now 5’5” and a rock-hard 127 pounds, won his third consecutive U.S. Gymnastics Federation title in Los Angeles earlier this month…

Thomas is described as strong, both physically and emotionally, in contrast to the daring but graceful Korbut, who charmed audiences with her exuberance. The piece goes on to discuss several of Thomas’s injuries, the difficulty of his gymnastics, and the ways in which his physical maturity helps him deal with both of those challenges. Thomas also starred in the 1985 cinematic flop, Gymkata, which sought to rehabilitate the public image of men’s gymnastics by having Thomas’s character, Jonathan Cabot, combine his gymnastics training with martial arts in an odd display that struggled to reconcile the supposed femininity of gymnastics with macho violence. The film also gives Thomas an on-screen love interest, a woman with whom he can express sexual desire and who can reciprocate.
Other male gymnasts receive similar, if not quite so over-the-top, media coverage. Commentary of Mitch Gaylord, 1984 Summer Olympic gymnast for the United States and, like Thomas, star of a 1980s film that sought to popularize men’s gymnastics as a masculine endeavor, made prominent mention of his girlfriend during his time in the sport (Allis, 1986; Robb, 1986). Commentary during the 1990s regularly mentioned that Vitaly Scherbo, World and Olympic champion, had a wife and child. Such information was readily made available for men who were known to be in relationships with women.
Because the pixie image dominated women’s gymnastics, such information was not frequently referenced for participants through the 1990s, even for women who were past the age of majority during their careers. The rare exceptions include 1988 Olympian Kelly Garrison-Steves (now Garrison-Funderbunk), whose marriage resulted in a visibly hyphenated last name, Annia Hatch (nee Portuondo), senior member of the 2004 US Olympic gymnastics team who was married to her ever-present coach, and Oksana Chusovitina, record-holding seven-time Olympian whose son was older than many of her competitors at the 2016 Olympic Games. These exceptions are relatively recent; save Garrison, the other variations to the tendency to render woman gymnasts as sexless come at the end of the 1990s and after the start of the current millennium.
Popular discourses about gender expectations in gymnastics do not only influence audience members but also shape the ways in which participants think about their involvement. Some male gymnasts, while acknowledging that people associate the sport with women, more strongly associate themselves with male athletes in other sports than they do with the women with whom they share a sport. Messner and Soloman (2007) describe the ways in which male gymnasts at the University of California, Los Angeles made unstrategic alliances with male athletes in football and basketball, rather than finding common cause with their highly successful counterparts on the women’s team, ultimately leading to the defunding of the men’s gymnastics program when budget cuts were made. In this instance, homohysteria, manifest in the gymnasts’ overidentification with more traditionally masculine sports, hastened the demise of their team.
Interestingly, an earlier study of a group of male gymnasts reveals how some of them have taken advantage of their status as men in a “woman’s sport” to position themselves as “anti-jocks” who disidentify with the toxic aspects of masculinity in sport (Wilson, 2002). A decade later, another study of male gymnasts demonstrates how some of them have similarly taken advantage of the already-existing stereotypes of gymnastics as feminine as a way of deproblematizing their own complicated relationship with traditional masculinity and its assumptions about sexual identity and gender roles. Sierra (2013) shares the insights of Clyde, a gay gymnast who found that coming out was made easier by the pre-existing assumptions made about his involvement. He says:It’s kind of important, especially in a sport like gymnastics where we’re already sort of pegged as a more feminine sport just because of the nature of our sport. I think people think of gymnastics and they think women’s gymnastics and all that it entails with the floor music and the dancing and balance beam and stuff like that. And in our sport it’s supposed to be artistic, which can come off as less masculine I guess. I think there’s just kind of—not quite an expectation, but a lack of surprise maybe when there’s a gay gymnast. I think people find it more surprising when we find a gay football player, so that’s where the more feminine reputation of gymnastics makes it’s easier [to be gay]. (Sierra, 2013, p. 104).

Clyde’s comments make sense in light of the longstanding tensions surrounding masculinity in the sport. As described above, those tensions existed because the specter of clandestine homosexuality was thought of as an ever-present threat, and feminine comportment—whether it was defined as unrestrained and weak, or poised and virtuosic—was assumed to be incompatible with manliness. As Clyde demonstrates, when one is at ease with the femininity, queer sexuality, and non-traditional gender expression, and when one accepts that a man can display all of those things, concerns about the instability of traditional masculinity dematerialize, and the constraints imposed by homohysteria are diminished.
As of 2018, the pixie era of gymnastics is largely over, not only because men receive more media attention in the sport, but also because, subsequent to a series of rule changes and shifts in the culture of gymnastics, women gymnasts have gotten older, more physically mature, and their routines more closely parallel the performances of their counterparts in men’s gymnastics, with women more frequently executing skills that used to be exclusively performed by men. Hailed as a victory by some, and decried by others, this change, perhaps, makes possible a future in which the gender frame that has historically framed gymnastics is made irrelevant.
In the meantime, another shift in gymnastics participation is reinvigorating conversations about boys, gymnastics, and femininity. Thus far, when discussing competitive gymnastics, I have been talking about artistic gymnastics. The FIG also recognizes rhythmic gymnastics (RG) as an international sport, but only women and girls are allowed to participate in sanctioned competitions. This exclusion has not stopped a small number of men and boys who prefer the performance esthetic of rhythmic gymnastics. Because of RG’s privileging of extreme flexibility and proficiency in traditional dance modalities over the power necessary for executing acrobatic skills (there is no tumbling in RG) and over the upper body strength necessary to compete on, say, the still rings or pommel horse, participation in RG is marked as distinctly feminine. Piedra (2017) acknowledges that some young male noncompetitive RG participants set limits on their performances, excluding particular skills and performance flourishes they personally deem as “too feminine” to perform without threatening their own masculine self-concept. Chimot (2014) and Chimot and Louveau’s (2010) research on boys who do rhythmic gymnastics shows that some are stigmatized by others to the extent that some quit upon reaching adolescence, while others continue to train despite ongoing difficulty with their peer group. Kamberidou, Tsopani, Dallas, and Pantsaras (2009) reveal yet another way in which a group of male RG participants have managed the stigma of performing a woman’s sport. Japan has a formalized (but unsanctioned by the FIG) system for men’s rhythmic gymnastics, with rules that tweak the esthetic of the sport to resemble that of the martial arts, which are more familiar to a broader audience, and more commonly understood as traditionally masculine.
While this chapter has attempted to describe a historical trajectory of masculinity in gymnastics in an effort to account for temporal changes in expectations about manly bodies and behaviors that reflect a larger scale diminishment of homohysteria in the West, I have paid insufficient attention to questions of nationality, race, and other demographic factors that would complicate and enrich such an analysis. Simply put, most of the bodies discussed in this chapter have been white, located in Europe or the United States, and cisgender. This lack of a more diverse set of athletes to discuss should be addressed in subsequent work on this topic. In particular, I point to a near total absence of scholarly or public attention paid to gymnasts who identify as transgender or non-binary. Whether or not that absence of critical study is reflective of a lack of transgender or non-binary participants in the sport as of now, the question of gender identity in gymnastics, a sport whose rules are written on the basis of gender, will require future attention as Western societies begin to make progress on cultural, social, and political treatment of trans/non-binary people.
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1The FIG is the international governing body of gymnastics, setting forth competition rules for all branches of gymnastics.
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Introduction
There seems to be a persistent and somewhat problematic notion that men in sporting sites are less able to convey agency compared to other cultural arenas. Writing on hegemonic masculinity, including that by Connell (1995), suggests that while many men do not directly practice hegemonic masculinity, this form of masculinity is pervasive and idealized, permeating all realms of the social world (Donaldson, 1993; Howson, 2006). It has therefore been suggested that men experience hegemonic masculinity as part of their everyday lives, particularly in sporting sites and are often unaware of it (Hearn, 2004; Messner & Sabo, 1990; Robinson, 2008; Wellard, 2009). There have been challenges to the concept and structures of hegemonic masculinity, including exploration of themes such as choice, critical consciousness, and resistance (Jewkes et al., 2015; Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018). However, discussions of how men experience the structures of hegemonic masculinity within their everyday lives remain underdeveloped (Jewkes et al., 2015; Magrath, 2017; McKay, Messner, & Sabo, 2000).
This chapter draws upon a three-year ethnographic study of a Northern England Rugby Union club in the United Kingdom, herein referred to as ‘The Robins’. This club comprised men of varying ages and backgrounds, reflected in the range of teams playing competitively across age and ability levels. The research included observations, 32 individual interviews, and 94 group interviews. This in-depth case study exposed tensions and limitations to existing theorizations on men and masculinity. While it is evident that there are still constraints on identity construction within sporting sites, the men at The Robins manipulated the tools available to them in order to enable more diverse performances of masculinity. Through a case study of The Robins, a new theoretical contribution will be introduced. This will account for the nuances of men’s experiences in terms of divergent and contradictory gendered identities. This has implications for how existing theories can be applied and encourages new ways of thinking about men.
The data from this chapter comes from my PhD, which explored how hegemonic masculinity was maintained or ‘reformulated’ by men in a particular sporting site and the role of ‘banter’ within this process (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Central concerns of the thesis included ascertaining the processes and conditions of banter, exploring its role in notions of the rugby ‘lad’, as well as examining the ways that it reinforces or challenges dominant masculine structures of this Rugby Union club. The chapter draws on data from the thesis to discuss current understandings of hegemonic masculinity, before moving on to introduce my own original concept of mischievous masculinities. In doing so, this chapter extends work beyond the thesis and contributes to current debates on men and masculinity.
Hegemonic Masculinity Theory
Sporting sites have been historically tied to particular notions of gendered identities, resulting in the emergence and continuation of gender stereotypes within society more broadly (Dempster, 2009; Kidd, 2013; Light & Kirk, 2000; Wellard, 2009). Rugby Union is described by Bryson (1990, p. 74) as a ‘flag carrier’ of hegemonic masculinity, advocating very specific notions of men’s identity which encompass characteristics such as being practical, tough, un-emotional, demonstrating sporting prowess, and participating in post-match drinking (see also Morin, Longhurst, & Johnston, 2001; Pringle, 2008; Van Campenhout & Van Hoven, 2014, p. 1090). This ‘rugby masculinity’, also commonly referred to as ‘rugby lad’ identity, is gained through participation in Rugby Union, both in terms of playing and involvement in the culture more broadly (Dempster, 2009, p. 488). This can be seen to be part of a ‘masculinizing process’ whereby men learn how to make it as men (Salisbury & Jackson, 1996, p. 205).
Theorizing on hegemonic masculinity has been a prominent paradigm through which masculinity is understood. This is particularly pertinent when discussing sporting masculinities. Although many critics advocate that the theory proves as ‘slippery’ to understand as that of masculinity itself (e.g. Donaldson, 1993; Howson, 2006; Roberts, 2018), it has been widely cited in research on masculinities (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Howson, 2006; Magrath, 2017; Messner & Messerschmidt, 2018; Roberts, 2018). This extensive usage has meant that the term itself has become somewhat diluted in recent years, with definitions altering according to discipline and author (Moller, 2007). Having said this, consensus remains that the term is understood in relation to Connell’s initial theorizing, referring to “the pattern of practice that allowed men’s dominance over women to continue” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832).
The relevance of hegemonic masculinity theorizing continues to be discussed, with Hearn (2004) acknowledging that it remains a significant tool to adopt in the study of gender, asserting that the idea helps us to understand the ways in which men dominate both women and other men (see also Moller, 2007; Roberts, 2018). Further to this, Howson (2006, p. 3) argues that hegemonic masculinity is an important theory for social scientists, as it allows us to see the “axiomatic position that hegemonic masculinity has assumed” as well as enabling a critique of the ‘mechanisms’ of masculinity itself.
Although the theory is extremely significant to masculinity scholarship, having been influential to understanding masculinities, it is not infallible and a critical examination of some of the foundations of the theory uncovers faults. For example, Connell’s (2005) theorizing emphasizes that hegemonic masculinity is not static. This idea has been extended and developed into critiques, with more diverse forms of masculinity theorizing, which captures themes including resistance, choice, and transgression, gaining momentum as the field of masculinity studies has developed (Anderson, 2012; Jewkes et al., 2015; Magrath, 2017).
Work from Ian Wellard (2002, 2009) provides further insight into this notion of divergence and change. In his work on men and sport, Wellard (2002, 2009) discusses resistance and uniformity via his notion of ‘exclusive’ masculinity. Drawing on ethnographic observations in a variety of sporting contexts, Wellard (2002, 2009) argues that there are both ‘exclusive’ and ‘expected’ forms of masculinity. While he is to some extent aligning with hegemonic theorizing, his work is distinctly different in the way that he acknowledges other forms of masculinity and once again explores notions of resistance and agency (Wellard, 2002, 2009).
Jewkes et al. (2015), among others, build on the work of Wellard, acknowledging that the experiences of men in sports settings are not homogenous, indicating that resistance to forms of hegemonic masculinity is occurring (see also Anderson, 2012; Cooky & Messner, 2018; Magrath, 2017; McKay et al., 2000; Wellard, 2009). A further notable example of work that explores these ideas is by Magrath (2017), which examines masculinity in football. Here, Magrath (2017) evidences the changes to masculine sporting cultures, indicating that through practices such as physical tactility and emotional intimacy men are diverging from historical hypermasculine accounts of masculinity (see also Anderson, 2014; Anderson & McCormack, 2015; Robinson, Anderson, & White, 2018).
The Robins’ case study extends this work, introducing banter as a way to further problematize hegemonic masculinity. Specifically, emphasis is placed on the role of banter in the process of gendered identity construction. Banter is a type of humor and interactive practice which involves back and forth interaction, relying upon complicity among those participating to effectively operate (Haugh & Bousfield, 2012; Lynch, 2010). It is often competitive in nature, a jocular performance which centers on the idea of people ‘taking the piss’ out of, or ‘playing with’ each other (Alexander, MacLaren, O’Gorman, & Taheri, 2012; Bateson, 1953; Hay, 1994; Plester & Sayers, 2007). Furthermore, banter is associated with particular spaces, most commonly in those dominated by men including sporting sites (Magrath, 2017; Messner & Sabo, 1990; Robinson, 2008). Significantly, banter assists in framing interactions, utilized as part of the everyday to understand and interpret social encounters, as well as creating social rules (Bateson, 1953; Goffman, 1981; McCann, Plummer, & Minichiello, 2010). Although the role of banter in establishing and maintaining social rules has been documented, less knowledge exists regarding the capacity for this same jocular interaction to challenge or rupture existing norms (Lynch, 2010; Magrath, 2017; Plester & Sayers, 2007).
Considering the points in this section, it is interesting to reflect on the value and relevance of the hegemonic model in understanding men’s practices. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005, p. 830) argue that hegemonic masculinity must be ‘reformulated’ in contemporary terms, in doing so themselves acknowledging that previous theorizations may no longer be relevant in modern contexts. Though they argue for reformulation of the theory, the argument presented in this section and literature elsewhere shows that a reformulation of the idea is potentially problematic (Laclau & Mouffee, 2005; Magrath, 2017; McCormack, 2013). Therefore, new theorizations which strengthen themes including resistance, choice, and transgression are required in order to develop understandings of both men’s everyday lives and masculinity construction in sporting sites.
Outlining ‘Mischievous’ Masculinities
‘Mischievous masculinities’ as an idea emerged from continued discussions with The Robins, which comprised two broad groups: those who actively played rugby and those who were members of the club and spectators. The term ‘mischievous’ was adopted frequently by both groups to describe their behavior. The Robins was a club consisting of a majority of white males, aged between 18 and 80, yet this idea of mischievousness resonated throughout the club.
In my observations, I noticed the frequent use of the expression “I probably shouldn’t say this, should I, but…” and “I should know better but…”. These expressions were a routine part of communication, used by men to discuss different topics. Though the term ‘mischievous’ utilized alongside masculinity has particular connotations, commonly associated with play and light-heartedness, I am not using the term here to either diminish or perpetuate the existing notions of masculinity which are currently presented within the literature. Rather, I am implementing this term to depict the ways that the men understood and framed their own behaviors and communication to be playful, and in doing so viewing masculinity in a new way.
To begin with, I imagined that this term “I should know better…” and similar phrases were being utilized for my own benefit, so as not to ‘offend’ a female researcher. I wondered whether the language and choice of wording was employed to carefully negotiate the new interactional dynamic, in which I was becoming a permanent part of the setting. I had prepared for this, and perhaps was expecting tensions associated with my presence in the space. Writers including Bridges (2013) and Walby (2010) have previously highlighted some of the difficulties associated with insider/outsider status in research and the potential influence of the researcher upon the interactions (see also Duneier, 2000; Rios, 2011; Soyer, 2014). However, as time passed, I realized that these expressions and the continual presence of ‘banter’ were not implemented especially for me; rather, they were used frequently and in various types of conversations. It became clear that these phrases and forms of interactions were continually used at The Robins, as well as those between men and women in the setting.
There was a key moment within my field work when I realized that this idea of mischievous masculinities was significant. This came when I was talking to a group of regulars about sport more broadly, and specifically the technicalities associated with Australian football. The following text is an insert from my research diary, detailing an interaction between myself and a few of The Robins socializing at the clubhouse on a training night:Whilst sat at the bar I noticed that there was an Australian football advert pinned to the wall. I talked to Johnno and he was saying that an Aussie rules team was coming to the city to use the ground over the summer. He explained that this would be good for the club as it will mean that it was in use all year round. He also noted that some of the rugby players were going to play for the Australian football team too, so they could keep fit and develop new skills. We were having a conversation about Australian football and the rules etc. when Dylan came over. Johnno and I had been confused about some of the rules, so whilst Johnno went out for a cigarette Dylan and I continued the conversation. I asked the question “Australian football, is that the one that goes like this?” [did the action of a fist moving through the air], he asked me to repeat the action, which I naively did. Then he said “well I probably shouldn’t say this should I, but you have a great action there” whilst laughing out loud. He was insinuating that I was making a hand signal similar to that of sexually pleasuring a man. I didn’t know what to do, as usual my face betrayed me and I went really red. He added that I had a very, very good action and that I could practice it with him anytime I wanted. I didn’t want to seem offended, so I said that I didn’t feel I needed more practice, but thanked him for the offer. I think what interested me most about this was that he knew he shouldn’t be saying it; it was almost as if he just couldn’t avoid taking the opportunity to make the joke, be a bit mischievous. If he acknowledges that it isn’t really appropriate does that make it better? I don’t think I liked it either way.
(Research Diary, 8 April 2014).

This example allows for mischievous masculinities to be unpacked. In this conversation, Dylan showed that he knowingly participates in behaviors which could be deemed inappropriate, though is taking some responsibility for his actions. He used the interaction to consolidate and reflect the gendered dynamic in the space, in doing so asserting authority within the interaction and positioning me as the ‘other’ (Jackson, Dempster, & Pollard, 2014).
I later reflected on this interaction and decided to speak to Dylan the following week about his use of what I deemed to be ‘banter’. I questioned him about his reasons for teasing me and probed further regarding the ideas he conveyed of ‘knowing better’. His response was as follows:
I was just up to no good, being a bit mischievous, I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself, it’s only a bit of fun, I guess I don’t always mean it, but it’s a bit of a laugh for the lads. We all do it, it is all part of the crack. I don’t mean to be offensive at all, I picked on you because you were a lass, but I hope you didn’t take it that way, it was just to get a rise out of the lads. (Dylan, 37)

Here, banter was implemented by these men in order to maintain sporting masculinities which are historically tied to rugby settings. The men colluded within their interactions to create a group identity and it was both this shared knowledge, alongside the participation, which enabled the performance. Thus, banter serves as a form of social capital in the space and is part of the everyday fabric of club life. Referring back to the example of Dylan, he was playfully and knowingly engaging in banter, implementing conversation which has sexual connotations, using this as a source of social currency. His acknowledgement of this process in the one-on-one interaction where he stated that “I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself”, demonstrates that he is aware of his actions, but is making the choice to interact in this way. Later, he made the statement that the interaction was “a bit of fun” and that “he doesn’t mean to be offensive”, showing that he understood that the behavior could be viewed negatively.
Underpinning these experiences, Stevenson, Jackson, and Brooks (2000, p. 381) argue that “irony allows you to have your cake and eat it. It allows you to express an unpalatable truth in a disguised form, while claiming it is not actually what you meant.” Applying this to Dylan’s explanation, it suggests that he was utilizing banter as a way to test the boundaries of acceptable behavior; in doing so, this communicative practice enables mischievous masculinities to be performed albeit in a veiled form.
Collusion and Complicity in Mischievous Masculinities
During my time at the rugby club, I frequently witnessed the men colluding through banter. Via these interactions, the men were able to perform historical notions of rugby masculinity as outlined by writers including Elias and Dunning (1986) in a disguised form, in doing so aligning with hegemonic models of masculinity (see also Connell, 2005; Howson, 2006; Stevenson et al., 2000). Examples such as Dylan provided a catalyst for reflection on the ways that The Robins colluded and made choices within their interactions. This became an important factor in exploring the idea of mischievous masculinities further.
One evening, after a training session, I was at the bar talking to Janet, who was in charge of kit for the season. She was explaining that the club provided each player with a number of items as part of their playing contracts. During the pre-season months, each player needed to provide Janet with a number of bodily measurements as well as their requests for items. Prior to the players returning to the clubhouse after training, I had asked Janet what this process entailed. She responded:
Oh, just wait and see, it is all fun and games until someone has the smallest measurements. It is always an amusing evening, every year it’s the same, same jokes, same process, but it always entertains me nonetheless and I just play along. (Janet, 44)

When asked about this further, Janet explained that The Robins had a shared understanding of how to enjoy themselves, often including humor and games. In this way, she is describing how the men understood the interactions to be playful, colluding with each other to enable the interaction to unfold smoothly and to consolidate group identity (Goffman, 1974, 1981; Plester & Sayers, 2007). Significantly, she utilized the term ‘playing along’ to describe her actions, and in doing so acknowledged that she undertakes a role within the performances of mischievous masculinities. In order to further explore Janet’s role in this process, it is first useful to return to the research setting and the remainder of my interactions with Janet and the men. Still chatting next to the bar area, Janet and I had moved on to discuss other topics when we were interrupted by the emergence of the players from the changing rooms. They were coming in for food and to assess the new kit options. The following is an extract from my research diary detailing the interactions which followed:
Whilst we were talking the second team and some first team players came in and were helping themselves to dinner and looking at new kit which was directly in front of us. At one point some of the men looked up and invited us into the conversation. The men were in various stages of undress and a comment was thrown over to us about deciding whose neck was better, asking whether bigger was better. Brogan directed a question our way which was as follows ‘ladies, I know it is probably rude to ask, and I shouldn’t say this, or ask this question again, but the lads and I need to know, is bigger better? [long pause] when talking about neck sizes of course. When for a few seconds Janet and I said nothing, Brogan continued with ‘don’t pretend you weren’t looking, or haven’t thought about it before, we are a great looking bunch of lads and it is impossible for you ladies to resist us’…neither of us answered, we just gave them strong looks and eventually Brogan broke the silence and said “hey, you just want to keep quiet, that is fine, you can just tell me later, I will ask again [he winks]. After this they just continued to talk amongst themselves.
(Research diary, 26 August 2015)

The initial quotation from Janet enables a greater understanding of how performances of mischievous masculinities are permitted and reproduced at The Robins. As previously stated, her compliance within the interactions and indirect involvement are important. However, when understood alongside this second example, it becomes apparent that indirect inclusion in the banter, as well as non-verbal cues, is also significant to the performance of mischievous masculinities. During the interaction with Brogan, he can be seen to be constructing notions of the gendered ‘other’ through his performance of masculinity (Gough & Edwards, 1998; Jackson et al., 2014; Barrett, 2008; McCann et al., 2010). Here, he used Janet and me as props in his masculine performance. Through the guise of banter, as well as the language selected, shown in his use of the expression, “I shouldn’t say this but…”, he was able to perform notions of the rugby lad. What is significant here though is that neither Janet nor I directly engaged in the banter; rather, Brogan utilized our silence as a sign that we were colluding with him.
It became clear that successful performances of mischievous masculinities were reliant upon complicity and collusion from individuals within and beyond the immediate interaction. In this way, parallels can be drawn to hegemonic masculinities (Connell, 1995; Howson, 2006; Barrett, 2008; Johansson & Ottemo, 2015). Hearn (2004, p. 52) suggests that “hegemony involves both the consent of some men, and, in very different ways, the consent of some women to maintain patriarchal relations of power”. In the first example from Janet, we can see that she was consenting to the performances of mischievous masculinity, albeit in a different way to the men. Janet is not directly participating in the banter, yet plays an important role in its success. In the second example, Janet and I made the choice to remain silent and Brogan alluded to repeated performances of masculinity. Both of these examples can be seen to align with ideas from hegemonic masculinity, in that all parties are playing roles in enabling the mechanisms of hegemony to continue (Barrett, 2008; Howson, 2006).
Where mischievous masculinities and hegemonic masculinities depart though is the acknowledgement and centrality of choice and reflexivity to the argument. Through recognition of these themes within banterous interactions, there is the possibility for existing theory to be pushed into new directions. These themes are explored in more detail later in this chapter; however, in this current debate on performances and framing, it is important to briefly introduce this idea. Men are not passive actors within the performances of mischievous masculinities. These examples show that The Robins continually implemented banter in order to show reflexivity and that men are aware of the processes involved with constructing performances of mischievous masculinities. This idea is supported by the continual use of phrases such as “I probably shouldn’t say this but”, which were echoed throughout the research process and with the examples outlined so far.
To understand this framing further, it is useful to refer to the notion of framing within interactions (Bateson, 1953; Goffman, 1974). Bateson (1953) indicates the significance of frames for interactions, noting that within humorous verbal exchanges there is the recognition that certain topics can be discussed if the interaction is framed as ‘play’. As noted above, and with the examples of Dylan and Brogan, it is clear that this concept of frames is applicable to the men in the research setting, as banterous undertones and framing permitted sexualized language and insults.
In order to understand this in relation to the construction of mischievous masculinities, it is important to relate it to Erving Goffman’s (1974) theorizing on frames. Goffman (1974) conceptualizes frames as invisible structures which govern events, influencing how a situation is understood. Both of these theorizations, as well as modern examples, go some way to help gain a greater understanding of mischievous masculinities. In thinking about mischievous masculinities, these previous theorizations are stretched into new directions. Such previous work does not overtly account for, or prioritize, the choices social actors make in constructing these frames (McCann et al., 2010). Instead, the focus is often placed upon the idea that frames dictate behaviors, with less attention given to the role of actors within this process.
In focusing on complicity and collusion, it is evident that in order to be successful, mischievous masculinities require shared knowledge and understanding. This goes beyond those directly involved in the interaction, demonstrating that performances of mischievous masculinities are enmeshed within club life and are part of the everyday at The Robins. I now consider the notions of choice and reflexivity in more detail, and in doing so, further explore how men negotiate the complexities of managing their masculinities.
Mischievous Masculinities Making Choices, Conveying Reflexivity
From the examples so far, it is clear that many men at The Robins were actively making the choice to engage in banterous interactions. This element of choice and reflexivity plays a central role in the conceptualization of mischievous masculinities, a point which will be the focus of the following discussion. The frequency with which banter was framed with the caveat of “I probably shouldn’t say this but…” was interesting, and as noted above, became the catalyst for my thinking around how masculinity was constructed and experienced by the men within the rugby space. It became apparent that men at The Robins were aware of their behaviors and actions, particularly when displaying hypermasculinity and laddish behaviors. Relating this to key theorizing on masculinity, I began to question the assumptions that hegemonic masculinity is accepted and naturalized. Though it has been acknowledged that hegemonic masculinity is subject to change, the notion of choice within displays of hegemonic masculinity has been given less attention in previous work. This section will attempt to draw out these issues utilizing examples from my research at The Robins to do so.
One of the most notable features associated with men in sporting spheres is the narrative that ‘boys will be boys’ (Connolly, 1997; Thompson, 2002). Previous theorizing suggests that there is an inevitability regarding the behavior of men in sports settings, with the popular assumption that stereotypical masculine identities are learnt and practiced almost unknowingly by men during the early stages of their life-course (Connell, 1995; Connolly, 1997; Fine, 1987; Jackson, 2002). This implies that men have limited agency in the process of identity construction and so their behavior is often viewed to be implicit and unquestioned. More recent work has acknowledged the capacity for men to make choices within traditionally bounded masculine spaces such as football or rugby union (e.g. Anderson, 2012; Magrath, 2017), though there is little other work which positions these ideas centrally within analysis or discussion. Work on men and sport has historically acknowledged that men feel pressure to perform particular forms of masculinity in sporting sites in order to maintain what Jenkins (2000) refers to as the “public image” (see also Morin et al., 2001; Pringle, 2008; Van Campenhout & Van Hoven, 2014). However, the reflexive aspect of men engaging with their masculinities, and the creative ways in which they may do so, has been far less frequently explored.
Throughout my fieldwork, I observed behaviors and was part of interactions which challenged the idea that men were constrained to perform in ways which aligned with the hegemonic ideal. Men continuously referenced the point that “they should know better” and it was this idea which really interested me. Contrary to how men were often perceived in the literature, or within the media, men at The Robins frequently appeared to be aware of their behaviors. They seemed to be playing with this masculine identity and were conscious of the ‘process’ of masculine identity construction (Robinson, Hall, & Hockey, 2011). This builds on Robinson et al.’s (2011) work on masculinities in which a case study of male hairdressers demonstrated that men had scope to play with dominant hegemonic understandings of masculinity. I realized that choice was central to displays of masculinity, with men actively making the decision to frame their masculine identities in particular ways. Performances of mischievous masculinities were indeed underpinned by the men’s awareness of their behaviors.
An example of men showing awareness of their behaviors and making particular choices within interactions can be seen in the following example. Here two of the older regulars were having a conversation about the appearance of a first team player. This player was known for taking care of his appearance and openly admitted to undertaking tanning, waxing, and other forms of male grooming.
Jimmy: Would you just look at him. What a disgrace, good job he can play. Though not sure I would want to be too close to him in the changing rooms, if you get me.
Noah: Careful what you say, not everyone may appreciate those sentiments mate. Plus you would be punching well above your weight there. Though maybe you would be luckier with the men than you are with the ladies.
Jimmy: Yeah yeah, yeah, fine, I get you, but you all knows I am just having a laugh, just a bit of friendly banter, obviously I wouldn’t go round making that joke everywhere, but this is a safe space, no judgement, say what you want to say, act how you want to act. And he could only dream of being so lucky [winks at me].
(Research diary, 17 February 2015)

Weeks (1985, p. 190) suggests that male identity is achieved by “warding off” threats and by “rejecting femininity and homosexuality”. The example above echoes these ideas with Jimmy’s comments being laden with views which have become synonymous with the rugby lad, specifically reinforcing heterosexuality (Kidd, 2013; Pringle & Markula, 2005). In this way, Jimmy’s ‘laddish’ behavior also aligned with traditional hegemonic ideals (Connell, 1995, 2005). The opinions expressed here were not in themselves surprising, supporting previous work which has shown how masculine characteristics are continually maintained and perpetuated in highly masculinized spaces (Kiesling, 2005; McCann et al., 2010). However, the acknowledgement by Jimmy that he would not behave in that way everywhere was interesting. In this example, Jimmy clearly recognized that his comments may be viewed negatively by others. In doing so, he shows that he is making a choice to use this type of communication. He indicated that The Robins is a site where he can share opinions and enjoy banter which may be problematic elsewhere, suggesting that the rugby space permits specific forms of behaviors which might conflict with other spheres of his life. This example clearly demonstrates that some men express reflexivity within their interactions at the club and actively choose to engage in performances of mischievous masculinities.
When trying to draw out the prominence of reflexivity and choice within the construction and maintenance of masculinity at the rugby club, I critically engaged with the work of Hearn on hegemony (2004). Hearn (2004, p. 53) discusses the ways in which hegemony allows for the consideration of overarching ideologies which influence men’s lives, particularly at the everyday and taken-for-granted level. Hearn (2004) talks about actions which are performed by men within what he refers to as “consent” or “coercion”. Here, Hearn usefully articulates the idea that men are being influenced by hegemony without necessarily knowingly participating in this. Utilizing this idea as a foundation for my thinking, I began to reflect on these points in relation to the men in my research. For men at The Robins, it would seem that hegemony does continue to work in ways previously suggested, enabling men to continue to develop more recent narratives of stereotypical rugby masculinities (see also Morin et al., 2001; Pringle, 2008; Van Campenhout & Van Hoven, 2014, p. 1090). However, the men in my research go some way to expanding these debates. The players and members of The Robins play with, or work around hegemonic ideas, utilizing banter as a way to renegotiate the parameters of masculinity. In this way, the ‘rugby lad’ can be seen to be demonstrating a degree of agency which is often downplayed within previous writing.
The examples discussed so far demonstrate that men actively make choices in their interactions in the rugby setting and that they are aware of how their interactions can be perceived. Returning to the example of Noah and Jimmy, it is interesting to connect this to the work of Lukes (1974), which, though dated, usefully highlights that decisions are choices consciously and intentionally made by individuals between alternatives. In his discussion of power, Lukes (1974) indicates that choices are only possible within the parameters of particular structures. Therefore, he is suggesting that decisions are limited and will always be in some way predicated upon the structures and context. This approach to power is a sophisticated one, and the purpose here is not to challenge this conceptualization as a whole. Relating these ideas to the rugby setting though, and the examples discussed up to now, it is apparent that elements of this theorizing remain useful. It is clear that men are making choices regarding their behaviors and are therefore showing agency in the way that they are challenging dominant notions of masculinity in the space. However, I became extremely interested in the ways which men were able to do this. It was apparent that men were displaying their capacity to make choices through utilizing the tools which this site arguably produces. So the men were using the same tools to deconstruct hegemonic masculinity as they were to construct it.
Noah and Jimmy confirm banter to be an important characteristic of mischievous masculinities, demonstrating that via banter the men are able to challenge pre-existing notions of masculinity which have dominated The Robins’ club environment. Within the interaction, Noah indicated that the boundaries of humor have shifted, evidenced through his resistance to the homophobic undertones within Jimmy’s comments. As McCullough (2008) argues, boundaries of humor shift with time and through framing the challenge as banter Noah was signaling a change in terms of accepted masculinities in the space. Once again here the strategic use of banter, which is familiar, kept the interaction flowing and ensured that the challenge was non-threatening (Norrick, 1993; Plester & Sayers, 2007). Reflecting on this example, I began to explore other instances in which men actively implemented banter as a way to confront and display discomfort with the historical sporting versions of masculinity at the club. The following example, taken from a recorded conversation with some of the regulars post-training, helps to extend these ideas further:
Sitting in our vantage point in ‘old farts corner’ I listened to Lance, Eric and Adrian as they provided their usual running commentary of the activities and interactions. As the players began to file in after their evening of training Eric began to make comments regarding one of the new players’ hair styles.
Eric: Would you look at that? [Gesturing to the guy who just came into the room from the changing room entrance] I mean a man with a little bun on his head? Now what is that all about, I just don’t get it at all. Just don’t think it looks right. I mean you [directed at me] wear buns, that is what I am used to, just don’t see why men want them these days.
Lance: Yeah, wouldn’t have got away with that in my day, I mean it would be trouble on the pitch and also just ain’t [sic] right off it either.
Eric: Yeah, just don’t know what kind of man would want it, doesn’t seem right. Shows that rugby is changing, no way would that have been tolerated in my day, doesn’t look like a true rugby player, we would have chopped it off [laughs].
Adrian: Yeah, well rugby has changed a lot hasn’t it, I mean Eric, you barely had any hair when we started playing together, so you couldn’t have even had a bun if you’d wanted one. Plus look at him, he is a great number 3, you can’t say that you would have been able to take him on in your heyday. If you ask me it is just a sign men are changing, ain’t nothing really wrong with that. We start banning buns, we will have no team, or good players, then what are you daft pair going to do on a Saturday eh?
Eric: [laughs] Well you certainly make a good point about his ability, can’t argue there, if he keeps us up, he can keep the bun. Plus, I would have looked ridiculous with that hair, though maybe you could carry it off better. Though guess it still wouldn’t change the problem with your face [laughs].
(Research diary, 2 September 2014)

In the case above, Adrian utilized banter to challenge Eric and Lance. Before examining this example, it is important to add a further interaction I had with Adrian later on that evening. I found Adrian at the bar and decided to ask him how he felt about challenging his mates so openly and whether he was frustrated by their views. His response was as follows:
Well, I think they are just fairly typical rugby lads through and through; it’s all natural to them. But I feel like sometimes things have got to be said, as the world is changing. It is about how you go about it though. If I went in all guns blazing it would go down like a bloody lead balloon, so you have to box a bit clever. If I make a joke out of it, have a bit of banter with them, nobody really questions it, but I feel that I have still had my six pence worth, you know? (Adrian, 57)

Previous research has shown that delivery of information within conversations effects understanding (Garde, 2008; Norrick, 1993). This is particularly the case within the example above, whereby the framing of the interaction as ‘banter’ permitted Adrian to express his opinions. The first part of this example demonstrates the nuanced nature of banter and the ways that individuals recognize the subtleties, reacting accordingly. Here, banter is functioning at multiple levels in order to enable the interaction to run smoothly. First, Eric and Lance were utilizing banterous tones to convey their opinions regarding the player in question. Lance joked about “chopping off” the bun and, in this way, utilizes banter to question the players’ masculinity. Adrian, though, adopted the same form of communication to challenge this narrative and to display resistance to the ideas conveyed by Eric and Lance. Explaining this in our conversation afterward, Adrian acknowledged that in order to challenge the gendered assumptions in the rugby space you have to “box a bit clever”. This indicates that he was strategically making the choice to use banter, believing it to be in keeping with the parameters of the rugby lad identity, in order to deconstruct dominant ideas. This is an important feature of mischievous masculinities.
Adrian also talked about “naturalness” in relation to the men’s behavior. Whilst this may be a reference to age and generational expectations of masculinity, issues which will be acknowledged in the final section of this chapter, this language can also be utilized to unpick the men’s understandings of hegemonic masculinity. Surman (1994) suggests that hegemony becomes viewed as natural and therefore understood to be ‘the way things are’. This sense of naturalness, it is argued, is frequently unchallenged. Men at The Robins show that this taken-for-granted form of masculinity is challenged. This is through the application of the tools recognized within historical performances of masculinity to begin to unpick it. In situating choice and reflexivity at the center of this debate, a more diverse understanding of men in sport begins to emerge. While it is clear from the discussions above that men are in some ways constrained to behave in particular ways within the rugby club space, it is evident that men are aware of this. Men at The Robins were negotiating the complexities of managing their masculinities through their playful use of banter. In doing so, this unfamiliar territory of challenging existing dominant structures is made more palatable and can therefore become more frequent.
Mischievous Masculinities and the Boundaries of Rugby Lad Performances
The discussion so far has outlined mischievous masculinities and the ways it intersects, is constructed, and operates within the frameworks of existing theorizing. At this point, it is useful to further explore the uses of mischievous masculinities and how the men adopt this identity in their everyday lives at the club in order to situate themselves within the gender order. While there is not sufficient space here to provide a detailed account of how mischievous masculinities intersect with themes of age, or how men across different generations related to this form of masculinity, some prominent aspects of these debates are noted in the following discussion (Anderson, 2018; Phoenix & Smith, 2011; Roberts, 2018). In previous writing, I have noted that banter assisted men through transitions in their life-course, enabling them to continue to identify as one of the lads and to maintain the rugby masculinity across time (Nichols, 2018). However, through utilizing the lens of mischievous masculinities, we can begin to understand this further. Performances of mischievous masculinities enable men at The Robins to acknowledge the aging process, once again conveying reflexivity and the capacity to make choices in the construction of gendered identities. It allows them to negotiate their masculine identity and permits them to remain part of the larger rugby group. Further engaging with performances of mischievous masculinities also facilitates participation in the continued boundary making of lad identity within the rugby space.
At The Robins, men were aware that ‘acting their age’ was a complex and often contradictory issue (Phoenix & Sparkes, 2006). Spending time with the regulars, who were mostly men aged over 50, I began to question how the rugby lad identity was sustained through time and started to view performances of mischievous masculinities as facilitating the continuation of the identification process of the lad. Both my own previous writing and that of others have explored the discord men experienced in terms of negotiating changes to their bodies and identities while still socializing within rugby spaces (Nichols, 2018; Phoenix & Smith, 2011; Phoenix & Sparkes, 2006). These ideas provide an important foundation from which to discuss mischievous masculinities, as it became apparent that performances of this type of masculinity were significant in enabling men to remain reflexive and part of the group through the life-course.
As the research evolved, I began to see the relationship between banter, laddism, and mischievous masculinities as becoming more important. I viewed the connection of these themes as enabling understandings beyond those which provide a current historical cultural backdrop for men’s behaviors in these spheres. Banter was a significant interactional practice implemented by men at The Robins in order to convey laddish identities and to show belonging to the group. The ability to ‘do’ banter was viewed by many of the men as a significant marker of being able to ‘make it’ as one of the lads. This was exemplified in a conversation with a new club member called Shane, a 28-year-old who shared his experiences of moving to the area and becoming involved in the club with me after a training session. He stated that:
Well, at first, I was a bit uncertain, new lads, new place. I knew I could play, but I was unsure how I would fit in. Quickly though I got involved in the banter, had a laugh with the lads and then I was in. (Shane, 28)

Such ideas have been echoed in previous literature, in which masculine discourse has been understood to be significant in regulating masculinity and enabling group identification (Kiesling, 2005; McCann et al., 2010; McCormack, 2014). This idea of being “in” as described by Shane is typical of literature on lads and lad behavior, which describes the desire to be part of the group as a key factor in explaining behaviors and displays of characteristics such as aggression, self-sacrifice, and the denial of pain (Bird, 1996; Kidd, 2013; Pringle & Markula, 2005). I became really interested in this idea of ‘fitting in’, returning to the work of Norbert Elias (1994), and reflecting on the ways that men demonstrated creativity in order to be part of the rugby community as well as to perform mischievous masculinities (see also Elias & Dunning, 1986). Spending the majority of time with the older regulars though, I began to think critically about this idea further and what happens after this initial process of ‘fitting in’ has passed. It seemed clear that performances of mischievous masculinities did not stop after early socialization into the group, nor when the men were older and/or no longer able to participate directly in rugby. Mischievous masculinities appeared to challenge previously existing notions of lads and lad cultures, as men appeared to be aware of this process, in doing so testing the boundaries of such conceptualizations of men.
Added to the notion that men (particularly lads) have limited agency within the self-identification process, accounts of lads and lad cultures have also historically been depicted as static and confined to particular age ranges of men (Thompson, 2002; Wheaton, 2000; Willis, 1977). Further to this, the idea of ‘boys being boys’, which underpins the popularized narrative of lads, suggests that lads are limited in terms of their longevity, associated with men in adolescence (Phipps & Young, 2015; Wheaton, 2000; Willis, 1977). This idea of lads as connected to particular moments within the life-course suggests that the role of laddish identification for men is momentary and therefore does not influence the continual maintenance of rugby masculinities in the longer term. Arguably, mischievous masculinity as a form of masculine identity within the rugby site allows for the notion of the rugby lad to be maintained throughout the life-course. Additionally, mischievous masculinities enable the men to negotiate and make the choice of whether to engage with hegemonic practices whilst in this space. These examples have shown that mischievous masculinities encapsulate the experiences of men beyond so-called laddish years and extend further into adulthood. Using mischievous masculinities allows for the choices men make and relationships men have with the identifier of the lad to be understood through time.
Conclusion
This chapter has contributed to existing theorizing of masculinities, emphasizing the nuances of men’s lived experiences in sporting sites. Spending time at The Robins, a rugby union club situated in Northern England, it is evident that while hegemonic structures associated with historical versions of sporting masculinities persist and remain significant to The Robins’ interactions and behaviors, divergences with hegemonic forms of masculinity are prominent. Although Hegemonic Masculinity Theory undoubtedly remains an important tool when understanding men’s identity construction, viewing The Robins through the lens of mischievous masculinity allowed more diverse aspects of masculinity to be accounted for. The Robins are indeed engaging with the structures of hegemonic masculinity in this sporting site, but they are not limited or hindered by it as earlier theorizations might suggest (Connell, 2005; Howson, 2006).
Most importantly, this chapter has put forward a way to begin to understand the ways in which men diverge from existing forms of hegemonic models and historical expectations of the rugby lad, in doing so extending work such as that on inclusive masculinities (Anderson, 2012; Anderson & McGuire, 2010; Magrath, 2017; McCormack, 2013; Jewkes et al., 2015). Banter is a multifaceted tool which provided the men with some flexibility and agency inside the confines of the rugby space. Through thinking critically about the role of banter within interactions, and viewing this as a performative practice and communicative tool which was learnt, repeated, and manipulated, we can see that men at The Robins actively resist historical socio-cultural structures which have dominated rugby sites. Notably the chapter is not suggesting that earlier versions of sporting lad identities have disappeared; rather it shows that deviations are occurring, made possible via the manipulation of the interactional tools learnt from within these spaces and structures. Furthermore, this work challenges preceding work which situates the body as the most prominent feature of sporting masculinities (Dempster, 2009; Swain, 2006).
Overall, mischievous masculinities theorizing allows for greater flexibility in terms of explaining how men construct, deconstruct, and negotiate the boundaries of gendered identities within the rugby club. Though behaviors of men at The Robins remain at times limited by the legacy of traditional hegemonic structures at the club, these men are working within the realms of what is possible to construct more diverse versions of the rugby lad. Through engaging with mischievous masculinities, a revised depiction of the complex process of masculine identity construction in sporting sites is possible. Furthermore, this provides new opportunities for thinking about gendered identities as well as intersections with other themes such as sexuality and age beyond sporting sites.
References
	Alexander, M., MacLaren, A., O’Gorman, K., & Taheri, B. (2012). “He just didn’t seem to understand the banter”: Bullying or simply establishing social cohesion? Tourism Management, 33, 1245–1255. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​tourman.​2011.​11.​001Crossref

	Anderson, E. (2012). Inclusive masculinity. The changing nature of masculinities. London: Routledge.

	Anderson, E. (2014). 21st century jocks: Sporting men and contemporary heterosexuality. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Anderson, E. (2018). Generational masculinities. Journal of Gender Studies, 27(3), 243–247. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​09589236.​2017.​1406088Crossref

	Anderson, E., & McCormack, M. (2015). Cuddling and spooning: Heteromasculinity and homosocial tactility among student-athletes. Men and Masculinities, 18(2), 214–230. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1097184X14523433​Crossref

	Anderson, E., & McGuire, R. (2010). Inclusive masculinity theory and the gendered politics of men’s rugby. Journal of Gender Studies, 249–261. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​09589236.​2010.​494341Crossref

	Barrett, F. (2008). The organizational construction of hegemonic masculinity: The case of the US Navy. In S. Whitehead & F. Barrett (Eds.), The masculinities reader (pp. 77–97). Cambridge: Polity Press.

	Bateson, G. (1953). The position of humour in human communication. In H. Foerster (Ed.), Cybernetics, ninth conference (pp. 1–47). New York: Josiah Macey Jr Foundation.

	Bird, S. (1996). Welcome to the men’s club. Homosociality and the maintenance of hegemonic masculinity. Gender and Society, 10(2), 120–132.

	Bridges, T. (2013). Issues of intimacy, masculinity and ethnography. In B. Pini & B. Pease (Eds.), Men, masculinities and methodologies (pp. 53–64). Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.Crossref

	Bryson, L. (1990). Challenges to male hegemony in sport. In M. Messner & D. Sabo (Eds.), Sport, men and the gender order (pp. 173–184). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics books.

	Connell, R. W. (1995). Masculinities. Cambridge: Polity Press.

	Connell, R. W. (2005). Masculinities (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Polity Press.

	Connell, R. W., & Messerschmidt, J. W. (2005). Hegemonic masculinity, rethinking the concept. Gender and Society, 19(6), 829–859. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​0891243205278639​Crossref

	Connolly, P. (1997). Boys will be boys? Racism, sexuality and the construction of masculine identities among infant boys. In B. Cosain & M. Hales (Eds.), Families, education and social differences (pp. 164–190). London: Routledge.

	Cooky, C., & Messner, M. (2018). No slam dunk. Gender, sport and the unevenness of social change. London: Rutgers University Press.Crossref

	Dempster, S. (2009). Having the balls, having it all? Sport and constructions of undergraduate laddishness. Gender and Education, 21(5), 481–500. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0954025080239229​9Crossref

	Donaldson, M. (1993). What is hegemonic masculinity? Theory and Society, 22, 643–657. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​BF00993540Crossref

	Duneier, M. (2000). Sidewalk. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

	Elias, N. (1994[1939]). The civilising process. The history of manners and state formation and civilization. Oxford: Blackwell.

	Elias, N., & Dunning, E. (1986). Quest for excitement. Sport and leisure in the civilising process. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

	Fine, G. A. (1987). With the boys: Little league baseball and preadolescent culture. Chicago: Chicago University Press.Crossref

	Garde, M. (2008). The pragmatics of rude jokes with Granddad: Joking relationships in Aboriginal Australia. Anthropological Forum, 18(3), 235–253. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0066467080242936​2Crossref

	Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. New York: Harper and Row.

	Goffman, E. (1981). Forms of talk. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

	Gough, B., & Edwards, G. (1998). The beer talking: Four lads, a carry out and the reproduction of masculinities. The Sociological Review, 46(3), 409–455. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/​1467-954X.​00125Crossref

	Haugh, M., & Bousfield, D. (2012). Mock impoliteness, jocular mockery and jocular abuse in Australian and British English. Journal of Pragmatics, 44, 1099–1114. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​pragma.​2012.​02.​003Crossref

	Hay, J. (1994). Jocular abuse in mixed gender interaction. Wellington Working Papers in Linguistics, 6, 26–55.

	Hearn, J. (2004). From hegemonic masculinity to the hegemony of men. Feminist Theory, 5(1), 49–72. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1464700104040813​Crossref

	Howson, R. (2006). Challenging hegemonic masculinity. London: Routledge.Crossref

	Jackson, C. (2002). Laddishness’ as a Self-Worth protection strategy. Gender and Education, 14(1), 37–51. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0954025012009887​0Crossref

	Jackson, C., Dempster, S., & Pollard, L. (2014). “They just don’t seem to really care, they just think it’s cool to sit there and talk”: Laddism in University teaching-learning contexts. Educational Review, 67(3), 300–314. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​00131911.​2014.​910178Crossref

	Jenkins, R. (2000). Categorization: Identity, social process and epistemology. Current Sociology, 48(3), 7–25. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​0011392100048003​003Crossref

	Jewkes, R., Morrell, R., Hearn, J., Lundqvist, E., Blackbeard, D., Lindegger, G., et al. (2015). Hegemonic masculinity: Combining theory and practice in gender interventions. Culture, Health and Sexuality, 17, 113–127. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13691058.​2015.​1085094Crossref

	Johansson, T., & Ottemo, A. (2015). Ruptures in hegemonic masculinity: The dialectic between ideology and utopia. Journal of Gender Studies, 24(2), 192–206. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​09589236.​2013.​812514Crossref

	Kidd, B. (2013). Sports and masculinity. Sport in Society, 16(4), 553–564. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​17430437.​2013.​785757Crossref

	Kiesling, S. (2005). Homosocial desire in men’s-talk: Balancing and re-creating cultural discourse of masculinity. Language in Society, 34(5), 695–726. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1017/​S004740450505026​8Crossref

	Laclau, E., & Mouffee, C. (2005). Hegemony and socialist strategy: Towards a radical democratic politics (2nd ed.). London: Verso.

	Light, R., & Kirk, D. (2000). High school rugby, the body and the reproduction of hegemonic masculinity. Sport, Education and Society, 5(2), 163–176. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​713696032Crossref

	Lukes, S. (1974). Power a radical view. Basingstoke: Macmillan.Crossref

	Lynch, O. (2010). Cooking with humor: In-group humor as social organization. Humor, 23(2), 127–159. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1515/​HUMR.​2010.​007Crossref

	Magrath, R. (2017). Inclusive masculinities in contemporary football: Men in the beautiful game. London: Routledge.

	McCann, P. D., Plummer, D., & Minichiello, V. (2010). Being the butt of the joke: Homophobic humour, male identity, and its connection to emotional and physical violence for men. Health Sociology Review, 19(4), 505–552. https://​doi.​org/​10.​5172/​hesr.​2010.​19.​4.​505Crossref

	McCormack, M. (2013). The declining significance of homophobia. How teenage boys are redefining masculinity and heterosexuality. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	McCormack, M. (2014). Contextualizing homophobic language in sport. In J. Hargreaves & E. Anderson (Eds.), Routledge handbook of sport, gender and sexuality (pp. 283–291). Oxon: Routledge.

	McCullough, M. B. (2008). ‘Poor Black Bastard Can’t Shake-a-leg’: Humour and laughter in urban Aboriginal North Queensland Australia. Anthropological Forum, 18(3), 279–285. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0066467080242936​2Crossref

	McKay, J., Messner, M., & Sabo, D. (2000). Studying sport, men and masculinities from feminist standpoints. In J. McKay, M. Messner, & D. Sabo (Eds.), Masculinities, gender relations and Sport (pp. 1–11). Thousand Oaks: Sage.

	Messerschmidt, J., & Messner, M. (2018). Hegemonic, nonhegemonic and “new” masculinities. In J. Messerschmidt, P. Martin, M. Messner, & R. W. Connell (Eds.), Gender reckonings. New social theory and research. New York: New York University Press.

	Messner, M., & Sabo, D. (1990). Sport, men and the gender order. Bradford: Human Kinetics Publishers.

	Moller, M. (2007). Exploiting patterns: A critique of hegemonic masculinity. Journal of Gender Studies, 16(3), 263–276. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0958923070156297​0Crossref

	Morin, K., Longhurst, R., & Johnston, L. (2001). (Troubling) spaces of mountain and men: New Zealand’s Mount Cook and Hermitage Lodge. Social and Cultural Geography, 2(2), 117–139. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​14649360122194Crossref

	Nichols, K. (2018). Banter, masculinities and Rugby Union: Exploring the relationship between masculinity and humour in men’s lived realities in a Northern Rugby Club. Unpublished doctoral thesis. University of Sheffield, UK.

	Norrick, N. (1993). Conversational joking: Humor in everyday talk. Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.

	Phipps, A., & Young, I. (2015). Neoliberalisation and ‘lad cultures’ in higher education. Sociology, 49(2), 305–322. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​0038038514542120​Crossref

	Phoenix, C., & Smith, B. (2011). Telling a (good?) counter story of aging: Natural bodybuilding meets the narrative of decline. The Journal of Gerontology, 66(3), 628–639. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​geronb/​gbr077Crossref

	Phoenix, C., & Sparkes, A. C. (2006). Young athletic bodies and narrative maps of ageing. Journal of Ageing Studies, 20, 107–121. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​jaging.​2005.​06.​002Crossref

	Plester, B. A., & Sayers, J. (2007). “Taking the piss”: Functions of banter in the IT industry. Humor, 20(2), 157–187. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1515/​HUMOR.​2007.​008Crossref

	Pringle, R. G. (2008). ‘No rugby-no fear’: Collective stories, masculinities and transformative possibilities in schools. Sport, Education and Society, 13(2), 215–237. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​1357332080195710​3Crossref

	Pringle, R., & Markula, P. (2005). No pain is sane after all: A Foucauldian analysis of masculinities and men’s experiences in rugby. Sociology of Sport Journal, 22, 472–497. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1123/​ssj.​22.​4.​472Crossref

	Rios, V. M. (2011). Punished: Policing the lives of Black and Latino boys. New York: NYU Press.

	Roberts, S. (2018). Young working-class men in transition. London: Routledge.Crossref

	Robinson, S., Anderson, E., & White, A. (2018). The bromance: Undergraduate male friendships and the expansion of contemporary homosocial boundaries. Sex Roles, 78(1–2), 94–106. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s11199-017-0768-5Crossref

	Robinson, V. (2008). Everyday masculinities and extreme sport: The male body and extreme sport. Oxford: Berg.

	Robinson, V., Hall, A., & Hockey, J. (2011). Masculinities, sexualities, and the limits of subversion: Being a man in hairdressing. Men and Masculinities, 14(1), 31–50. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1097184X09354857​Crossref

	Salisbury, J., & Jackson, D. (1996). Challenging macho values: Practical ways of working with adolescent boys. London: Routledge.

	Soyer, M. (2014). Off the corner and into the kitchen: Entering a male dominated research setting as a woman. Qualitative Research, 14(4), 459–472. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1468794113488130​Crossref

	Stevenson, N., Jackson, P., & Brooks, K. (2000). The politics of ‘new’ men’s lifestyle magazines. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 3(3), 366–385. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1367549400003003​01Crossref

	Surman, M. (1994). From VTR to cyberspace: Jefferson, Gramsci & the electronic commons. In www document. Retrieved from http://​marksurman.​commons.​ca/​wp-content/​uploads/​sites/​2/​Surman_​1994_​VTR-Cyberspace.​pdf.

	Swain, J. (2006). Reflections on patterns of Masculinity in school settings. Men and Masculinities, 8, 331–349.Crossref

	Thompson, M. (2002). Boys will be boys: Addressing the social construction of gender. In F. Cleaver (Ed.), Masculinities matter! Men, gender and development (pp. 166–186). London: Zed Books.

	Van Campenhout, G., & Van Hoven, B. (2014). “It is where blokes can be blokes”: Making places in a New Zealand Rugby Club. Gender, Place and Culture, 21(9), 1090–1107. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0966369X.​2013.​802667Crossref

	Walby, K. (2010). Interviews as encounters. Issues of sexuality and reflexivity when men interview men about commercial same sex relations. Qualitative Research, 10, 635–657. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1468794110380525​Crossref

	Weeks, J. (1985). Sexuality and its discontents. London: Routledge.

	Wellard, I. (2002). Men, sport, body performance and the maintenance of ‘exclusive masculinity’. Leisure Studies, 21, 235–247. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​0261436022000030​641Crossref

	Wellard, I. (2009). Sport, masculinities and the body. London: Routledge.

	Wheaton, B. (2000). “New lads”?: Masculinities and the “New sport” participant. Men and Masculinities, 2(4), 434–456. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​1097184X00002004​004Crossref

	Willis, P. E. (1977). Learning to labour: How working-class kids get working class jobs. Aldershot: Gower Publishers.



© The Author(s) 2020
R. Magrath et al. (eds.)The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19799-5_10

10. The Positive Impact of Trans Inclusion in Team Sports: Men’s Roller Derby

Dawn Fletcher1  
(1)The University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

 

 
Dawn Fletcher



The focus of both policy and research on trans athletes is often on transwomen. Relatively little space is given to transmen and nonbinary athletes. This may be because assigned female at birth (AFAB) athletes are not considered to have an ‘edge’ over their fellow competitors, and so, in those terms, are less controversial. Indeed, in November 2015, The International Olympic Committee (IOC) agreed “those who transition from female to male are eligible to compete in the male category without restriction” (International Olympic Committee, 2015). This does not mean that the entry of transmen into male sporting spaces is without challenge. Whilst trans activists seek to bring public attention to the many harms experienced by transgender people (Fisher & Fisher, 2017; Lees, 2018), recent television documentaries have positioned transgender identities as harmful (Berk & Conroy, 2017; Etchingham, 2018). In such a politically charged environment, it is crucial to explore ways in which people of all genders can be included and integrated in all areas of society. Given existing barriers to full participation of transgender people in recreational sport (Englefield, Cunningham, Mahoney, Stone, & Torrance, 2016), this is an area worth greater focus.
In seeking to redress the research imbalance, it is important to foreground the experiences of trans athletes themselves—to explore how they can find spaces to belong in what is still a very gendered sporting landscape and what that belonging looks like in practice. It is also fruitful to consider the experiences of cisgender teammates—to understand the ways in which they strive to become more supportive and understanding of trans athletes. This chapter explores some of the ways in which contact sports, whilst still gendered, can be inclusive and provide a “safe-space for transition” (Le Fin, 2016). Focusing on the rapidly growing sport of roller derby, and drawing upon ethnographic field work, which incorporated participant observation and interviews, this chapter considers experiences of inclusivity in a men’s roller derby team in the UK. The discussion brings to the fore one member’s (Fin) experience of gender transition whilst part of the team, and the strategies employed by both them and their teammates to foster a sense of belonging. These strategies suggest a progressive model for trans inclusion that goes beyond mere regulations.
Trans athletes will often be playing in teams and organizations largely composed of cisgender membership, so an exploration of how these cisgender or mixed spaces can become more inclusive is vital. Policy change is necessary, but it is only one link in the chain, and it can only achieve so much; members’ attitudes and beliefs may also need to change as they adapt their everyday practices to make trans members welcome. This chapter argues that such change happens more readily when cisgender participants have opportunities for increased engagement with marginalized identities.
Literature Review
Inclusivity and Belonging
In sociological literature, belonging has been theorized as dynamic and relational, focused on the links between ‘self’ and ‘society’, engagement with social structures and sensitive to changes (May, 2011), not so much feeling, as “practice, as a way of being and acting in the world” (Bennett, 2015, p. 956). This argument posits belonging not as something an individual has or feels, but something they ‘do’. The individual is therefore active and has agency. In a roller derby context, belonging is also understood as a process, one of ‘becoming’ roller derby, which is “an unstable, complex, mobile position” (Pavlidis & Fullagar, 2014, p. 55). Like Bourdieu (1990) suggests, entrants into the sport and its community must develop a sense of the field or habitus, a feel which requires immersion, and which is of a practical nature.
Moreover, this notion of belonging has clear parallels with theories of identity, or identification, as a process, rather than a thing one has (Goffman, 1959; Jenkins, 2014), and with gender itself, which is characterized as an “ongoing process of negotiation” (Caudwell, 2014), and something which must be continually ‘performed’ (Butler, 1990). Transgender experiences of sport, also, are framed around a constant process of identity work (Sarfaty, 2016).
Transgender Athletes
In a systematic review of the literature on transgender sport participation and policies, B. Jones, Arcelus, Bouman, and Haycraft (2016) conclude that “the majority of transgender people have a negative experience when engaging in competitive sports” (p. 2) and suggest “the lack of inclusive and comfortable environments to be the primary barrier to participation for transgender people” (p. 2). It is commonly accepted that transmen do not have an athletic advantage, and therefore were not included in the IOC’s 2004 policy, whilst the 2016 policy simply states that transmen may compete in the male category without restriction. The 2004 policy has been adopted by several sports organizations, and in practice, discriminates against both those in the process of transition, and those who choose not to undergo medical transition, whilst simultaneously failing to provide adequate provision for transmen (B. Jones et al., 2016). The failure to properly account for those Travers (2006) terms ‘gender transformers’ is common throughout the policies of sports organizations, although B. Jones et al. (2016) acknowledge that some sports (including roller derby and quidditch) may be more inclusive than others.
Despite inclusive policies such as these, and in line with the conclusions of B. Jones et al., many transgender people continue to experience difficulties with sports participation. Changing rooms are often mentioned as a significant barrier (J. Cohen & Semerjian, 2008; Hargie, Mitchell, & Somerville, 2017), along with the discomfort of incorrect pronoun use (Semerjian & Cohen, 2006). However, perhaps the most challenging barriers for transgender people to overcome are the negative experiences of sport in school, the focus of several studies (Caudwell, 2014; C. E. Jones, 2013; Morris & Van Raalte, 2016). Less attention is given to the experience of adults transitioning within a sporting environment outside of formal education, and the lack of research into the experiences of athletes transitioning whilst competing in a largely cisgender male environment is striking. A team sport such as roller derby, which requires a range of skillsets, provides a suitable environment to explore the impact of full inclusion of a range of gendered identities. Men’s roller derby, moreover, provides an ideal space to explore the experiences of transmasculine athletes.
Gender Debates in Roller Derby
Whilst praised in the roller derby community at the time as a big step forward, the Women’s Flat Track Derby Association’s (WFTDA) 2011 gender policy stated that skaters must be able to produce on request a doctor’s note confirming hormone levels within the range accepted for females. The inclusion of trans athletes was framed around issues of skill, ability, and strength, and the focus was on competitive aspects of sport. This failed to adequately account for issues of identity and belonging.
The United Kingdom Roller Derby Association (UKRDA) released its transgender policy in 2014. Whilst offering comprehensive guidelines on the inclusion of transgender athletes in roller derby, it was less useful with regard to nonbinary skaters, suggesting that, “If individuals with these identities have joined a female team, presumably it’s because they are happy to be seen as female in the context of roller derby. Similarly with someone who joins a male team” (United Kingdom Roller Derby Association, 2014). Whilst this policy is praiseworthy for the depth of detail it offers to support leagues in including teammates who are transgender, it does not fully include members who are nonbinary. Such individuals must instead choose which binary identity they are most happy, or perhaps least unhappy, to identify with.
Four years after introducing its gender policy, and under increasing pressure from its membership, the WFTDA released a gender statement that removed the reference to hormone levels, instead stating that “an individual who identifies as a trans woman, intersex woman, and/or gender expansive may skate with a WFTDA charter team if women’s flat track roller derby is the version and composition of roller derby with which they most closely identify” (Women’s Flat Track Derby Association, 2015). In demonstrating the WFTDA’s responsivity to members’ needs, this statement generated much discussion of how trans inclusive the sport has become and yet still insisted that skaters who were nonbinary choose a binary to identify with in order to skate.
There has been significantly less controversy surrounding the inclusion of trans athletes in men’s roller derby, due, perhaps, to the belief that they gain no particular advantage. The non-discrimination policy of the Men’s Roller Derby Association (MRDA) specifically addresses those who are nonbinary:MRDA does not and will not differentiate between members who identify male and those who identify as a nonbinary gender (including but not limited to genderqueer, transmasculine, transfeminine, and agender) and does not and will not set minimum standards of masculinity for its membership or interfere with the privacy of its members for the purposes of charter eligibility. (Men’s Roller Derby Association, 2016)

Whereas the WFTDA excludes those who identify as male, the MRDA excludes no one. One result of this policy was that cisgender women began skating for men’s leagues. The membership of the MRDA discussed the ‘loophole’ that allowed cisgender women to compete in men’s roller derby. Although a few members argued that this was not in the spirit of the policy and pointed to the MRDA not differentiating “between members who identify male and those who identify as a nonbinary gender”, others argued that since the MRDA “does not and will not set minimum standards of masculinity for its membership”, cisgender women were welcome. The membership voted overwhelmingly against any change that might close the loophole. Thus, men’s roller derby has effectively become ‘open’. Although this is still seen by some as a privileged group exploiting a loophole in a policy designed for the inclusion of marginalized groups, the MRDA’s actions are suggestive of Halberstam’s argument of the “transgender figure as a central player” (2005, p. 21) in gender debates, opening the way for a more nuanced discussion of gender equity. In seeking to be as inclusive as possible, in order to include all trans identities, the MRDA’s approach has also led to increased opportunities for women to compete with and against men.
For a time, there was anger in the roller derby community that the MRDA was perceived as being more inclusive. This anger was often justified on the grounds that it was easier for a male sports organization to be inclusive because there were no advantages gained from being an assigned female at birth (AFAB) skater on a men’s team, suggesting that an essentialist view of gender is still present within roller derby despite sincere and earnest attempts to be more gender inclusive. Gleaves and Lehrbach (2016) argue that gender segregation in sport reinforces perceptions of women’s inferiority and suggest moving beyond a “physiological equivalency rationale” (p. 323) for inclusion. The women who compete for MRDA teams are proving that women can be men’s equals in sport, and for that, these women must thank the trans activists who have fought for this space.
Within the literature on roller derby, the term inclusive is often used in the context of gender (Mullin, 2012). When discussing trans acceptance in the sport, however, there is still a tendency to cover women’s derby and focus on male-to-female transition (Hanna, 2015; McManus, 2015). This is a significant oversight, given that the MRDA’s policy is arguably more inclusive than that of the WFTDA and the UKRDA, especially regarding nonbinary members. This chapter, then, offers a starting point towards filling that gap.
Methodology
The data used in this chapter comes from three different sources. First, a photo-elicitation pilot study, in which I asked members of the roller derby community to send me a photo of themselves in their ‘boutfit’ (an outfit or costume worn for a roller derby ‘bout’ or game, often including leggings and hot-pants), along with a commentary focusing on their reasons for choosing to wear this boutfit. Second, an ethnography of a men’s roller derby team, the Inhuman League (otherwise known as TIL) for which I spent a year as a member of the team, attending training sessions, games, and social events. Third, I include extracts from semi-structured interviews that took place during the year I participated in fieldwork. I used thematic analysis to identify key strategies employed by my participants to both develop a sense of belonging and create an environment of inclusion.
Although the pilot study took place in April 2015, and I was engaged in field work from November 2015 to October 2016, I had been involved with the team since 2013, and, therefore, I conducted this research as an insider. Additionally, Fin, who in many ways is the ‘star’ of this chapter, and I skated together for several years in the Sheffield Steel Rollergirls (SSRG). As the only nonbinary member of the Inhuman League, Fin accepts that maintaining complete anonymity may prove difficult. This research coincided with what Fin termed a ‘Year of Visibility’, in which they were taking steps to draw attention to nonbinary/trans issues, especially within the realm of sport. This included a documentary, Switching Teams, about Fin’s move from SSRG to TIL, which was shown at Sheffield’s Transforming Cinema film festival, and later taken up by several other trans film festivals, including Translations 2017, in Seattle. During the year I was conducting field work, Fin continued to work to become more widely recognized within the local community as a spokesperson for trans and nonbinary issues.
Practices of Inclusion
During fieldwork, there were three key ways in which belonging was experienced by members of TIL. For some, this was a deep sense and for others it was more fleeting. Members discussed experiencing this feeling during times when there was a steady level of banter, which was either in the form of one-off or long-running jokes. This banter was seldom malicious and served to create a sense of unity for the team. There was a gendered element to it, in that banter is often considered to be a masculine trait (Nichols, 2018). Despite this, banter within TIL was rarely homophobic, and rarely sexualized women, although it was frequently sexual in nature. Teamwork was another common reference point when discussing belonging, especially when there were smaller groups working together either in training drills or during games. This was talked about through terms such as ‘teamliness’ and ‘collegiality’. Skaters were also accepting of others’ oddities and quirks. Still widely viewed as a ‘women’s sport’, men’s roller derby tends to attract men who are slightly more counter-cultural than mainstream, and in a less homosocial environment, skaters had more freedom to identify in ways that were less reliant on hegemonic notions of masculinity (Connell, 2005). Many of my participants expressed the view that they, their current and former teammates, and others in the wider community were ‘different’ to typical sportsmen. This belief in how ‘inclusive’ and ‘accepting’ the community was could be positive, but at times it could obscure slightly less rosy experiences. The experience of Fin, a skater who transferred from TIL’s sister league, SSRG, exemplified this notion of acceptance and highlighted some of the complexities at work in sustaining TIL.
Observing TIL, the easy acceptance of each other in some ways mirrored aspects of Anderson’s (2009) theory of inclusive masculinities, which refers to the social unacceptability of homophobia, decreased policing of boundaries and valuing of emotional intimacy. In a culture of diminished homohysteria, homophobic discourse is lost, and multiple masculinities exist with stronger fluidity and social cohesion (Anderson, 2009, p. 97). In men’s roller derby, they were having to learn how to belong in the absence of stable reference points, not having established male roller derby players to look up to. Members made sense of roller derby and their experience of it through whatever reference point they had, which did not often include prior experiences of men’s sports teams. This enabled the league, and indeed individuals within the league, to encapsulate multiple contested meanings (Pavlidis, 2013). They began to have a shared, yet non-traditional understanding of sport.
Case Study: Finhuman
I don’t want to start questioning my ideas of masculinity when I’ve got someone about to come and break my ribs. (Fin Interview, 13 April 2016)

Fin’s story demonstrates how important inclusion and a sense of belonging within largely cisgender sporting spaces can be in developing a positive (trans)masculine identity. Their recognition and acceptance of a trans identity, and hence their process of transition itself, happened (and continued to happen) in a very public way. The support of Fin’s teammates was vital in allowing them the space to become ‘Fin’. Additionally, Fin’s experiences demonstrated how the Inhuman League’s commitment to inclusivity worked in practice. Their experiences as a member of both the women’s team, Sheffield Steel Rollergirls, and TIL, and the process of switching teams, also highlighted the importance of language and ‘teamliness’ for a sense of belonging.
A lightbulb moment. I met Fin in 2012, when we both skated with SSRG. This was around three years before they ‘came out’ as nonbinary and transgender. Fin was with SSRG for over three years but had been feeling a growing dissatisfaction with the league, in part because of a lack of goals and progression both on a personal and whole team level, but also because of unease around the gendered nature of the league, the Rollergirls. Fin described seeing Facebook discussions of the gender specification criteria for men’s roller derby as being “a bit of a lightbulb kind of thing” for them:The more comfortable I got with my own gender identity, I didn’t feel like I’d fit there, and it wasn’t necessarily that I was thinking: “oh, I’m a boy and I need to go and play for a boys’ team”. Although it doesn’t mean that that’s completely out of left field, but it felt like I would possibly be more comfortable skating with the men’s team because I felt that I identified more with being male than female if I had to; if I had to choose a particularly binary option and tick a neat little box. It would probably be more on the male side than on the female side. (Fin Interview, 13 April 2016)

This discussion arose because one TIL member, Nuke, had been questioning the precise meaning of the MRDA’s non-discrimination policy, as a way of opening out eligibility to women, although TIL’s membership criteria at the time was ‘men over 18’. Nuke’s interrogation of the possibility of rostering based on skill not gender for MRDA-sanctioned and British Championship games raised awareness of the membership criteria, and therefore, when Fin asked if they could join TIL, the question of gender inclusivity was already in the minds of TIL committee members. Despite identifying as nonbinary and transgender, at this time, Fin was still sometimes read as female. One member of the committee, who had also disagreed with Nuke’s desire for ‘open’ competition over a men-only team, struggled to fully understand the implications of a nonbinary gender identity, read Fin as female, and therefore expressed doubt about Fin’s eligibility. He suggested that it would have to be put to the team first. The rest of the committee were unequivocal in their welcome of Fin as a full member.
In terms of the MRDA policy, there was no question that Fin was eligible to join. At this time, Fin identified as nonbinary or transmasculine (and Fin’s pronouns were they/them), and so even the most rigorous reading of the non-discrimination policy made eligibility clear. The issue lay with both the current TIL membership policy and the attitudes of the membership. Both issues were resolved swiftly and with a minimum of fuss. TIL’s membership policy was changed to read ‘skaters over 18’, and this was accepted by all members as bringing the league policy fully in line with the MRDA. Conversations, some admittedly rather blunt, occurred on the subject of gender identity, and Fin’s eligibility would no longer be in question. Fin’s lightbulb moment thus also became one for TIL’s membership. Roller derby is often considered to be gender inclusive, but there are differences between abstracted ideals and lived experience. The Inhuman League was being given an education in the reality of gender inclusivity.
The microscope effect. Although the membership policy changed quickly, and therefore Fin was granted membership, translating that into a real sense of belonging required continued identity work. Transferring to the Inhuman League made Fin much more aware of their sense of masculinity, as they became “like the new small kid in class”. Fin felt that their masculinity was on the line as it was being pitched against others’ sense of their own masculinity in direct competition, and that, as the only nonbinary member of the league, there was a microscope effect happening, whereby they were under much more intense scrutiny to perform acceptable masculinity than other team members. Success meant opening the way for other nonbinary and trans skaters, but failure meant being ‘proven’ to be “not male enough”.
Fin acknowledged that they were acutely aware of masculinity in a way that most members were not, and this pressure to succeed as ‘masculine’ was internal rather than external:The team have been super, super welcoming. Like really, genuinely inclusive. I think that it’s things like doing the footage review last week and being completely joined in with all of the foolishness and banter and very stereotypical boy kind of behaviour. I think things like that make me very aware of being incredibly included. (Fin Interview, 13 April 2016)

We spoke of Fin’s involvement in social events that were ‘men-only’, and they were acutely aware of the change in tone of conversations when there were no women present. Although Fin did at times express a little discomfort with how the tone changed, they still valued the sense of being part of the group—being accepted for who they were and who they were becoming. The acceptance Fin found within TIL had a huge positive impact on their life. Shortly after joining, during the interview in April 2016, Fin said that they didn’t want to “be a spokesperson for the trans community”, but a few months later, they began moving much more in that direction, directing a documentary, Switching Teams, for the Transforming Cinema film festival, about their experiences of joining TIL. This speaks to the increasing comfort and happiness Fin had begun to feel with their gender identity and their place within the sport. Fin was very clear that they regarded TIL as a safe space for transition. This is unusual because many transmen have discussed feeling safe only within queer spaces (Apenroth, 2017). Although roller derby as a whole is considered by many to be an inclusive, and perhaps even a queer space, the environment of TIL had always been almost exclusively cisgender and heterosexual. Despite the lack of diversity in terms of marginalized identities, the behaviours and actions of skaters within TIL aligned with more inclusive ideas of masculinity (Anderson, 2009), and to belong in this team, a display of acceptable masculinity was sufficient. In this context, acceptable masculinity differs from inclusive masculinity in that it incorporates both inclusive and hegemonic practices in a way that simply requires members of a community to be ‘good enough’. This allows for the inclusion of trans skaters, and even of women, if they can display enough masculine qualities, and the inclusion of men who display hegemonic qualities, if they can be moderated by a desired level of skills capital.
Backstage strategies. Fin employed a number of backstage strategies (Goffman, 1959) to develop their sense of masculinity, including a programme of weight training, wearing a binder to skate in, and arriving at the venue for training and games already in uniform, so as to avoid changing in front of others. Although Fin’s backstage strategies became a front stage performance as they began to publicly document their experiences of being trans as part of a ‘year of visibility’, initially, these strategies enabled a front stage performance of acceptable masculinity. They also required constant labour. Wearing a binder was, at times, especially difficult. Fin talked about how uncomfortable the binder was, especially in warm weather, and how it sometimes made physical exercise difficult. Roller derby is a very physical sport, and the constricting nature of the binder made the demands on Fin’s body even greater. Fin refused to wear white because white made differences in body shape more visible. This was not just a physical problem, but an emotional one as well. Fin usually negotiated this problem by never bringing a white shirt to training, and though some team members were aware of Fin’s reasons and understood, many team members were unaware of the emotional impact of clothing choices.
Although Fin was included within TIL, citing the jokes and the banter as factors that made them feel included, tensions still arose in communication with others. Fin faced questioning that made them uncomfortable, though from guests or opposition skaters, rather than TIL members. They felt questions regarding pronouns were usually asked with the best of intentions, but were still unwanted, and contributed to a hyper awareness of gender identity that Fin was trying to make roller derby an escape from.
I don’t think that they appreciate how much of that struggle I’ve had in terms of going to training and not wanting it to be an issue and then having this team that have accepted me in to the point that it isn’t an issue and we’re not gonna make it a big deal. So to have outright questions being asked during that training thing: I don’t need that right now. (Fin Interview 13 April 2016)

To guard against this, team members took steps to prevent mis-gendering from occurring, including talking to announcers before games and speaking to guest skaters at training sessions, to ensure they used the correct pronouns.
Fin talked about how supportive TIL members had been when issues arose, expressing surprise in some instances:
The person that I didn’t expect so quickly to change themselves was Jason. We’re from the same area (laughs). We’re both from the sort of area that this sort of shit doesn’t happen. So, for him to be really quite supportive, like he said “she” a few weeks ago, and he went “Oh, no, I mean Fin”, like that, when he was in my company and he did it in a really nice way because he didn’t make it a big deal, he just corrected himself quickly. And just carried on with how he was talking. So that was better for me than someone having the big, “so how would you prefer that I referred to you?” To have Mr Rotherham saying, “actually, we’re just gonna, that’s how we are…” (Fin Interview 13 April 2016)

Clearly then, TIL members were also engaged in emotional labour and identity work in order to support Fin. Jason had little previous experience with transgender friends and teammates, but accepted Fin, and was committed to making the changes necessary to ensure this acceptance was communicated effectively. Such an awareness of the importance of language is also visible in wider practices of belonging within the league.
The Importance of Language
The case study of Fin suggests members of the Inhuman League were reflexive about their use of language, and how word choice could impact an individual’s feelings of belonging. Although most obvious perhaps in terms of correct pronoun usage, Fin’s sense of being included grew through banter. Communication in the form of jokes and insults also worked to delineate the boundaries of team membership.
‘Banter’ is often defined as masculine or sexual(ized) in nature. Nichols (2018), for example, discusses banter in the context of everyday sexism, suggesting her participants, members of a northern Rugby Union club, perform ‘mischievous masculinities’ through their use of banter (see also chapter 9 of this collection). Members of TIL exchanged insults and banter in a different way; however, there were no homophobic slurs and although the banter could be sexual, women were not overtly sexualized, and women were often the instigators. This kind of language was only used towards those who were part of the group. Being polite was reserved for outsiders. If members looked for any sign of weakness to make fun of, make jokes at your expense, or just tell you to ‘fuck off’, it was a signal that you were an insider, part of the team. This banter was characteristic of team communication, even from the early days and was equally a form of contest, a battle of wits, and a way to express that a group of people were the same; a symbol of their community (A. P. Cohen, 1985). ‘#bants’ (hashtag bants) was used on both social media and in spoken conversation as a self-aware commentary on how banter could be opaque, and could also fall flat or be misunderstood, or else be trite and predictable. The banter that took place would often tend towards the abstract and eclectic. On occasion, sexualized banter would be subverted:
[Zoya] brings up pegging, saying Coogan likes it but it isn’t established yet whether Jackpot does. She says there is a questionnaire to establish whether or not skaters like pegging. Hoof says Coogan wrote the questionnaire. Fin says Coogan ∗is∗ the questionnaire. This is followed by further abstract humour about Coogan’s mum being a questionnaire. A questionnairess. It was nice how Fin and Bollock took Zoya’s crude sexual humour, and turned it into something much more abstract, but much less crude and potentially unpleasant. Sillier. (Field notes, Sunday 2nd October 2016)

There was a more inclusive style of banter engaged in by several participants—Hoof, Phally, Stuntman, and sometimes Fin and Bollock—which was sillier and less sexualized, highlighting this quintet as engaged in a different way of doing identity. Taking the well-known trope of ‘your mum’ and turning it into something focused on wordplay rather than sex play softened the banter and prevented Jackpot from feeling uncomfortable.
Participants’ use of language in more official settings was also a factor in fostering a sense of inclusivity. Throughout its history, mixed-gender roller derby was referred to as ‘co-ed’. The exclusionary nature of this archaic term led to debates around its continued usage to discuss a sport that was played by many trans and nonbinary people. As the term ‘mixed’ was already in use to signify a pick-up game featuring skaters from more than one league, though often single gender, there was a need for a more inclusive term. Though co-ed was in continued use in some areas, it became common to see ‘gender-inclusive’ as a descriptor. One member of TIL, Dorny Darko, coined the term ‘open to all’ or OTA as an alternative. This had the added benefit of more clearly positioning such games as open to all, rather than inclusive based on gender alone. Given the parallel debates concerning the inclusion (or lack of inclusion) of black and minority-ethnic skaters, and disabled skaters, this thoughtfulness and deliberateness regarding language choice is important. Using OTA suggests reflexivity on the part of team members, and an awareness of the impact seemingly simple word choices can have not just for those who are part of the team now, but those who might be in the future.
‘Teamliness’ and Collegiality
The development of men’s roller derby and the typical profile of the men who join suggest that it is a space that is very open to non-hegemonic, non-traditional sportsmen. It is, therefore, unsurprising that transgender athletes can feel they belong here. Although the Inhuman League had been a very ‘straight’, very male environment, roller derby was not.
You can be who you are. Modern roller derby developed with a feminist Do-It-Yourself (DIY) ethic, originally as a women-only sport. Duncombe (1997, p. 117) defines this ethos as “the active creation of an alternative culture. DIY is not just complaining about what is, but actually doing something different”. Seen as being alternative, and more ‘authentic’ than traditional models of sport, or culture, the DIY label applied to roller derby tends to refer to how “the majority of leagues are owned and operated by the participants. Of course, this also means the majority of leagues are owned and operated by women” (Beaver, 2012, p. 26). Often linked with the Riot Grrrl movement by academics, in part because of the punk aesthetic of roller derby’s early days, but also because of roller derby being, like Riot Grrrl, a woman-centred movement aimed at carving out a space of their own within a male-dominated culture. For Riot Grrrl, it was punk music, for roller derby it was sport.
Men’s roller derby grew out of that tradition, so it was unsurprising that the validity of its existence was a topic of controversy. The idea that men don’t belong in roller derby has often reared its head in the roller derby blogosphere (Racey, 2014; Ford, 2015), but this is increasingly contested (Fletcher, 2014). Mainstream online news outlets cover men’s roller derby in positive ways, heralding its potential for inclusivity (Flood, 2013; Copland, 2014; Goodman, 2016). Growing as it did as a result of men being drawn into women’s roller derby, but still wanting something of their own, TIL also aimed to be inclusive, welcoming those who often had little sporting experience, who were more likely to be nerdy and geeky than sporty and athletic.
In her interview, Oblivion Westwood, who had been with TIL in the early days, discussed the importance of non-sporting, non-masculine men bringing value to the team in a way that was not often noticed, but was vital in fostering togetherness.

                That’s always been really important to me to look at someone like Phally, who you wouldn’t necessary look at and think, “Oh, this guy’s got major value for the team”, but he did, he had a value that you cannot quantify. He was so important in bringing that team together. He brought the team together because he was so loved…Phally has a way of bringing people together, because he has such a kind heart that he just unites a team. (Oblivion Westwood Interview, 19 August 2016)


              
The relative lack of skaters from sporting backgrounds offers an additional clue to the inclusivity of TIL. Most of the participants of this study had little prior experience with sports, having never been particularly ‘sporty’. For them, roller derby was introduced as a community, rather than just a sport, and so wanting others to find a place to be themselves as much as they had seemed a natural step. In thinking about the emancipatory potential of the sport, “inclusivity matters. You need to be able to be yourself, whatever that is” (Farrance, 2014, p. 9).
That roller derby, and TIL, offered members the freedom to be themselves was discussed in several interviews and in the pilot study. Several skaters used ‘boutfits’ as an example of this freedom. Boutfits were a way to express femininity, whether in terms of a nonbinary gender identity or an aspect of sexuality, and to experiment with gender expectations (Fletcher, 2017). Far from seeming ridiculous (Murray, 2012), skaters valued the opportunity to be themselves in ways they did not always feel were possible in everyday life.
It gives you the sport to do. Before roller derby, Stuntman was “very satisfied filling [his] time with being a little nerd” (Stuntman Interview, 13 September 2016) and, like most of the league, had no great sporting background. He was initially involved in roller derby as a film-maker, filming a documentary, The Shredding Planner, centred around the Sheffield Steel Rollergirls. He found the team to be very welcoming and was, as is common in roller derby, pestered until he agreed to join TIL. He found roller derby to be good for people who were going through tough times, and believed it was inclusive.
If you think outside of the definition of inclusive from ticking all the boxes of who and what actually, it is inclusive because it is accepting. And it’s an outlet for people. And maybe because it is not structured like other sports clubs, it’s a bit different as well. Even though it does gets political. It is a community. It’s not perfect, but it’s there for a lot of people and it does give people a lot. (Stuntman Interview, 13th September 2016)

Stuntman argued that though roller derby was not perfect, though it was a largely white, middle-class sport, it was nevertheless far more inclusive than other sports. He was proud to be a part of TIL, which he saw as being more open and inclusive even than other roller derby teams, without needing to make a big statement about it. Nuke, who wanted the emphasis to change from men’s roller derby to open, or non-selective, agreed, saying that “my feelings are that we are the most open to anybody of any background because we’ll accept people whoever they are, there is no limit” (Nuke Interview, 22 August 2016). Both saw roller derby as accepting of people whoever they were, and therefore highly inclusive.
But I guess people who perhaps don’t behave how society believes you should in a sport. I don’t know how to rephrase that. I think it just gives you—for all the people like me and you who didn’t do sports, perhaps. That’s a great way to put it. It gives you the sport to do. Because there are athletic people, who want to do it, but they feel alienated by other sports. And this sport kind of has a positive stigma attached, which people assume and know that it’s all right to be who you are. I think that’s a better way to put it, rather than saying, “Masculine, feminine, gay, straight.” And this, that and the other. You can be who you are. Because you’re just playing a sport. And you won’t get alienated or begrudged or focused on for that. (Stuntman Interview, 13th September 2016)

These views are consistent with ideas around gender inclusivity. Discussing the sport of Quidditch in these terms, A. Cohen, Melton, and Welty Peachey (2014) explore how co-ed experiences for men and women are positively linked with an increased desire for inclusivity and equality. Quidditch includes a ‘gender maximum rule’, which stipulates that a “maximum of four players who identify as the same gender in active play on the field at the same time. This number increases to five once the seekers enter the game” (US Quidditch, 2018). Once the snitch is released and the seeker is active, there are seven players on the field at any one time. This is specifically written to encourage diversity and to include nonbinary and transgender players, and a player’s gender is determined solely by how they self-identify.
An analysis of korfball (Gubby & Wellard, 2015), a mixed sport that is both competitive and co-operative, indicates possibilities for a level of equality on the playing court; however, participants retain socially normative understandings of gender, and these are reproduced through dress and a belief in the physical advantages of boys. Perhaps the potential of this sport is limited through the practice of women ‘marking’ women and men ‘marking’ men, thus, underlying the rules of the sport is an acceptance of the physical superiority of men. It seems that a more equal mixing of genders is necessary for participants to look beyond such normative understandings. With the increasing opportunities for people of all gender identities to skate with and against each other, there are indications that roller derby can function in this way.
Conclusions: A Model for Trans Inclusion?
For trans and nonbinary athletes to be properly included within sporting fields, gender-inclusive regulation is a start, but on its own, it is not enough. Everyday practices of belonging are necessary, both on the part of these athletes, and their cisgender teammates. Rigid ‘common-sense’ understandings of gender and gender binaries must be challenged. Positive engagement between cisgender and non-cisgender athletes creates a space where both can challenge dominant narratives of who can be athletic, and the involvement of cisgender athletes is necessary for gender inclusivity in sport to develop beyond the fringes.
An open policy, moreover, allows for the inclusion of both ‘out’ transgender members and those who prefer, whether temporarily or otherwise, to live without the label. Accepting members regardless of gender identity prevents a situation where an individual must out themselves to be able to join a team. It is unknown how many of the female-presenting members of MRDA teams are indeed cisgender and how many are nonbinary or trans. The non-discrimination policy allows such individuals to play for a team they feel comfortable playing for and are explicitly included in, whilst still having the choice over what details of their gender identity to reveal to strangers. There is no doubt that this sort of inclusion is more easily achieved in a team labelled ‘men’s’ rather than ‘women’s’; nevertheless, the impact is positive and does suggest that there is value in gender inclusion for all genders.
Though the Inhuman League has demonstrated a commitment to gender inclusion, the extent to which other roller derby teams have taken on board the gender policies of the roller derby governing bodies remains to be seen. More extensive research into the welcoming and inclusion of trans and nonbinary people in roller derby is necessary.
Belonging and acceptance are processes; roller derby is an ever-changing and evolving community, and there is no perfect, finished state. Roller derby is a place where people can find acceptance, but though inclusivity may be the ideal, at present, the inclusivity that exists tends to be largely gender based. Whilst the Inhuman League has taken positive steps to become more gender inclusive, other marginalized groups have yet to be adequately considered. The belief within the team is that they are inclusive and that everyone is welcome, seeing little need to draft policies that explicitly aim to recruit such groups.
Inclusion on the basis of race, for example, is not only inadequately provided for, but sometimes actively disregarded as not the sense in which inclusivity is meant. This approach to inclusivity is mirrored by existing research into roller derby, which overwhelmingly focuses on gender. Although beyond the scope of this chapter, inclusion of minority-ethnic members, disabled skaters, and financially disadvantaged athletes are notable silences that would benefit from further exploration.
In addition to this, it would be interesting to see further research into junior roller derby, which includes skaters of any gender, from the ages of 8 to 17. As junior roller derby is split by skill level, rather than age or gender, it has the potential to be highly inclusive for non-gender-conforming young people. Junior roller derby also offers unique opportunities for young people to compete in a full-contact sport with and against people of different genders, and the impact of this experience could offer important messages for deliverers of Physical Education and youth sports organizations.
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Introduction
I have recently turned 52 and I know that, like many other men, my body involved in sports and physical activities cannot do the things it could once do (Drummond, 2003). I recognise that it is no longer as fast or powerful or resilient as it once was. I know that it does not recover in the same way that it once did. However, when I am running 10 km at my ‘comfortable’ pace, I feel ageless. When I am running at this speed, my body feels like it did 30 years ago when I was, according to my watch, running fast and unquestionably young. However, age is about context. Therefore, as a lecturer in sport sociology standing in front of 250 first-year university students, it is likely that I am perceived to be old. After all, I am at the age at which I could be most of these young peoples’ father. I know this because my 18-year-old daughter has just entered university as a first-year student as well. Indeed, the period of midlife is an interesting one. It is something that I have been trying to come to terms with since I turned 40 years of age. Clearly context plays a significant role in the perception of age not only in the eyes of others but also from one’s own perspective.
I have recently begun to compete in Masters sporting events, which I would argue have both positively and negatively impacted my personal perception of midlife. Certainly, it has taken me some time to come to terms with competing at sanctioned Masters events. In a ‘previous life’ prior to marriage, children and academia, my time, somewhat selfishly, was devoted towards full time professional triathlon and studying. Even while on scholarship completing a PhD, I was able to compete at an elite state level where I could earn some good ‘pocket’ money to supplement my student stipend. As my high-performance star began to fade with the realisation that there had to be a life beyond sport, I could no longer tick the ‘elite’ box when competing at national and international events whether it be in multi-sport events such as triathlon or even 10 km road races, which I cherished most. The saving grace for my own self-esteem was the fact that most of these events allowed age group athletes and elite-level athletes to begin the race simultaneously. At least in this way, I could ‘pretend’ that I was still an elite-level competitor and pit myself against the best.
Fifteen years had passed since my last competitive race that I cared about. During that time, other elements of my life required the same devotion and attention that sport had been afforded previously. I needed to establish my career as an academic. I also had to work out the qualities associated with being a good husband, given my self-absorbed life prior to marriage. I also quickly needed to learn how to be a good father.
Interestingly, becoming a father felt like a natural experience. I adopted the role most comfortably and organically. It just felt right. Indeed, spending enormous amounts of time with my two children also provided me with a form of justification to not engage in competitive sports. Yet I still trained for at least an hour a day either running, cycling or swimming, or combinations thereof. This was usually carried out before everyone was awake in the morning or during my breaks at work. For many years, I struggled in coming to terms with the reasons underpinning my training regime without a definitive end point, or goal, in sight. My default position was to announce, to anyone who wanted to listen, that I was a committed father and did not have the time to race. Yet every weekend I would see other fathers around me competing in their chosen sports. Clearly there was something more complex that was challenging my perspective.
This is a chapter with multiple stories and select age-autobiographical moments (Gullette, 2003) with a particular focus on ageing athletes’ narratives (Phoenix & Sparkes, 2007, 2008). It provides insight into the lives of five Masters-level surf lifesavers in Australia, who had all been regarded as ‘elite’ at one point in their sporting careers. While each of the men engages in surf life saving, they partake in discrete elements of the sport and perceive themselves differently from one another. Surf life saving, while not unique to Australia, is a sport that is often revered by the Australian community who watch from afar, particularly the Ironman surf lifesavers (see Booth, 2001; Jaggard, 2008).
These athletes engage in races that consist of swimming, board paddling and surf ski paddling, often, in heavy surf conditions. The athletes are also required to run several hundred metres in soft sand through each of the transitions from one race discipline to the next. The elite athletes are extremely fit and some are professional athletes who make a lucrative living from the sport both in terms of prize money and commercial endorsements. A number of these athletes also represent Australia at the Olympics in the individual disciplines of swimming kayaking and athletic track sprinting, which translate somewhat seamlessly to surf life saving.
Importance of Life Stories
Everyone has a story to tell. However, the context around which that story is told, how it is interpreted and ultimately analysed play a significant role in the reflection of the meaning and portrayal of that story by the researcher. Stories provide us with an opportunity to understand the meaning that people place on aspects of their lives. As late as 1990, Connell (1990) claimed that life stories have often been overlooked as a legitimate research methodology. Denzin (2003) suggests that we live in the narrative’s moment and that the narrative turn in the social sciences has been taken. He goes on to claim that everything we study is contained within a storied, or narrative representation, and that as scholars we are storytellers, telling stories about other people’s stories. The difference is that we call our stories theories (Denzin, 2003). Taking a similar perspective, Sparkes (2005) suggests that we are ‘story telling animals’ and that as part of the ‘narrative turn’, we have the capacity to understand people’s experiences through stories.
In this instance, I present the stories of five men who have previously been elite-level athletes and are now aged—some might say ageing—between 42 and 55 and competing in national-level Masters surf life saving events. While four of the men’s stories have been told to me as the researcher and then analysed accordingly, I provide the fifth story through a series of autoethnographical vignettes. Indeed, just like all of the other men, I provide a slice of life that relates to my sporting involvement in Masters-level sport. My body within this entire narrative is important because, as Frank (2013) suggests, the body is simultaneously the cause, topic and instrument of whatever story is told. Therefore, the way in which a body looks, performs, feels and is perceived is crucial to the type of the story told.
In telling the stories of particular ‘slices of life’, this chapter will present the experience of being a man amidst the transition period of midlife to ageing while framed within the context of sporting involvement. Indeed, the role and significance of sport to men and their masculine identity has long been theorised and acknowledged (Sabo & Runfola, 1980; Messner, 1992; Drummond, 1997; Kidd, 2013). The following paragraph has been taken from an autoethnographical account of my own involvement in sport and the meaning of sport within the context of my life (Drummond, 2010). Given that I am a husband, father and academic, to name just a few elements of my life, this narrative provides an insight into the meaning of sport to me.

              
                  Sport has always been an uncomplicated pleasure for me throughout my life. Afforded the privilege of being good at most sports that I attempted as well as having genetics that have enabled me to be successful at a variety of endurance events, sport has been a site in which I could develop, maintain and display a form of masculine identity. I was fortunate as a child to be gifted with exceptional eye-hand coordination and was able to engage in the highly masculinized sports of Australian
                  
                    football
                    
                  
                  and cricket. Both of these sports provide high levels of cultural capital in Australia. Fitting in with social groups was not a problem and sport offered me an unencumbered pathway through childhood and adolescence into manhood. A series of events led me away from my childhood and adolescent masculinized sports to, firstly, marathon running. The ease at which I moved into this sport was relatively seamless. Indeed, there was an intrinsic need to find something more challenging, which ultimately came in the form of triathlon and in particular Ironman. The Hawaii Ironman is perceived as the pinnacle of triathlon. It is a
                  
                    race
                    
                  
                  where an individual’s status is immediately vindicated with the triathlon ‘fraternity’ and an event regarded by many ‘outsiders’ as beyond comprehension. The problem with investing so heavily in sport as a means through to develop a masculine identity is the period of retirement, or the period at which the realization is struck that the body which had been so strong, powerful and amenable to utter exhaustion was now more fragile and susceptible to injury and
                  
                    pain
                    
                  
                  as a result of ageing. This is something I coming to terms with as I approach 50 years of age.
                


            
The Research
While this chapter has elements of my story as a Masters athlete, in-depth qualitative interviews and thematic analyses reflect the stories of four other Masters athletes who have previously won either state and national medals in surf life saving and been regarded as elite. They are (1) the swimmer, (2) the board paddler, (3) the beach sprinter and (4) the ironman.
The research methods underpinning this research were quite straightforward. Apart from the formalities of gaining institutional ethics approval and then having the men sign the required consent form, the basis of the research was to sit down with these men and invite them to share their life stories, primarily about their engagement with sport over the years. However, this did not discount the opportunity to talk about a range of other elements in their lives that have impacted them as men.
The men were purposely selected based on their outstanding careers, and longevity, in competitive sports, and specifically surf life saving. They each belong to a surf life saving club in Adelaide, Australia, and they are heavily involved in their club both as a competitor and as a volunteer. The youngest of the men was 42 years and the oldest was 55. Each of the men was invited to take part in an in-depth interview at a location where they felt most comfortable. One of the men was interviewed in a meeting room at the surf club, while the other men were each interviewed in their homes. The interviews, which were digitally audio recorded, lasted approximately 2 hours. The interviews were then transcribed verbatim, coded and thematically analysed to identify dominant themes.
The interviews were phenomenologically based in that while the interview guide ensured specific topics were covered in each of the interviews, I was able to base ensuing questions on participants’ responses in my attempt to find out the essence of meaning of surf life saving within the context of the ageing process. It is this essence of meaning that underpins phenomenological research (Van Manen, 1990). Further, Patton (2002) claims the phenomenological approach maintains ‘the assumption that there is an essence or essences to shared experience. These essences are the core meanings mutually understood through a phenomenon commonly xperienced’ (p. 106). This research attempted to highlight the experiences of men in a period of life that has culturally been perceived, and labelled, as ‘midlife’. It attempts to identify the role of sport in the transition period to ageing.
Analysis
Following the transcription of the interviews the data were open coded (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and analysed inductively. According to Patton (2002), inductive analysis allows for ‘categories or dimensions to emerge from open-ended observations as the inquirer comes to understand patterns that exist in the phenomenon being investigated’ (p. 56). Essentially, as Patton (2002) notes, this type of analysis involves identifying categories, patterns and themes in one’s data through one’s interaction with the data. Upon this analysis of the data, similarities and differences were documented based on my personal understanding, professional knowledge and the literature (Strauss, 1987).
Australian Sport and the Story of Surf Life Saving
At this point, it is important to identify the significance of sport as well as the meaning of surf life saving to Australian culture through a brief history of the sport and its community orientation given its significance within Australian folklore and society.
It has been claimed that Australians are historically renowned for their enjoyment of sport, whether it be through participation, spectating, analysing or gambling. This fixation has sometimes been referred to as an ‘obsession’, a ‘passion’ or even a ‘religion’ (Drummond & Pill, 2011), while its initial male sporting heroes had been perceived as gods (Land & Butner, 1982). In an early analysis of Australian sport and its meaning to Australian identity, Dunstan (1973) stated that ‘it is important to examine the reasons why this sporting obsession came about’ (p. 9). Further, he argued that the primary reason for Australians’ sporting desire was largely due to the fact that the majority of the early settlers had migrated from Britain, which he claimed was the most sport-conscious nation on earth around the turn of the nineteenth century. Therefore, sport became an expression of Australianism where organised games were thought to express social ideals that were fundamental to colonial society thereby forming ‘one of the characteristics of Australian life’ (Land & Butner, 1982). Additionally, it was the notion that sport built character, and hence community, which became a dominant cultural ethic during this period.
In terms of surf life saving it is important to understand the underpinning, and somewhat clichéd, ‘bronzed Aussie’ ethos to help explain why Australians, particularly men, perceive certain outdoor pursuits as more masculine than others. Surf life saving, with its history based upon the voluntary patrolling of beaches, is one such sport. One of the first academics to analyse the Australian beach culture, Pearson (1979), provided a detailed account of the manner in which surf life saving established itself as a legitimate form of athletic competition despite its origins in serving and protecting the welfare of the community.The basic equipment was the reel, line and belt. Competition, to a large extent, was based on this equipment and was rooted in Royal Life Saving Society traditions. The surf boat was the first craft to be developed for surf life saving purposes. It developed parallel to reel, line and belt equipment but more slowly, so that at the time when surf boats were used by numbers of clubs, rescue and resuscitation, reel, line and belt procedures had been well established. Beach events were added to the competitive program. Initially, many of these events were to add fun and enjoyment to the surf carnival. The term “carnival” was associated with surf life saving meetings during the first decades of this century and is still used, even though such meetings are almost exclusively concerned with competition. As they became institutionalised, they became “serious” events to competitors and were justified by the surf lifesavers in terms of instrumental criteria. (p. 185)


The sport of surf life saving is important to Australian men because it promotes a hegemonic form of masculinity in terms of the muscular aesthetics, together with extreme levels of physical endurance and potential danger associated with the large surf (Drummond, 1997). However, it is also the origin of the sport with its community work ethic that is important to Australians more broadly. Comradeship and mateship are regarded as being intrinsic Australian qualities and fundamental elements of the surf life saving movement. Consequently, the sport of surf life saving is perceived as being a highly masculine activity due to the notion of athletic competition being borne out of men voluntarily patrolling beaches and helping save lives (Drummond, 1997).
The Meaning of Surf Life Saving
The meaning of surf life saving to all of the men in this research is strong and deeply imbedded with who they are as men. They have each been involved in the sport, and the service, from childhood or early teens and they are now in the age group of 42–55 years. Importantly they regard the club at which they belong as somewhat of another ‘home’. Indeed, there is a real sense of belonging to their club given the men’s significant level of investment to it through their sporting and community participation.
While the men gain a sense of pride in the community aspect of their involvement in surf life saving, such as patrolling the beach and assisting others, it is the sport of surf life saving that has provided them with meaningful purpose in terms of how they live their lives. One of the men typified the way in which the other men responded when invited to discuss the meaning of surf life saving to them when he claimed:

                It’s everything. It’s one of the reasons that I get out of bed in the morning. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my life away from surf and I enjoy my work but it’s the training that I really love. If I didn’t have to work I would be doing two or three sessions a day. I love being down at the club and being around that environment. I think I enjoy that aspect of surf even more than the competition. It’s just a great way of life and knowing that you are doing something that will make you fit and healthy. It’s also challenging yourself physically on a regular basis that makes you feel good about yourself.


              
The Meaning of Surf Life Saving to Me
The sport of surf life saving is a little different for me. Being a surf life saver does not define me in the same way that the other men have identified. Indeed, what surf life saving has done for me is to provide me a strong connection with my children given that both my daughter and son are involved in surf. This is arguably even more so with my son as we spend an enormous amount of time together training and seeking out waves to catch along the South Australian coast. With respect to competition in Masters events, surf life saving has also provided me with an avenue to continue my competitive running, which is the discipline that I most enjoyed, and came most naturally to me, while I was competing in triathlon. I provide an insight below.

                  
                      I came to the sport late. Indeed while we have been at the surf club for the past 8 years with our children, I have only been competing for the past four. I had been an elite level Triathlete previously. However, this holds little sway within the fraternal confines of the surf club. It is clear I have to continually prove myself to the other men. This club has been theirs since they were boys. For some it was also their parents’ and now it is their children’s. These men are now the elder statesmen holding positions of power both literally and figuratively. I am the new guy. The problem is that I am primarily a runner.
                    


                
Hierarchy in Surf Life Saving
There is an unwritten hierarchy that exists within the surf life saving subculture. As an academic who has been involved in masculinities and sports studies for the past 20 years, I have taken a keen interest in observing and trying to understand various masculinised, sporting subcultures. From my perspective, I would argue that while women have been included into the Australian surf life saving movement, it is the men who hold the significant positional power within the majority of the clubs, particularly where surf sports are concerned.
Within these clubs it is often the men, such as the swimmers or ironman athletes, who are regarded most highly for their capacity to compete in often-hazardous conditions that require extreme courage to enter and complete the event. A win can often elevate a male to a heightened hierarchical status within the club and beyond. It is also not uncommon for the boat crewmembers (boaties) to be regarded equally highest on a masculinised hierarchical scale due to the large size of their physiques that is required in this element of the sport. These bodies provide a delineating point of difference from the generally smaller men involved in beach events such as running. However, it is what these bodies are capable of doing, often in treacherous conditions, that also provides ‘boaties’ with immense cultural capital. The heavy alcohol consumption within this fraternal setting provides additional power and influence.
The men involved in this research represent each of the individual disciplines of surf life saving. While there is clear evidence of the men having respect for athletes competing in each of the disciplines, they are somewhat ‘blinkered’ in terms of the way in which they view their own sport compared to the other disciplines. For example, it is not uncommon for the men who compete in the water to view their sport as a more demanding, skilful and dangerous sport than beach sand events. Conversely beach sprinters and beach ‘flaggers’ often view their sport as requiring utmost precision combined with explosive power. Indeed each has their own level of expertise as all sports do. Regardless, it would seem that the Australian public has embraced the water sports as quintessentially Australian and therefore ‘surf’ events within surf life saving are seemingly regarded higher on a cultural hierarchical scale.
The Meaning of Midlife
The fundamental tenet of this chapter is to investigate the meaning of midlife to a group of men heavily invested in sports and how they navigate themselves through this period towards ageing. The men each have a very different view on the notion of middle age and where they are situated in relation to that. Only one of the men discussed middle age in reference to anything other than sport. He claimed that despite being just 42, he was clearly middle aged.

                I unexpectedly found out I was going to be a dad at 21. By 22 I was a father and had a very different life to my mates who were going out and partying and drinking. I had responsibility now and had to take on a different way of viewing life. I took on a middle-aged view of life very early.


              
For another participant, midlife, or denial of midlife, was contextualised around the way in which his body was beginning to slow down in terms of performing his sporting performances as well as the way in which his body now takes longer to recover after training. The interesting aspect surrounding this man was his continual reference to fighting off the ageing process, which was his method of ‘staying young’. He stated:

                Nup. I’m not in midlife. I’m 52 years old and I can still do the things that I used to do but I just can’t do them as fast and I just don’t recover as well as I used to. I mean, I know that I’m never going to get faster. That’s just physiology. I was still winning state open titles when I was 40 but now that I’m 52 I just can’t recover from training like I used to. When I swim against the younger blokes in training I keep them honest and they have to go hard to beat me but I can’t back it up day in day out like I used to. What I’m doing is staving off getting slow—you know, the ageing process. Everyone gets slower, but I figure what I’m gonna do is fight it tooth and nail and make it very small declines rather than a massive drop off. I’m not gonna go down without a fight. I’m gonna go down kicking and screaming.


              
The following statement from one of the men encapsulates the way in which all of the participants in this research view their bodies and their involvement in Masters sports. With no reference to midlife or middle age, this athlete discusses the positive aspects of how his body feels as a consequence of being involved in sport as well as understanding the pragmatic aspect of developing injuries and feeling pain due to the ageing process. Each of the men took on such a perspective.

                If you look at it purely as an age thing I’m probably getting there now because I’m nearly 45. But if you look at where I am physically and mentally I would say I’m still young. I mean that V02 max test we did the other day said I still had the athletic ability of a 26 year old. That’s pretty good despite the injuries and shows that I’m still pretty active. I think you’re only as old as you let yourself be, within reason. I mean all of our bodies break down at some point. But it’s how you try and get back to where you were that’s important.


              
My Meaning of Middle Age

                  
                      The term ‘middle aged man’ annoys me. It is something I have never labeled myself nor will I in the future. Up until this project I have not even reflected on the term with respect to my own life. However, as I am obliged to ponder the term now I suspect it is a socially constructed term based on an arbitrary age period that fits somewhere along the age continuum. I am still doing the same things I did with my body when I was 21, and deemed to be ‘young’, albeit on a scaled back version. There has been no break from training and subsequently one ‘era’ has flowed seamlessly into the next. It appears my perception of midlife refers to others’ and not myself.
                    


                
Competition: Why Do Men Do It?
Competition for men is an important, fundamental, element of sport (Wellard, 2002). Dominated by a particular form of masculinity, competition is often the very essence as to why men engage in sports, in terms of pitting oneself against another individual, or against a previous personal best, thereby ascribing cultural capital on a bodily practice (Wellard, 2002). Therefore, when the men in this research were invited to identify and discuss some of the reasons as to why they compete and have competed for so many years, there were differing, yet similar reasons. Indeed, despite them identifying competition as a core component of their sporting participation, it appears for some of these men they question the very reason for competing in the moments before they step up to the race line. After all, they ask themselves, ‘I’ve done this so many times before. Why do it again’?
The ironman claimed:

                Sometimes when I’m washing out my goggles down at the waters edge a few minutes before the race I think ‘what the hell am I doing here? I’d much rather be on the side watching the race than actually doing it’.


              
For the beach sprinter, there was a more corporeal perspective taken in so far as what his body could no longer do and he ultimately began to question the potential for his body to fail. He stated:

                I have no idea what my body is now capable of, or should I say ‘not capable of’. Just making it to the end of the race without doing my hammy is an achievement in itself. That’s what I worry most about in the warm up before the race. I start to think why do I do this to myself?


              
The swimmer also claimed to have some reservations in competing at several events. However, this was related more so with respect to the lack of importance associated with these races in which he was about to compete including state titles and local events. Accordingly, his ‘big fish’ were the ‘Aussies’ (national surf life saving championships) or international events such as the Rottnest 20 km open water swim. He stated:

                Yeah. Sometimes I think ‘what’s the point of being here’ when I’m waiting for the event. I stand around and watch the events, then I go down to the women to watch them because, quite frankly they’re better to look at than the men. They’re also better to talk to because the blokes just come up to me and bang on about how good they’re swimming and how much training they’re doing. You know they’ve got no hope, and I know I’m gonna win.


              
My Competition Gollum and Sméagol Moment

                  
                      As the time moves closer to 7am I have a rush of feelings pulsing through my body and my mind. I am thinking about the question my son asked me only 45 minutes earlier as to why I did not seem nervous before the event. My response to him was essentially an act to display to him that being visibly ill before a
                      
                        race
                        
                      
                      is not warranted nor is it helpful to performance. We are currently working through his own sporting anxiety issues and me appearing nervous would not provide a good role model.
                    

                      As I warm up sprinting on the soft beach sand to mimic the first frenetic few hundred meters of the
                      
                        race
                        
                      
                      I start to doubt my body, something that rarely occurred when I was younger.
                    

                      Sméagol: Be confident. I used to be able to run 3 minute kilometres without thinking.
                    

                      Gollum: Yes, but that was on the road you fool and you were 25 years younger.
                    

                      Sméagol: Hang on! I just won the South Australian state titles on sand only 4 weeks ago.
                    

                      Gollum: But that was only the State titles….this is the Nationals. Who knows, an old Olympian might have come to compete just like they did yesterday in the swim
                      
                        
                      
                      race.
                    

                      Sméagol: Well, I did come 5th last year in the same
                      
                        race
                        
                      
                      at Nationals, and my training has been better. More specific.
                    

                      Gollum: But this time we are in Queensland, the home of surf life saving. Last year was in Perth, you idiot, and not all the best
                      
                        athletes
                        
                      
                      were prepared to travel 6 hours on a plane to compete. Plus you are another year older and nearing the end of your age group. A few young bucks may have come up from the age group below and they could be running fast.
                    

                      Sméagol: But surely it doesn’t matter where I come. I’m 49, I’m really fit and I’m still competing. I should be proud of myself.
                    

                      Gollum: But your family is here watching. Your son and daughter have heard the stories of your past glories and you tell them how they should compete hard. Everything you have said to them will be a lie if you don’t compete hard and do well.
                    

                      Sméagol: Well what happens if I my push my body beyond its limits? This is an incredibly hard
                      
                        race
                        
                      
                      and I am ….49. Maybe it won’t cope if it is pushed to its maximum.
                    

                      Gollum: You’re at a National surf life saving event you fool. Every competitor and official here has their bronze medallion and can do CPR. Someone will be able to revive you!…Oh, just shut up and get on with it.
                    


                
The Meaning of Competition
There is something inherently different in terms of the meaning these men place on competition as opposed to simply why the men compete. It was clear from all of the men that there is something quite ‘youthful’ about the notion of competition for them. They claimed that they enjoyed seeing and competing against the same men as they did as boys. This helped them maintain friendships and feel valued. However, it was the race itself that played a big part in how the men came to perceive themselves and their ‘youthfulness’. They each claimed that the races offered them opportunity to develop similar pre-race feelings as they did when they were younger particularly in terms of the way in which they would structure their pre-race routines. Similarly, they enjoyed the same ‘race experience’ as they did when they were younger and in the event of winning or placing they received the same euphoric feelings. In the event of success they also gained immense pleasure in being seen as the ‘top dog’ and maintaining that status as they had done for so many years. However, it was the cerebral element of the competition that was a surprising admission by all of the athletes. Having to think their way through races and devise race strategies were still a major part of their competitive involvement. This aspect certainly made them ‘feel young’ and, as one man said, ‘took them back to a time and place well below their years’.
For the swimmer:

                Competition is that the thing that drives me. It always has. I need competition and I crave it. I compete against other young blokes at training. I compete against myself. Bloody hell, I even compete with other cars when I’m driving to the pool. If I see someone I know from the swim squad that’s also coming to the pool, I keep to the speed limit but I weave in and out of traffic to get there first. Mate, competition is the thing that drives me to be the best. Always has.


              
He also claimed:

                You look along the start line of a race and all the guys are there that you used to race in nippers (child events) and opens. You say right, ‘this is show time’ and it’s on. You get the same feeling as you had when you were a nipper. It’s great.


              
In a similar vein, the sprinter said:

                It’s why we do the sport. I love the tingles I get before a race. I mean it’s important to do well and try and win a medal but it’s also important to do your best and challenge yourself. If I know that I’ve given everything in a race then that’s almost as good as winning….almost. But really I just need to feel like I’ve given it my best shot. Then I’m happy with that.


              
The Meaning of Competition to Me

                  Competitors to the line!….calls the race marshal.

                      This is it. This is my time to prove to myself and show others what I can do, what my body is capable of. I need to show my kids that I can still do what I said my body could do all those years ago. Sure they’ve seen the pictures and touched the trophies and the medals but it’s not real until you can see it for yourself. I also need to show the surf guys that I’m not an imposter.
                    


                

                  Competitors ready!

                      A strange calm pervades my body in the moments before the gun. I ready my body in the ‘set’ position, crouched over in the familiar
                      
                        race
                        
                      
                      stance I have established hundreds of times before over the last 30 years. An eerie silence descends as we wait, battling our bodies from overbalancing in the eagerness to be set free. There are hundreds of people watching along the beach and yet at this moment it feels like there are none. Right now I am both invincible and vulnerable at once. I could be a champion, or a flop. These next 7 minutes ‘of hell’ are about to define me as a competitor, and a man, in this ‘slice of life’.
                    
Bang!…We are off.


                
Training and Recovery
‘What’s the point of coming to training and stuffing around?’
All of the men were strong advocates for training hard and training regularly.
They had been brought up as children, adolescents and young adults in an era with limited sport science and where athletes trained hard and often. They see no reason for stopping simply as a consequence of the ageing process—as some have suggested to them. Significantly, as they pointed out, it was their bodies that were letting them down, not their will. Now with the benefit of emerging sport science identifying key factors around quality rather than quantity, training smarter was going to be the key as they transitioned through to ageing.
For each of the men, the changes they needed to make to their training regimes were not dramatic and were not significant in terms of the way in which they affected their lives. Indeed, they did not stop training. Rather they merely had to be a little more visceral with respect to understanding their changing bodies. They had to be cognizant of what their body was now capable of undertaking, and at the very least, modify training regimes, expected race times and recovery periods. Ultimately this phase of their sporting careers is just as much about developing an awareness that change is occurring and they must therefore prepare for change. It is clear each of these men knows this and expressed this ideology.
The following provides an insight into the swimmer and the way in which his training has been shaped around hard work and many kilometres of swimming on a regular basis. Towards the end of the quote, it is evident that he is now mindful of the changing nature of his body and the need to adapt and modify his training regime.

                I don’t care what you’re doing in training you do it 100%. Whether you are doing a skills session where your skills have to be perfect. Everything must be 100%. At training you must be switched on. You have to be the toughest person in the squad. I may not have been the fastest but I was, and am, the toughest. I can hold paces that others would dream of for a long distance. But that’s just me. I can hold my times longer than better swimmers can. I take great pride in that. I never go through a session and look for the easy way out. I’m always looking for the harder things. I’ve never had a coach tell me off, ever. It’s same now and I certainly get frustrated when other people don’t have the same attitude as I’ve got. But, you know, as you get older the recovery from a training session is harder. I can’t swim every day now like I used to when I was a kid. So I have to look at other ways to keep up the training that help my performance but won’t injure me. I run a bit and do some weights on my days off. I just find that my body responds better to that now. I just can’t swim every day.


              
Similarly, the ironman is aware this body can no longer ‘do’ the things that it once could, or at least as fast and efficiently as it once could. However, he also identifies, like the swimmer, that his toughness is a key to being able to stay with the younger athletes. It is his belief that this comes through age and experience, and one almost senses his disdain towards contemporary athletes where mental toughness is concerned. Finally, this athlete also concedes that being smart about the way in which he trains and recovers will be a key to the longevity of his time in the sport. He claimed:

                I know my body can’t do all the things that it used to. I know I can’t hold that top speed like I used to. But in some ways it motivates me. It’s weird. I watch some of these younger guys and they can get away really quickly but it’s something my coach said to me, and I agree with, that some of these younger guys are mentally soft. And you can see it a bit in training. When we are doing a long set some of the young guys just don’t want to tough it out like us older guys. So maybe when you’re older you can use that experience to claw back some of the difference. It motivates me. I wouldn’t say it annoys me but it frustrates me that my body can’t get to the level of fitness that I want to aspire to. But I think it’s just time in training. I mean I have to work and I think if I had the time to train better and recover more, then I could keep improving. I really do. I mean you have to prioritise things. But the thing is, I think I do surf life saving as much for the training as I do for the competition. Having an activity that is healthy and fun and you get that bit of a buzz afterwards that you’ve done some exercise and hard training that really challenges yourself.


              
Training with My 12 Year Old Son: The Reality Check

                  
                      N: Hey dad, how fast do you think you can run 5k in?
                    

                      Dunno mate. Probably around 18 minutes these days
                    

                      N: I reckon I could smash you …easily
                    

                      Really?
                    

                      N: Yep
                    

                      No worries. Next week. Name the day and you’re on.
                    

                      N: Wednesday morning. You’ll have done your race and recovered. Let’s do it then.
                    

                      You know where to get me mate. I do this every day.
                    

                      I’m feeling pretty good.
                    

                      It’s just great to be running with my son and showing him what the ‘old man’ can do. I don’t want to show him up and make him feel bad. I’m just going to hold back a little in the first km or so.
                    

                      It’s good to feel him surging next me, showing me what he can do. I’ll ‘up the speed’ soon and show him what it’s like to train at a good pace.
                    

                      I like the way he’s staying with me. I notice we’re not talking as much. In fact, we are now not talking at all.
                    

                      The halfway point has come and gone. You can tell he wants to get the job done. We’re cracking along a good pace.
                    

                      “Tell me when there’s a ‘k’ to go” he says, sensing anguish at the perceived distance of the run.
                    

                      With one kilometer to go I yell, ‘OK one k to go’.
                    

                      I was wrong. There is no sense of anguish from my son at all.
                    

                      In an instant he’s gone. I am startled by the speed. I muster what I’ve got and, surprisingly, it’s not a lot. Nothing. No speed. No power.
                    

                      Part of me is dispirited that my body can no longer do what it once could, or at least do it at the same speed. It is the same body, but different. It now feels somewhat foreign. And yet, another part of me is incredibly proud given that I am witnessing an emerging athlete
                      
                        
                      
                      within a developing young man’s body.
                    

                      I reflect upon the feelings I had when my body could move in such an unencumbered way, and envy I have now with respect to the way in which my son’s can move so effortlessly and gracefully.
                    
The ageing process is not fun. It is not enjoyable. However, watching and training with my son, there is much to enjoy about the ageing process.


                
What Do We Know?
It is clear with respect to the men in this research that ageing is not a barrier to health and wellbeing or the way in which they view their existence. However, it must be recognised that sport provides the men with an enabler to positive ageing. When discussing their training and racing, there is a sense of vibrancy around the way in which the men are clearly excited by the physical challenges—particularly in terms of pushing their bodies to extreme limits, just as they did when they were young men. Interestingly, given their understanding of ageing and the capacity of their bodies to not perform at the same level as it once did previously when they were younger, there was an element of excitement based on maintaining or minimising the losses of speed and endurance. While this might be seen as a deficit model, it was indeed a primary positive motivating factor in these men’s lives.
Sport has been the constant element in the lives of the men in this research and it has positively influenced the way in which they perceive themselves as men, and their masculine identity, throughout their lives as well as now. While the men do not necessarily define themselves through winning and losing in sport, success through winning does make up part of who they are as competitive Masters sportsmen. However, at this point in their lives, the notion of challenging oneself and being a part of a social subculture that enhances the way in which they feel about their masculine identity is significant.
It is clear that the former elite-level athletes with whom I have been researching and are now competing at the Masters level have a different perspective with respect to the meaning of sport compared with men who may have never engaged in sport or for whom sport has not been a priority in their lives. However, there is a potential to mount an argument, given the appropriate set of circumstances, that sport can provide a range of men in ‘midlife’ with an opportunity to enhance their health and wellbeing through personal challenges linked to sport and physical activity participation. This has the potential to promote a variety of health benefits including physical, emotional and mental health wellbeing.
Finally, this chapter has identified that understanding the role of sport and physical activity among midlife men using a narrative and life stories approach has the ability to illuminate a range of issues in what is an often under-researched age bracket for men. As the men in this research highlighted, they realise they are not ‘young’ and yet they are not ‘old’. They are just doing what they have done for their entire lives albeit at a different level of intensity.
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Part III
Sport, Masculinity, and the Media
Part III Introduction
In this part of The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport, we focus on the relationship between masculinity, sport, and the media. A plethora of previous research—too great to acknowledge here—has documented how certain sections of the media have played a central role in the presentation of historic masculine traits, particularly in sport. Although this has changed in recent years, the media remains a major institution in shaping our gendered understandings. We recognize, of course, that the ‘media’ is a broad concept; we can refer to ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ media, for example. In this part, however, we leave it deliberately broad, for our contributors here focus on print media, advertisements, documentaries, film and television, and social media in their various accounts.
Taylor McKee and Brittany Reid open the part, in Chap. 12, by discussing Canadian ice hockey. They argue that an ‘ideal’ Canadian man is conceptualized as one who must be willing to tolerate, and often participate in, violent acts, such as involvement in ice hockey. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this disposition is one which has been largely facilitated by the influence of the media. McKee and Reid then provide a critical analysis of Canadian media’s coverage of ice hockey in the early twentieth century, and unearth some fascinating findings about the presentation of violence and how it intertwines with masculinity.
In Chap. 13, Lawrence A. Wenner draws upon a broad theoretical base—including consumer culture theory, a dirt theory of narrative ethics, the mediasport interpellation, and critical race theory—to interrogate Super Bowl advertising. His analysis investigates representative narratives drawn from a sample of Super Bowl commercial advertising broadcast since the year 2000. In doing so, he provides understandings about those attributes of ‘heroic’ sporting masculinity that are deemed desirable for showcasing in one of the most expensive advertising venues in the world. Finally, this chapter also sheds light about the intersection of race, and the articulation of heroic masculinity in commodity narratives.
In Chap. 14, Nathan Kalman-Lamb provides a discourse analysis of the ESPN for 30 documentary, ‘I Hate Christian Laettner’ (2015). This documentary centers on the 1990s Duke University basketball star, Christian Laettner, and charts a shift toward a more inclusive understanding and presentation of masculinity in its critique of his behavior. However, in this chapter, Kalman-Lamb argues that, despite the shift of broader social trends toward inclusivity in recent years, hegemonic masculinity remains the dominant form of legitimate masculine identity in sport and popular culture. Accordingly, this documentary appropriates what Kalman-Lamb describes as the ‘complexly gendered figure’ of Christian Laettner as a masculine hero for a new generation.
In Chap. 15, Craig Owen and Sarah Riley discuss an activity traditionally constructed as feminine: dance. While men who have traditionally participated in dance have been subject to homophobia, a shift of attitudes in recent years has permitted the emergence of new practices of masculinity. In this chapter, Owen and Riley provide an analysis of ten of the most popular YouTube videos of men dancing to the Beyoncé Knowles dance video, Single Ladies. Adopting Eric Anderson’s Inclusive Masculinity Theory, the authors point toward increasing visibility and celebration of male dancers who dance in an effeminate or camp manner. Thus, this chapter stands as further evidence that inclusive masculinities are flourishing among younger generations of men, and points toward the importance of research into new and potentially innovative performances of masculinities in a digitally mediated cultural context.
Finally, in this part, Chap. 16 sees Kyle W. Kusz’s critical examination of various media sources’ (including advertisements, journalistic accounts, social media, documentaries, and film and television appearances) presentation of New England Patriots’ quarterback, Tom Brady. In doing so, Kusz documents how these various sources articulate with comparable racial, gender, and class ideas and affects that organize the Trump campaign and subsequent presidency. In this chapter, Kusz argues that Tom Brady is the embodiment of a ‘living fantasy’ of the white-American male in a cultural epoch where white masculinity is apparently under-threat. Perhaps more importantly, Kusz illustrates how Brady’s white masculinity is frequently coded as unapologetic about his socioeconomic privileges, omnipotent in his manliness, and a master of his body and athletic craft.
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The ideal Canadian ice hockey (hereafter hockey) player, and by proxy, the ideal Canadian man, is often conceptualized as a male who must be willing to at least tolerate, and often participate in, violent acts if he is to be considered authentically Canadian. Many popular writers have argued that, simply because violent incidents have been recorded throughout the history of hockey, violence must have been condoned in Canada’s past and should therefore continue to be in the future. For example, the National Post published an editorial by Jesse Kline (2011) that emphasizes the close connection between violence, hockey, and Canadian heroism:In Ancient Rome, upwards of 50,000 people would fill the Colosseum to watch men battle condemned criminals and wild beasts. But like many things in life, sports have become far more civilized … Fighting has always been a part of hockey. There was a time when our great Canadian heroes took to the ice without helmets or body armour, and got into scraps far more brutal than what we are used to seeing today.

To buttress such arguments, history is often used to reinforce the tradition of violence in hockey, implying that hockey’s violent past has established a masculine criterion that boys and men of today ought to attempt to meet, lest they be considered weaker than their sporting ancestors.
These views have dominated mainstream discussions of hockey by members of the media, popular authors, and even politicians. An uncritical examination of these statements would suggest that hockey’s violent past excuses the violence seen in the present as simply a continuation of a long-standing sporting tradition of violent behavior, or even that the violence in present-day sport has subsided. However, the historical basis for the association between media, masculinity, violence, and Canadian hockey is not self-evident and requires rigorous historical examination. This chapter critically analyzes the way that violence was described in newsprint during the early twentieth century in Canada.
To accomplish this goal, this chapter will first address the crisis of masculinity facing modern hockey and examine the way that history has been used to justify contemporary expressions of masculinity in hockey. Next, this chapter discusses the way violence and masculinity have been discussed in sport literature and questions their frequent characterization as intrinsically linked concepts. Finally, as a case study, the chapter will conclude by analyzing how late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century print media critiqued hockey violence during the early years of organized hockey in western Canada. In the process, this case study draws attention to an undercurrent of early resistance to hockey’s violent origins in Canada, which runs counter to many modern accounts of the game’s history. Ultimately then, this chapter interrogates the complex relationship between hockey, violence, and masculinity in Canada by acknowledging how early attempts to rid the game of its violence and hypermasculinity contradict prevailing conceptions of the sport.
Goal Lines and Gladiators: The Historical Roots of Modern Hockey Masculinity
Modern professional hockey is approaching a crisis of masculinity. The emerging science surrounding chronic traumatic encephalopathy, coupled with a rash of ex-hockey player suicides in the summer of 2011, re-ignited a debate surrounding the extent of acceptable violence in present-day hockey, and more acutely, the viability of fighting in professional hockey. The crisis of masculinity is exemplified by unprecedented steps taken to address the grave danger presented by head trauma while maintaining traditional attitudes regarding acceptable masculine behavior, especially in the form of fighting. In doing so, the National Hockey League (NHL) has acknowledged the danger that concussions pose to players while simultaneously allowing fighting to remain a component of its professional brand. The NHL has attempted to eliminate “targeting the head” by suspending players who deliberately make contact with the head as the principal point of contact. However, fighting remains perfectly legal despite the fact that targeting the head is paramount to the act of fighting. When compared with other violent acts, such as stick swinging and slashing opponents in the head, fighting is not considered to be an act of extreme violence. Historical accounts of a more violent time in hockey’s past are often used to justify excessive violence in the modern game. At present, the NHL is struggling to discern the acceptable amount of violence in today’s game, as it attempts to negotiate between a glorified, highly masculinized past filled with instances of violence, and renewed calls for increased player safety.
A pervasive fiction has permeated a particular historical narrative regarding hockey’s history in North America. This narrative suggests that because violence has been present throughout hockey’s past, its privileged position in present-day hockey is justified. Evidence of this narrative was plainly evident in western Canadian media during the first years of the twenty-first century. On March 8, 2004, Todd Bertuzzi of the Vancouver Canucks grabbed Steve Moore of the Colorado Avalanche from behind, struck him in the back of the head, and drove him to the ice, fracturing three vertebrae, lacerating his face, and giving Moore a significant concussion. Moore never played professional hockey again. On February 16, 2006, Moore filed a lawsuit against Bertuzzi, and several other Canucks personnel, seeking millions in damages caused by his shortened NHL career. Ultimately, the criminal case resulted in Bertuzzi receiving a conditional discharge and the subsequent civil suit resulted in a settlement out of court.
This event is viewed as one of the most extreme acts of violence in the NHL’s history, which sparked a heated debate in Canadian media surrounding the continuing place of violence in hockey. The Bertuzzi-Moore incident was shocking at the time. However, it must be noted that media response to extreme hockey violence often involves the evocation of a largely fictionalized version of hockey’s past and reaction to this incident was no exception. For example, in a 2004 editorial for The Globe and Mail addressing the aftermath of the Bertuzzi-Moore incident, Lawrence Scanlan maintains, “Truth is, now more, now less, it [hockey violence] has always been this way. And maybe, just maybe, that’s why we like it. Maybe we like a little blood with our beer and our popcorn and our ‘He shoots! He scores!’” Scanlan argues that the Bertuzzi incident was just another occurrence in a long list of violent episodes in hockey’s history, and that, to some extent, the public accepts and even expects these violent acts as an intrinsic part of organized hockey’s masculine culture. Furthermore, Scanlan here reduces the Bertuzzi-Moore incident, and the physical injury done to Moore to “a little blood.” Additionally, by suggesting that hockey fans desire such violence, along with “our beer and our popcorn and our ‘He shoots! He scores!’” he explicitly codes his characterization with traditionally masculine behaviors. In doing so, he employs largely apocryphal accounts of hockey’s violent history to evoke highly masculinized predilections for food, alcohol, and most significantly, physical violence.
During an April 16, 2012 episode of “Coach’s Corner” on Hockey Night in Canada, Don Cherry, one of the most prominent members of Canadian sports media, criticized the Swedish captain of the Vancouver Canucks, Henrik Sedin, for questioning apparent inconsistencies in disciplinary punishments handed out during the NHL playoffs ([TheBadQuality], 2012). Cherry responded to Sedin’s query by explaining that the NHL playoffs are full of examples of violent incidents and his questions are therefore due to a lack of understanding of hockey history:[Sedin] doesn’t understand. This is war. This has been going on forever … This stuff [hockey violence] has been going on in the playoffs for a long time and I know a lot of you people don’t realize it … but this stuff has been going on forever, the 20’s, 30’s … all I am saying is quit whining that all this stuff hasn’t been going on and it’s not hockey. It’s hockey the way it’s played [sic] and if you don’t like it, take up tennis.

After former Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper published a 2013 book on hockey history, entitled A Great Game: The Forgotten Leafs and the Rise of Professional Hockey, he was asked about the place of violence in present-day hockey. In a Toronto Star report, Harper (2013) maintained:‘I’m not trying to be nonchalant about some of these incidents, which I think are of concern to any parent watching this and seeing examples set and worrying about what could happen to their own boys and girls when they step on the ice,’ Harper said …‘That all said, what we all have to realize is that this debate is as old as the game itself.’ … Matters are actually less rough today, said the prime minister, who called the level of violence in pre-war hockey ‘quite shocking.’

In each of the preceding cases, the authors reference incidences of violence during the early days of organized hockey in Canada. For example, Harper notes that violence during the early years of hockey would be “quite shocking” and that today’s violence would pale in comparison. Additionally, in a drastic historical leap, Kline explicitly compares violence in modern hockey to the violence seen in Ancient Rome and appeared comfortable drawing comparisons between hockey players and ancient Gladiators. Furthermore, Oliver and Kamchen (2013) characterize the history of hockey as brutal and seemingly lawless. In present-day hockey, however, acts of extreme violence might result in “lifetime suspensions and lengthy prison terms” (p. 7). Oliver and Kamchen further argue that hockey violence was extreme during the sport’s early years and that such acts are only prevented when players are permitted to seek retribution through fighting. However, contrary to the sentiments expressed by these individuals in the twenty-first century, describing early hockey as a less-evolved blood sport marginalizes the voices of those that spoke out against violence during the early years of organized hockey in Canada.
The aforementioned authors are representative of an undercurrent of support for modern hockey violence, which has arguably led to a present-day NHL crisis. These authors all employed historical arguments to explain and legitimize violence in contemporary hockey by constructing an imagined past on which to project their conceptions of acceptable hockey violence today. Oliver and Kamchen (2013), Harper (2013), and Kline (2011) thus represent a larger undercurrent of support for continuing hockey violence. Their argument proceeds that, because hockey’s history is violent (and perhaps even more extreme than today’s game), the continued acceptance of violence in the game should be permitted as a type of heirloom from hockey’s early years. At the same time, these authors further mythologize hockey’s origins by suggesting that the early years of organized hockey featured an extreme version of violence that would abhor and astound today’s more moderate public (Kline, 2011). For example, Oliver and Kamchen (2013) argue that the arrival of “the enforcer” in the middle of the twentieth century put an end to extreme acts of violence in the game. Putting aside the notion that “enforcers” allegedly ended extreme hockey violence, Oliver and Kamchen make no mention of the efforts that existed to curb extreme violence in the game long before the mid-twentieth century. Additionally, this type of argument does not consider how the public received violence in hockey during these early years. As such, in many present-day accounts, hockey spectators from these years are relegated to two possible positions: at the most extreme, complicit supporters, and at the mildest, acquiescent non-participants.
“The Team with the Most Men Wins”: Violence and Masculinity in Hockey
The link between hockey violence and aggressive masculinity seems an obvious marriage, given the attitudes surrounding hockey violence that are repeated in the popular media. One example comes from an interview with an NHL general manager named Brian Burke from 1993, “These guys [aggressive, high scoring players] are the bread-and-butter of your lineup” (1993). In the same interview, Burke goes on to say “Hockey is a man’s game and the team with the most men wins” (1993). This type of language is perhaps common parlance in informal hockey discussions, but rare in on-the-record discussion with major media publications, especially coming from a person in a position of authority. Note Burke’s use of the term “man’s game,” supplying a straightforward correlation from the amount of aggressive players on a team to the team’s success. Here, Burke makes the relationship between violence, aggression, and masculinity very clear: they all are a part of what makes a team successful. The above passage from Burke serves as a fitting characterization of aggressive masculinity at the core of many popular conceptualizations of hockey players.
The notion that “proper hockey masculinity is aggressive,” as described in the above passage, further explains why violence in hockey is difficult to define. When sport scholars attempt to define violence in hockey, they have to acknowledge the role that hockey’s institutional forgiveness, and even expectation, for violence plays in guiding the actions of players. For example, Marc Weinstein, Michael Smith, and David Wisenthal’s study of masculinity in hockey (1995) discussed the expected rule-breaking in hockey:Throughout this segment of an individual’s socialization, support is provided for a certain amount of rule violation. From an early age, players are taught that competence (a player’s ability to contribute to team success) includes certain penalties that are considered good such as hooking (placing the stick around another players’ legs or waist and taking them down to the ice) and tripping that prevent goals. Certain penalties are considered bad such as slashing (using one’s stick to chop at another player) or elbowing that show a lack of discipline but may not contribute to team success. Bad penalties are those benefitting the opposition. Rule infractions which are expected in certain situations (e.g., to prevent scoring chances) are supplemented by the use of aggressive tactics which are defined as essential for team success. (p. 835)

There is an important distinction made in this passage between acceptable rule-breaking and unacceptable rule-breaking. This concept is present in many other sports including soccer and basketball, where a coach would likely prefer a player committing a foul rather than allowing a clear offensive chance for the opposition. However, the rule-breaking that is acceptable in hockey extends far beyond simply impeding the opposition from scoring. Aggression—and by extension violence—is also a part of the expected rule-breaking for hockey players; “although fighting in hockey is viewed as ‘part of the game,’ it is clear that it is against the formal rules of the game. However, within the informal rules of the game, it is clearly acceptable by players, coaches and even fans” (Svoranos, 1997, p. 490). If there is an implicit expectation for players to break the rules of the game—especially through the use of “aggressive tactics”—then can their conduct truly be seen as violent when they do break the rules? The “essential” quality of rule-breaking, as described by Svoranos (1997) and Weinstein et al. (1995), is an excellent illustration of the contribution that aggressive masculinity makes to the definition of hockey violence. Accordingly, the ideal hockey player is willing to act outside the rules.
Manliness, Masculinity, and the Middle Class
When evaluating the historiography of Canadian sport and masculinity, it is important to first recognize what is historical and what is historical fiction. There are a plethora of sources written by popular authors and journalists that recall generalized, and largely erroneous, accounts of the history of Canadian sport in order to comment on the condition of sport in the present day. But while there is a great deal of source material available about the history of Canadian sport, there is not nearly as much on the history of masculinity and sport in Canada. However, much be gleaned about the relationship between masculinity and sport in Canada from the available historical literature. For example, sport historian and former hockey player Bruce Kidd and MacFarlane (1972, p. 5) describes hockey and masculinity as intrinsically linked concepts in Canada:A boy learns more than stickhandling at the community arena. Hockey, as a unique expression of our culture, is also a vessel for its values, passing them from father-to-son from one generation to the next. In the corners and along the boards, in dressing rooms and on the bench, in the clash of body against body … a boy learns our attitudes towards team play, fair play and dirty play, towards winning and losing, tolerance and prejudice, success and failure … It is through hockey that a Canadian boy first perceives his geographic horizons.

Further developing this connection between hockey and masculinity, Canadian historian S.F. Wise (1989) noted the variance in socioeconomic backgrounds for the players and patrons of Canadian sport during the late nineteenth century, linking notions of masculinity to class-conscious conceptions of gentlemanly codes of conduct. Wise notes that “the relationship of sport to national athletic traditions, to social class and to certain dominant ideas centring upon the code of the gentleman and the concept of manliness seems plain enough, although each of these matters warrants further investigation” (p. 126). In other instance, historian John Matthew Barlow (2009) wrote an article that addressed the masculine codes of conduct that applied the same methodology to hockey in the late nineteenth century in Montreal. Barlow directly references the watching of lacrosse as a major influence on hockey’s own conceptualization of “Masculinity” and “Manliness” (p. 39). Barlow also outlines the distinction between masculinity, a term that was not used colloquially in the late nineteenth century, and manliness, referencing the scholarship of Gail Bederman. In her article “Manliness and Civilisation: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States 1880–1917” (1996), Bederman employs “manliness” to further develop the concept of masculinity. For Bederman, the term “manliness” had a moral dimension that “masculinity” did not; “manliness” meant adhering to a code of conduct that Victorian society valued in all men (pp. 15–17). Barlow also addresses the emphasis on “scientific” play in the nineteenth century that linked the need for organized, scientific play to class: “This middle-class masculinity promoted notions of respectability and … fair play, with less of an emphasis on winning than on the joy of the sport itself, especially in the 1860s and 1870s” (pp. 39–40). The “middle class masculinity” described by Barlow had implications for the performative aspect of masculinity as well.
In some ways, the notion of masculinity, as entrenched within the history of Canadian hockey, parallels Judith Butler’s notion of gender performativity (1999). Broadly speaking, Butler contends that discrete gender norms are only as true as their performance is convincing (p. 179). Middle-class masculinity, as described by Barlow, certainly had implications for Butler’s performative masculinity as well. Barlow notes that the print media played a significant role in growing the sport of hockey in Montreal. By extension, the press was responsible for spreading normative notions of masculinity that existed within hockey frameworks at this time, including what Barlow describes as “middle class masculinity.” For example, in addressing the commoditization of hockey in Montreal, Barlow noted that the print media was extremely influential in the growing of the game in Montreal. By extension, the press was responsible for spreading dominant, normative notions of masculinity that accompanied hockey at that time, including what Barlow described as “middle class masculinity.” Here, Barlow draws on the scholarship of Raewyn Connell and argues that “the elite class creates its own code of masculinity, which it then seeks to impose upon the working classes, or any other group of subservient men” (p. 39). In Barlow’s characterization, the print media serves as a tool to spread elite codes of masculinity, namely that proper, gentlemanly hockey players focused equally, if not more in some cases, on the style of play rather than simply winning or losing. The team was evaluated not only on their results on the ice but also on the way in which they adhered to notions of gentlemanly play.
As Barlow has demonstrated, the print media played, and indeed still play, a very important role in reinforcing notions of masculinity to larger audiences by either commending or berating teams. Colin Howell (2010) outlined a similar line of thinking when describing the Canadian preoccupation with blood sports in post-confederation Canada. Howell explains that nineteenth-century blood sports were a product of Canadians’ fascination with “the lines of demarcation between the ‘civilised’ and the ‘savage,’ the ‘normal’ and the ‘degenerate,’ the virtuous and the vicious, the human and the beastly” (p. 12). The duality of “aggressive” and “assertive” hockey behavior outlined by Smith and, to a lesser extent in Howell, is a fundamental part of what makes defining hockey violence such a contentious issue. Partly, because it is exceptionally hard to judge which behavior—aggressive or assertive—is being displayed by a player and also because the same player can exhibit both behaviors in very short periods of time. These problems are not entirely unique to hockey, but hockey’s unique threshold for violence—that is, the institutional tolerance for fighting, physical intimidation, and hostile forms of masculinity—further complicates the task of separating “assertive” and “aggressive” behavior.
“Disreputable and Irrational Diversions”: Canadian Hockey History
During the nineteenth century, morality was an important topic in Canadian sport. So-called blood sports such as bear and bull baiting, dog fighting, and cock fighting that had become popular in England were also starting to appear in Canada in the nineteenth century. However, the Canadian government banned blood sports and prize fighting in 1870 and attempted, though unsuccessfully, to cleanse Canada of behavior deemed “disreputable and irrational diversions from honest labour” (p. 11). Howell further explains that nineteenth-century blood sports were a product of Canadians’ fascination with “the lines of demarcation between the ‘civilised’ and the ‘savage,’ the ‘normal’ and the ‘degenerate,’ the virtuous and the vicious, the human and the beastly” (p. 12). The reaction to these blood sports among the Canadian bourgeoisie was to develop the definition of a “sportsman” as one who avoided blood sports in favor of respectable sports. The reaction to blood sports in Canada is important context for the history of resistance to hockey violence. Hockey, a relatively new sport in nineteenth-century Canada, interacted with the same social forces that banned prize fighting and blood sports.
Upper-middle-class amateurs were expected to not engage in violence in sport, as this type of behavior was associated with the irrational tendencies of the lower class. As Howell maintains, “Typically, the explanations for the violence associated with hockey had class connotations” (p. 45). An 1890 game played between the Rideau Hall Rebels, a Government House team sponsored by Lord Stanley that featured two of his sons, and the Toronto Granites sparked media outrage when the game devolved into mêlée: “It is greatly to be regretted that in a match between amateur teams, some players should so forget themselves, before a large number of spectators, many of whom were ladies, as to engage in fisticuffs” (Roxborough, 1966, p. 143). The scolding tone used by this Toronto Daily Mail reporter is certainly indicative of class-specific expectations applied to amateur hockey players. Furthermore, the Montreal Gazette had previously expressed similar distaste for violence, as displayed in an Amateur Hockey Association of Canada (AHAC) game. Following an 1886 game between the Montreal Crystals and McGill University, two founding AHAC clubs, the Gazette reported:While in the fault-finding strain, we might allude to the roughness in the game of hockey as exhibited in the match between the Crystals and the McGill team at the Crystal rink last Friday … Every [hockey] game can be played without a trace of roughing and when this element comes into it, it becomes a sport no longer. The Gazette has before now waged war against the brutal part of some sports, and if hockey is to be played as it was last Friday, it has to be modified in some way … Though last Friday’s game is our text, we do not wish to bring any individual names up for discussion, yet on both teams the fouls were too noticeable to escape the most unpractised eye … The worst feature of it is that the boys playing are all of the same class, and there is no room for differences of any kind. (p. 8)

In this article, the Gazette takes an unequivocal stance against violence in hockey. By claiming, “roughing … makes hockey a sport no longer,” the Gazette reporter explicitly condemns the kind of violence displayed in this game. The Gazette separates violence from the game of hockey itself, insisting that hockey be “modified in some way” in order for the sport to survive in Canada. It is implied by this Gazette reporter that the modification would be to play hockey “without a trace of roughing” (p. 8). Furthermore, the Gazette mentioned that it would not single out any individual names as culpable for the roughness that it so disliked. This editorial decision perhaps implies that if the newspaper was to mention the names of the players, it might besmirch their social standing in Montreal. Such omissions in reporting illustrate a discrepancy between what was expected of upper-middle-class hockey players and the violence that was seen at the hockey rink. During the earliest years of hockey in Canada, resistance to hockey violence was not only present but highly visible, especially in the reporting of the newsprint media. Hockey violence, though believed to be a result of behavior exclusive to the lower class, was clearly evident in upper-middle-class amateur hockey in Canada. Despite Lord Stanley’s desire for hockey to be “fairly played” in Canada, the accounts given in the Montreal Gazette and Toronto Daily Mail offer a much more complicated depiction of the state of violence in early Canadian hockey.
One of the most important issues surrounding the history of masculinity and Canadian sport is, without question, the matter of professionalism versus amateurism. From the middle of the nineteenth century to well into the twentieth century, Canadians debated and argued about the proper nature of team sport, be that paid for play professionals or amateurs who played for more no compensation at all. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to address all matters of the professionalization and amateurism debate in Canada. However, notions of masculinity and gentlemanly conduct were intimately connected to this debate on both sides of the issue, a point that Kidd and MacFarlane (1972) highlighted in his book. Kidd discussed notions of masculinity and amateurism that draw parallels to the restrained, scientific masculinity that is found in other sources on the history of Canadian sport.
To be considered a proper amateur athlete, a mark of pride for many Canadian athletes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, one needed to follow a strict set of amateur rules. Regulations governed how athletes were to behave both on and off the field of play and not simply whether or not they were financially compensated for his participation in a sporting event. Kidd noted that in the early twentieth century, Canada attempted to codify these regulations when Norton Crow created the “amateur code” of 1919 which included stipulations about prizes, instruction, and recompense for their athletic careers (p. 55). The amateur spirit of Canadian athletes had an almost religious tone to it throughout Kidd’s book with many athletes telling Kidd directly that they were deeply proud of their amateur status long after their careers were over and their sports developed professionally. Kidd argued that “remuneration ran counter to the amateurs’ own commitment to volunteerism” and to disobey the code was to turn your back on a brethren of athletes from all across Canada (p. 55).
“Savagery, Not Sport”: Hockey Masculinity in British Columbia
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Kootenay region of British Columbia (BC) was home to one of the most vibrant organized hockey cultures in western Canada. Between 1875 and 1911, countless games of organized hockey were played in the Kootenay region. Nearly every town in the Kootenay region had a hockey team, and these teams often played each other in spirited, and sometimes violent games. These encounters certainly captured the imagination of the local media, countless newspaper articles focusing on hockey violence in the Kootenay region. In consideration of the scope and length of this chapter, only a select few are highlighted, but Kootenay newspapers often critiqued violent expressions of hockey masculinity through different literary and editorial strategies. Additionally, in victory and defeat, some papers praised the “clean” play of the local team, coupled with approval for proper, “scientific” hockey, informing how “ideal,” middle-class masculine hockey should be played. This section discusses what kinds of hockey masculinity were praised or condemned in Kootenay newsprint, examining the negative association of violent play with racially suggestive language. At times, these sources elicited notions of “savagery” when discussing hockey violence. Resistance to hockey violence was clearly evident through the way violence was characterized in these newspaper accounts, as demonstrated through Nelson’s The Miner:Hockey is wholly a scientific game and while it possesses some of the characteristics of the boyhood game of ‘shinney’ [sic] it is only played by the most skillful skaters. To persons unacquainted with ice skating the agility and dexterity of the players is wonderful and the novice, as he watches as the rapid gyrations of the participants, at once becomes an earnest and enthusiastic advocate of the game. There is probably no game in which the movements of the players are more rapid. (1897, p. 1)

Here hockey is described as a “scientific” game, one of speed, grace, and dexterity, echoing the language of Arthur Farrell’s 1899 Hockey: Canada’s Royal Winter Game. Nonetheless, throughout these early years, there are many instances of violence in organized hockey throughout BC. Accounts of these ice hockey games in Kootenay region newspapers went well beyond factual recitations of game play by promoting and problematizing expressions of masculinity on the ice. For example, an 1897 game in Sandon, a mining hub in south-eastern BC, was reported in The Mining Review, describing the game in vivid, racially coded language:From the warhoops on the rink on Tuesday night, akin to those of the redskins at the battle of Tyconderoga [sic], a passerby could easily imagine there was something unusual on the wing at the rink. It turned out to be a hockey match for bivalves between picked men on both sides of Reco ave … Referee Grierson had his hands full keeping ‘the house in order,’ though he considered choking off the laughter of the spectators a task too much for Hercules. After an hour’s lively fight with the sticks, it was found that Dr. Young’s side was ahead in the ballot box. (p. 1)

The exclusion of Indigenous players from the socially stratified world of the “sportsmen” is a reoccurring theme throughout Canadian sports history. For example, in 1873, the Montreal Pedestrian Club specifically excluded “Indians,” as well as “labourers” from their prestigious definition of an “amateur” athlete. Even though the game was played between two loosely organized teams, it is clear that the reporter regarded rough play and stick fighting as being less than desirable. This article, both in the description of the violence and the allusion to the battlefield at Ticonderoga, makes the game seem savage and brutal, and therefore free of the organized, middle-class masculine restraint expected of more experienced hockey players. Significantly, the racialized language which referred to the hockey players as “redskins” is meant to imply that the type of masculinity on display at the rink was unsuitable for “civilised” players.
In 1899, a number of teams competed for local championships across the Kootenay region of BC and these spirited contests occasionally resulted in violent incidents. The Sandon Paystreak described an 1899 game between the Sandon and Kaslo (a village in the west Kootenay region of BC) senior teams, as “particularly grotesque” (100). Blending detail and humor, the writer complained that what had transpired barely resembled hockey:On Thursday evening at 8:30 in the Sandon rink, one of the most remarkable interpretations of hockey yet perpetrated on an unsuspecting public was sprung on the innocents of Sandon … Jack Crawford left Sam Hunter piled up in a hole in the wall and Bert Dill got so well posted that his bumps would lead a phrenologist to believe that his wife used a rolling pin to enhance connubial felicity … During the ten minute pause the smoke cleared away and off they were again. This time was for gore … A sort of aftermath will be arranged to take place in Kaslo under the auspices of the Victorian Order of Nurses. (Neering, 2011, pp. 100–101)

The writer clearly deplored this “interpretation” of hockey witnessed by an “unsuspecting public.” While poking fun at the violence, the reporter was clear that the game bore no resemblance to the ideal game described in The Miner two years earlier. This description of hockey violence lampoons the events and renders the game as a farce, demonstrably different from the middle-class masculinity expected out of hockey players in other parts of the country during the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, violence permeated Kootenay hockey and journalistic language became increasingly critical of the masculinities displayed by hockey players. During the 1901 season, The Mining Review reported that “The senior and junior hockeyists met in mortal combat to test which were ablest … This, like all games of its class, was not without the usual accidents, but we are glad to state that no one was seriously disfigured” (p. 1). The dramatic language emphasized the severity and ubiquity of violence in Kootenay region hockey games. For example, the use of terms such as “mortal combat,” expressions of relief when no player was “significantly disfigured,” and descriptions of “the usual accidents” illustrate the violent nature of early organized hockey in the Kootenays. Both Sandon newspapers used violence as focal points in game summaries and operated with a spectrum of hockey violence, which positioned acceptable, necessary, or “usual” violence against the brutality, sloppiness, and “gore” of the game.
This persistent tension between extreme, reprehensible violence and violence that is an accepted part of rough, masculine hockey is one of the most contentious issues among players, fans, coaches, commentators, and scholars, dating back to the nineteenth century. Colin Howell (2010) discusses the nature of nineteenth-century hockey violence through the use of player archetypes: “In the discourses about respectability and rowdiness in hockey, the key problem was how to distinguish the manly athlete from the violent brute” (p. 45). Howell’s argument considers the influence of gender and class on hockey violence by identifying that the “manly athlete,” usually from a middle-class background, was able to exercise restraint during game play. Conversely, the “violent brute” appeared to be characteristic of the primal, savage form of athlete, as described in the 1897 article in The Mining Review. In socioeconomic terms, the “manly” player was normally one from the middle or upper class, and those considered to be violent brutes were usually members of the working class (Howell, 2010, p. 45).
Howell further posits that hockey violence, though largely disliked, was permitted because of the class background of the majority of players in the early years of organized hockey. As Howell argues, “because hockey drew most of its players from the middle class—young businessmen, professionals, university students and so on—and because it had secured the support of important members of the social hierarchy, the game was never seriously threatened by its critics” (p. 45). When Howell argues that wealth and social standing of players’ insulated organized hockey from serious threats, it was meant as a broad-stroke summary of this issue and should be read within this context. Howell’s method of contextualizing hockey violence through the class distinctions may explain larger trends in central Canada; however, the documentary evidence from the early years of organized hockey in British Columbia does not support such trends. Howell’s framework places order, reason, and middle-class respectability on one end of the continuum and lower-class brutishness at the other. Within this space, some forms of violence were permitted and even encouraged as long as they adhered to the rules agreed upon by hockey “gentlemen.” This interpretation offered by Howell marginalizes critiques of violence in the media, relegating criticisms of violence to a type of class-condescension when dealing with opposing teams. However, when the Sandon Paystreak reported the “remarkable interpretation of hockey perpetrated on an unsuspecting public,” the issue of class was absent from the description of the game (Neering, 2011, pp. 100–101). Instead, violence, from both the Sandon and Kaslo teams, was interpreted as deplorable.
In the Kootenay region of BC in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, hockey was being played alongside emerging class polarizations in Kootenay mining towns. In western Canada, many cities and towns experienced population growth fueled by westward migration:While central Canada began a period of industrialization, western Canada attracted immigrant farmers whose products required an adequate transportation system. It was also in the interests of the industrial East to ensure reliable transport to acquire the resources it needed and to carry its products to both domestic and overseas markets. British Columbia, in particular, experienced a surge in population during the first two decades of the twentieth century. (Wong, 2005, p. 65)

Furthermore, the Kootenay region experienced a drastic surge in population in the final years of the nineteenth century as hard-rock mining companies formed several new towns including Greenwood and Kaslo (History Still Standing, n.d., p. 2). The relative newness of industry, and therefore class-structures, in Kootenay towns influenced the way that hockey was played and organized. Class tensions in Kootenay mining towns like Rossland were beginning to be recorded in 1899, a dynamic that influenced the development of hockey in the Kootenays (Mouat, 1995, p. 89). Organized hockey games were governed by regulations that prohibited acts of extreme violence and lesser acts of aggression, such as tripping and slashing. However, from the early years of organized hockey, there were reports of violence occurring outside the rules of the game. For example, in an 1899 game played by Sandon and Kaslo, the Sandon Paystreak noted was the game was a “time for gore” (Neering, 2011, pp. 100–101). Furthermore, media reaction to such violence is seemingly more complex than simple praise or indictment. Media reports of extreme hockey violence often paradoxically manipulated public interest by simultaneously condemning the violence and promoting the spectacle of the game. As Gruneau and Whitson (1993) identify, early twentieth-century promoters of organized hockey games believed that an occasional fistfight was probably good for business (pp. 180–181). The dual use of violence as a tool for promotion and an issue worthy of public chastisement was also seen in other forms of entertainment during this period. Most notably, Sandon’s two newspapers presented hockey violence as a type of melodramatic theater. The tropes of melodramatic theater are evident throughout the description of the game between Sandon and Kaslo where the writer strove to stimulate audience reaction to violence. This form of visual storytelling used vivid analogies and sensationalist retellings. The report of the game did not only critique the gameplay but also aimed to make the reader both repulsed and amused by the amount of violence described.
At times, the sensationalist style chosen by many Kootenay region newspapers also explicitly connected violent conduct to a failure of masculinity. For example, in 1904, a paper published in the Kootenay region town of Greenwood, BC called the Boundary Creek Times, printed a chastisement of the violence seen during the “championship of the Boundary”:The hockey match Wednesday evening last … was a good exhibition of the game if some of the roughness which the Phoenix team displayed had been left at home … Phoenix may at one time had been proud of her hockey team but the team which played against Greenwood last Wednesday evening was anything but hockey players, not one spark of knowledge of the game was displayed by them from start to finish. Joe Stretzell, the bulley [sic] of the Phoenix team, was quietly placed away in the dressing room and as one of the spectators remarked ‘It was worth the price of admission to see him get what he justly deserved.’ Stretzell played a poor game, but tried to make up for lack of knowledge by slugging. (p. 5)

This description of the “Championship of the Boundary” illustrates a distaste for violence committed against the local team. To the Boundary Creek Times writer, the club from Phoenix resorted to violence out of ignorance rather than strategy, an attempt to rationalize this expression of masculinity. The clearest example of the dismissal of violent play is the player identified as Stretzell, “the bulley” who only chose violence because of his poor play. The description of Stretzell’s play, and subsequent punishment, recalled conventions associated with melodramatic villains. In describing the melodramatic villain in Violent Victorians (2012), Rosalind Crone explains: “We can see how the gallery, through their expression of rage at the villain, encouraged him to yet further, more dramatic violence, which in turn increased the satisfaction, sense of relief and emotional release felt by the audience on his punishment” (p. 133). In the aforementioned example, the writer uses a method of dramatic communication that renders the violent player (Stretzell) a melodramatic villain, thereby reducing him to a stock character worthy only of derision. Conversely, the writer praised the “clean” and “clever” game played by the home-town Greenwood team and offered seemingly sarcastic condolences to the losing side from Phoenix: “Any Greenwoodite who witnessed the game could not help but feel proud of the home team for the clean and clever game they played … In conclusion we extend to Phoenix our sympathy, and invite them to come again, but first be fair, play more hockey and we will give you a right royal time” (Greenwood Wins, p. 5). This passage directly associated Greenwood with fairness and implied that the local team would welcome any challenge from a rival team as long as they adhered to the same level of moral correctness.
The further that the player or team strays from the ideal, “scientific” form of hockey, as outlined in The Miner article from 1897 and in Farrell’s Royal Winter Game, the more that media seemed to criticize the player’s character. For this writer, when violence was brought into the game (in the manner shown by the Phoenix team) the sport of hockey was no longer being played. Most importantly, in the opinion of the Boundary Creek Times writer, acts of violence were separate from hockey, and not a part of the fabric of the game. This passage is reminiscent of Howell’s class-based framework, which separates heroic, middle-class restraint and brutish lower-class villainy. However, here the division between perceived good and evil is defined by actions on the ice, as opposed to social stratification.
Greenwood was not the only town in the Kootenay region of BC that struggled to accept the place of violence in early organized hockey. In 1905, The Economist, a paper published in Nelson, BC, printed a summary of the previous hockey season. The article warned readers that the violence seen in the previous hockey season should not spill over into the spring lacrosse season:It is unfortunate that a first-class winter sport like hockey should be so often marred by disgraceful exhibitions on the ice on the part of the players And the same thing might be said of the other great pastime—lacrosse. If rough play was not encouraged, it is not likely that the players themselves would so often resort to brutal practices on the lacrosse field. As is pointed out by an eastern expert on sport, the members of visiting teams are too often regarded, not as guests to whom every consideration should be paid, but as enemies, for whose defeat any unfair advantage may be taken. Instead of generous applause for good play, we hear yells of triumph for any success achieved by one side, and threats and insults against the other, and against the referee if his decision is unpleasing. This is savagery, not sport, and indicates some evils that lie too deep to be eradicated by new rules. The Roman vice of taking pleasure in spectacles of cruelty and bloodshed is one against which we should be on our guard. (p. 1)

There are several issues addressed by the writer in this article regarding violence, proper audience etiquette, and the amateur and professional debate. First, The Economist article articulated similar sentiments to the Boundary Creek Times article from a year earlier, and the Nelson Tribune article from five years earlier. All three of these articles regretted, albeit in different ways, that violence had become a part of organized hockey. For example, in referring to “disgraceful exhibitions,” The Economist article addressed notions of honor expected of amateur athletes during this time (p. 1). According to this particular writer, however, the spectators were partially responsible for the “disgraceful” play from the previous seasons. As noted by The Economist writer, “If rough play was not encouraged, it is not likely that the players themselves would so often resort to brutal practices on the lacrosse field” (p. 1). The relationship between the game and the audience was characterized as participatory, with the crowd interacting with and influencing outcomes on the ice in keeping with the melodramatic tradition. Beyond simply feeling satisfaction at the melodramatic villain’s punishment, as was the case with the character of Stretzell in the 1904 Boundary Creek Times article, the audience took on an even more direct, participatory role by encouraging them to “rough play,” as was implied in The Economist (1904, p. 5).
Significantly, The Economist writer identifies violent incidents in the previous season as indicative of “savagery, not sport,” implying that these were two mutually exclusive concepts. In the early twentieth century, the notion of “savagery” carried complex racial and social implications. Clearly, The Economist writer intended to indict violent hockey in some of the strongest terminology possible for that time period. Similarly, the 1897 article in The Mining Review made a similar literary choice when it referenced “warhoops … akin to those of the redskins” (p. 1). The reader was encouraged to associate hockey violence with savagery, likely using imagery and allusions that would resonate strongly for readers in the late nineteenth century. Additionally, this description of hockey places civility and restraint against savagery, brutishness, and violence. In some sense, the use of this distinctly colonial analogy is an attempt to present violence in hockey as a cultural “other,” distinct from the practices and beliefs of western civilization.
Another method writers used to resist the influence of violence in early organized hockey was through positive reinforcement of “clean” play. It was common for newspapers to praise teams for not engaging in violent play, even if their local teams were defeated. For example, in 1906, the Fernie Ledger noted that, “An interesting hockey match was played here on Thursday night … Although Fernie was defeated it is no disgrace as they played good clean hockey and are apparently a bunch of good clean fellows.” Even in defeat, the writer mentioned the cleanliness of play. Accordingly, it would seem as though the Greenwood writer may have placed clean play on the same level as success for the Greenwood team. Significantly, it follows that if a team played clean then they maintained the upstanding reputation of the entire town, whereas violent play risked that reputation. In 1907, the Ledger used similar language when attempting to rally support for a local team: “We can make Fernie known as the home of good, clean sport and so let us go ahead and do so. We have the talent, we have the experience … Let us advertise the town and make the name of Fernie known outside of the coal question.” According to the Ledger, supporting the endeavors of the local hockey team would enhance the reputation of Fernie. Furthermore, it is noted that “good, clean sport” could remove Fernie from the context of industry (“outside of the coal question”), and the “clean” nature of Fernie’s play was a mark of distinction used to promote the team. In these two media accounts, positive reinforcement of clean play is demonstrated as a method of resistance to violence in organized hockey.
British Columbia certainly provides many interesting examples of resistance to hockey violence in newsprint. Due to BC’s diverse climate, the province’s hockey history during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries varied depending on the region being examined. On the west coast of BC, organized hockey was hardly visible prior to 1911 whereas in the Kootenay region, hockey was thriving as early as 1897. The availability of newsprint sources reflected this disparity in organized hockey as well. The Kootenay region supplied ample newsprint source material from 1875–1911, while news sources from Victoria and Vancouver were scarce. When evaluating the responses to hockey violence in the Kootenay region newspapers, the evidence supported the notion that resistance to hockey violence was present in media from the first years of organized hockey in the region. To demonstrate this point, this chapter evaluated the way the newspapers praised “scientific” and “clean” play, characterized violent players as melodramatic villains, and dismissed rough play as uncivilized. The examples seen in BC newsprint provide significant evidence to support the notion that hockey violence was not accepted from the beginning of hockey in Canada. Furthermore, documentary evidence as uncovered in BC newsprint challenges present-day claims that Canadians have long accepted violence as a part of the fabric of hockey itself.
Parting Shots: Conclusion
The present-day NHL is faced with the difficult task of determining the appropriate level of violence to tolerate, while still protecting the safety of its players. It appears that with or without fighting, violent masculinity will remain a part of the NHL’s brand for many years to come, despite early and continuing resistance from some. Furthermore, many have argued, such as Harper (2013), Kline (2011) and Scanlan (2004), that violence should remain a part of hockey because of its link to a rough, traditionally masculine sporting heritage. For some, hockey’s violent past justifies violent masculinity’s continuation in the present-day NHL, even when faced with acts of extreme violence (as seen in 2004 with the Bertuzzi-Moore incident). However, it is necessary to acknowledge that many have spoken out against hockey violence from the earliest days of organized hockey in Canada, as demonstrated by the case study in this chapter, and these voices work to dispel the enduring myth of violent masculinity as a foundational and beloved aspect of early hockey. This resistance to violent masculinity has subsequently persisted at every stage of hockey’s growth in Canada, as seen through similarities in the language used to describe incidents that occurred decades apart.
If the NHL is facing a collective crisis of violent masculinity, it is clear from newspaper accounts from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that there were indeed warning signs, evidenced by concerns raised in the print media about the violence of early hockey. Resistance to these violent expressions of masculinity is evident within print media’s reaction to the early years of hockey in Canada, despite erroneous claims by modern commentators that suggest otherwise. Attempts to evoke hockey’s violent past as a means of justifying contemporary hockey violence fail to appreciate the scope and extent of resistance to hockey violence from the first time the sport captured the imagination of onlookers and, eventually, a nation.
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Commodification and Heroic Masculinity: Interrogating Race and the NFL Quarterback in Super Bowl Commercials
In their landmark study Heroes: What They Do and Why We Need Them, Allison and Goethels (2011) join many others (Watson, 2008) who have noted increased concern over “Where have all the heroes gone?” Certainly, one of the challenges of living in today’s world, enmeshed as we are in a postmodern pastiche of simulacra, is finding something or someone authentic to believe in. For Allison and Goethels, the challenge of finding authentic heroes is not that they no longer exist. Indeed, they argue that real heroes haven’t gone anywhere, finding that the most frequently named nonfictional hero remains a family member. This, and the continued naming of humanitarians, everymen, and underdogs as heroes suggests the contemporary ideals for the hero aligns with classic notions (Campbell, 1968; McGinnis, 1990).
Yet, Allison and Goethels note a brewing problem of sorts: these classic heroes are now less likely to be narrativized in the media. A different class of nonfictional heroes, those more likely featured in media narratives, appears to be making steady gains in being named as heroes. Sports stars, now populating 10 percent of those named as heroes (Allison & Goethels, 2011), have become increasingly dominant as a heroic class and are even more than twice as likely to be named as heroes than entertainers or heads of states.
Taking note of this rise, this study focuses on a particularized set of narratives, those that show how Super Bowl stars and constructions of an idealized “heroic sporting masculinity” are “imagined” in commercial advertisements shown during Super Bowl telecasts. By examining a set of narratives in television commercials that were not produced to be seen together (as they were broadcast over wide swatches of time), the dominant features that form the unconnected dots of a cultural imaginary embracing the ideals of a sporting masculinity that is suitable for “sealing the sell” can be seen. Revealed in the study are the dynamics at play in the “ex-nomination” (Barthes, 1973) of “Whiteness” (Hylton, 2009) in the form of the White quarterback as archetypal of heroic sporting masculinity in a way that perpetuates dominant racial stereotypes and relations.
Heroes, Sports Heroes, and the Commodification of Celebrity
There is resilient staying power in the classic received version of what constitutes a hero (Campbell, 1968). From the term’s first print appearance in Homer’s Iliad (Curtius, 1963) to Hannah Arendt’s (1958) account in The Human Condition come a set of archetypal understandings. As has been noted by many scholars of heroic action, these often default to a male standard (Vande Berg, 1998) and a set of “composite ideals” (McGinnis, 1990). Here, the heroic “man of action” shows competence, character, and courage marked by fortitude, resourcefulness, and noble deeds.
As suggested above, in hypercommodified times, changes in who is seen as a hero may be driven by media self-interest in defining public figures as heroic, to make them stars (or at least quasars) and celebrities. Indeed, the dichotomy that Boorstin (1973, pp. 57, 61) draws between the hero “distinguished by his achievement” and the celebrity as a “human pseudo-event” who is “known for his well-knownness” may have long ago evaporated. A particularly vibrant space where the hero genre has become “blurred” (Geertz, 1973) by celebrity is seen in case of the sports hero and celebrity endorsements.
Enmeshed in this blurring, the contemporary “sports hero presents a unique, truncated variant of a celebrity species within the hero genus” (Wenner, 2013a, p. 7). While the voracious appetite for heroes undergirds the basic business of sports, the sports hero is quite distinct from the archetypal hero who is “born” when thrust into situations for which there can be little preparation. Athletic competition, as “a rule-bound autotelic or self-contained activity” (Drucker, 2008, p. 422), brings a far more limited script of possibilities than life does. Thus, Oriard (1982) argues that the sports hero, who perpetually practices for situational success in competition, is largely a “prowess” rather than “ethical” hero. Taken in light of Allison and Goethel’s (2011, p. 200) conclusion that “[a]lthough heroism can be based in either conscience or competence alone, most of the examples … combine both qualities,” one can see how the ethical or conscience dimension of the sports hero may need bolstering.
Part and parcel of the “athlete-hero dilemma,” Harris (1994, p. 13) argues that inferences from athletic competence to conscience are inherently challenging because three limitations—“shallowness, flawed complexity, and compartmentalization”—impede the contemporary athlete’s development and moral breadth. However, as Rowe (1997) points out, today’s celebrity-fused mediated sport builds heroic mythology by naturalizing an imputed connection between athletic prowess and the noble character of the performer.
These central tendencies have led to the rise of the athlete’s success in product endorsement and advertising, with sport stars now accounting for one-third of product endorsers (Carlson & Donavan, 2017). While there are many keys to the success of athlete endorsements, ranging from athletic success to identification with teams to celebrity-product congruence, much in the successful reception of an athlete endorser comes down to “comfort” or “social identification,” including high familiarity with, liking and being similar to the endorser (Carlson & Donavan, 2017; Tzoumaka, Tsiotsou, & Siomkos, 2016).
Familiarity with men’s sports fuels the tendency for athlete endorsers to be male and evidence concerning the comfort-social identification-similarity issue points to increased endorsement success being linked to matching the race and ethnicity of the athlete endorser to the audience (Jeong, Cho, Lee, & Sputra, 2014). More broadly, there is reticence in the athlete-endorsement business to use African-American athletes as endorsers for fear that “Caucasian consumers may not respond positively to ads” (Ruihley, Runyan, & Lear, 2010, p. 135) and to shy away from Black athletes, most particularly those associated with controversial political activism, as endorsers (Cunningham & Regan, 2011).
The Commodity Context of Super Bowl
In the U.S., the primacy of the Super Bowl as a sporting, media, cultural, and consumer mega-event is undeniable. With the largest spectator base of all sports, the peculiarly U.S. variant of football has become “America’s Game” with the Super Bowl championship, pitting the conference champions of the National Football League (NFL), its most important contest. As a media event, the Super Bowl broadcast has no peer. In recent years, the game broadcast has typically been tuned on over 75 percent of television sets and garnered over 110 million viewers in the U.S. The game broadcasts dominate lists of American television’s most highly rated programs, with only one other television program, M∗A∗S∗H final episode of 1983, exceeding the 100 million mark (Real & Wenner, 2017).
Anchored by what is now an over 12-hour parade of broadcast programming that features not only the game broadcast itself, but a plethora of pre- and post-game programs including “specials” produced not only by the network awarded television rights but also the league’s NFL Films production arm, Super Bowl Sunday has evolved into the nation’s premier cultural event. Displacing other activities and curbing traffic, Super Bowl Sunday has become a cultural “high holy day” where friends and family come together in localized rites and rituals of consumption and engagement featuring food, drink, and betting. That 43 million fans celebrate with in-home parties has led to alcohol sales spiking to new levels before the game with Super Bowl Sunday becoming the top day for consuming pizza and chicken wings (Earls, 2016; Nielsen, 2016).
It is not surprising that the mass audience and party atmosphere, when combined with the fact that live-play action on the field only takes place for about seven minutes or about 3 percent of the 12 hours of broadcast day event-related programming, has produced perhaps the penultimate stage for showcasing television commercials. Indeed, while much is made of the now US$5 million price tag for 30 seconds of Super Bowl game broadcast advertising (Real & Wenner, 2017), more telling is the shift of figure-ground relationships in the focus for many viewing the game. In keeping with Debord’s (1967/1995) observations about spectacle residing in a “world of commodity,” today more people (39 percent) cite the commercials rather than the game itself (28 percent) as their “favorite thing about the Super Bowl” (Garibian, 2013). Rising to this challenge, advertisers compete, not only to “break through the clutter,” but to “win” in the many aesthetic and popularity contests that constitute the larger “game within the game” recognized as the “Super Bowl of Advertising” (Wenner, 2015, p. 26).
In this pricey game, advertisers often try to facilitate connections between their commercials and the Super Bowl game by building their narratives along an event-to-advertising pathway. This is done in three primary ways, by featuring narrative themes centered on (1) the attributes, experiencing, and the importance of the event itself, (2) the attributes and cultural importance of Super Bowl commercials, and (3) Super Bowl heroes, former players notable for heroic game performances who typically had developed post-playing days media personae as advertising pitchmen and/or broadcast commentators (Wenner, 2015). As earlier work (Wenner, 2015) suggests that the ads featuring Super Bowl heroes, most particularly those featuring heroic Super Bowl quarterbacks, are reliant on delimited and received notions of heroic sporting masculinity, a more tactical approach and broader examination follows.
Approaching Heroic Masculinity and Race in Super Bowl Commercial Narratives
This study grows from and extends analysis of a subset of Super Bowl commercials from an earlier study (Wenner, 2015). That study examined all commercials running during the Super Bowl game broadcast since 2000, as catalogued at the two most substantial websites dedicated to their archiving: (1) superbowl-ads.​com and (2) superbowl-commercials.​org.1 While noting that most product and services featured in Super Bowl advertising feature universal themes and everyday settings, that study focused on the 100 or so commercials that featured substantive Super Bowl and/or football-referenced narratives, those in the three categories noted above that attempted to build an event-to-advertising pathway by focusing on the Super Bowl event, its commercials, and its heroes (Wenner, 2015).
In analyzing a broader sample of one subset in the hero grouping of commercials, those featuring heroic Super Bowl quarterbacks, this study further interrogates the dynamics behind particularly troubling findings suggested in the earlier study. Foremost, it was found that while most hero-anchored commercial narratives featured both White and Black former players, all “imagined” star quarterbacks were White. Noted were “defacto segregated casting decisions” featuring a “Black defensive star-White offensive star casting schism,” with “Black heroes ‘normed’ for defensive prowess and White heroes ‘normed’ for offense prowess,” tendencies found “problematic as [they risk] reinforcing long held stereotypic attributes of ‘smart’ and ‘strategic’ White versus ‘brutish’ and ‘reactive’ Black athletes” (Wenner, 2015, p. 28).
In the analyses to follow, an intersectional approach informs a “thick” reader-oriented critique of a broader set of Super Bowl commercials featuring heroic masculinity in the guise of the NFL quarterback who has had success in games past. The analysis relies on interlocking dispositions from four theoretical fields: (1) consumer culture theory (CCT), (2) dirt theory of narrative ethics, (3) the mediasport interpellation, and (4) critical race theory (CRT). An unduly brief characterization of some key elements and dispositions of each follows.
Consumer Culture Theory
Noting the increasing “hypercommodification” of sport, many scholars (Crawford, 2004; Horne, 2006) argue that understanding contemporary sport demands using a consumer culture lens. Developed over the last 30 years through a complementary set of theoretical frames, rather than as a grand theory, consumer culture theory (CCT) looks to interrogate the interrelationships between consumers, the marketplace, and meanings (Arnould & Thompson, 2005; McCracken, 1990). It does so by reading popular culture texts, viewing them as “lifestyle and identity instructions that convey unadulterated marketplace ideologies” that facilitate “idealized consumer types” (Arnould & Thompson, 2005, p. 868). The overriding goal is to decode and deconstruct market ideologies to reveal the ways in which capitalist production systems invite consumers to covet certain identity and lifestyle ideals.
Embraced by CCT are underlying concerns of key theorists such as Debord (1967/2005) and Bauman (2007). There is embedded recognition of Debord’s (1967/2005, p. 29) contention that the blurring of commodity and spectacle in everyday life has become so integral that “[i]t is not just that the relationship to commodities is plain to see—commodities are now all that there is to see; the world we see is the world of the commodity.” Similarly, Bauman’s (2007) complementary protestation about us being in an era of “consumer sociality” wherein our everyday actions take place within an obligatory “market-mediated mode of life,” may be seen as foundational to CCT.
Dirt Theory of Narrative Ethics
In key ways, my dirt theory of narrative ethics (Wenner, 2007), set in literary theory at the intersection of reader-oriented literary theory (Iser, 1978) and ethical criticism (Gregory, 1998), may be seen as an articulated derivative of CCT tuned to interrogating the strategies, reading dynamics, and ethical problematics of advertising. Anchored in seminal work by Douglas (1966, p. 35), “dirt” refers to “matter out of place.” While not connoting inherent deviousness, the “dirt” concept recognizes there are omnipresent dangers in strategically importing meaning and logics from one place, where they may belong to another, where they may be problematic or tainting. As McCracken (1990) notes, this kind of “meaning transfer” and “displacement” is routine in the persuasive strategies of advertising. Dirt holds power through contagion, bringing meaning and stimulating change as it crosses boundaries (Leach, 1976). The communicative impact of porting dirt is recognized when we say “sex sells” or celebrity athletes use the “power of sport” to sell something unrelated. By interrogating “cultural borrowing” (Wenner, 1991, p. 392), the importation of old logics to new stories, we learn how dirt commands familiar understandings, imposes restraints, and pollutes meaning.
Critical processes identify and “follow the dirt” to consider how communicative meaning “out of place” may fashion dirtied sensibilities and influence reading and interpretation. Asked are basic questions about the origins, character, and landing of dirt, how its saliences are negotiated, and its distortions and fallacies embraced or masked. Application considers readerly dynamics—how dirt engages reading dynamics, posits “preferred” meanings, and characterizes ideal “imagined” readers—and the ethical propriety of those transactions. Application here focuses on how dirt in advertising narratives may improprietously work to control reading and meaning and how the cultural logics entailed about the Super Bowl, football, heroic masculinity, race, and/or our identities may mask truth, reinforce prejudice, perpetuate inequities, and compromise other respecting care or greater good.
The MediaSport Interpellation
The “mediasport interpellation” (Wenner, 2013b) is a corollary to dirt theory that further articulates its application in the analysis of commodified media narratives, such as those found in television commercials that draw on “dirt” imported from sport. Derived from the work of Althusser (2001), it poses that three interlocking primary identities of readers are “hailed” in their consumption of commodity narratives invoking sport: (1) consumer identities, (2) fanship identities, and (3) gender identities. While it is recognized that these three identities do not comprise the sum total of the “idealized” ways that advertisers address and characterize consumers in selling through sporting logics, evidence from an extensive line of research suggests that they are the primary tactical strategies used in the marketplace (Wenner, 2013b).
Here, advertisers address and characterize consumers in ways that are both flattering (that they are active and smart) and in the advertiser’s best interests (that the choices being put forward are natural and desirable). Simultaneously, advertisers “hail” fanship that is fervent, knowledgeable, and natural. As well, commodity narratives invoking sport “hail” our gendered identities—as people, as consumers, as fans—in ways that are largely conventional and compartmentalized in stereotypic ways that are in line with their marketing pitches. While not insensitive to racial/ethnic identities being “hailed in narratives,” it is argued that gender, as it remains the “great divide of sport” (Gosling, 2007), is generally more essential in this narrative space about idealized identities and that often, in the sporting context, narratives “hailing” race or ethnicity avoid being overtly polarizing or stereotyped (Wenner, 2013b). In this instance of this study, at the intersection of sporting masculinity and race, with the “hailing” of essentialized racial identities as central, the sensibilities of critical race theory are germane.
Critical Race Theory
Mirroring the formation of CCT, critical race theory (CRT) embraces a transdisciplinary set of theoretical perspectives keyed to demystifying understandings of race as a social and ideological construct. Growing from critical legal studies, CRT may be seen as a proactive, radical posture attuned to revealing alternative accounts of cultural dynamics and logics that challenge orthodoxies, canons, and dogma. CRT features a key commitment to social justice, challenging dominant ideologies around objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Hylton (2009, p. 23) sees the disposition as essential to intersectional critical sport studies for its potential in forming “resistance to the passive reproduction of established practices, knowledge, and resources that make up the social conditions that marginalize ‘race’ logic and racialized processes as core factors in the way we manage and experience our sport and leisure.”
Two chief concerns of CRT have particular relevance to this study. First, is CRT’s focus on mediated sport messages as a “central site for the reproduction of dominant themes concerning the racialisation of different groups” and their instrumentality “in renewing stereotypes based on ideologies of natural differences between socially constructed groups” (Hylton, 2009, pp. 81, 84). Second, is deconstructing “Whiteness,” in this instance, in advertising narratives that connect heroic sporting masculinity to the White Super Bowl quarterback. From the vantage point of CRT, revealing how Whiteness is constructed, makes itself invisible, comes to be seen as a naturalized ex-nominated norm, and promotes cultural myths of “racelessness” are essential to understanding its role in legitimizing racism through stereotyping of Blacks as the “other.” In the case analyses that follow, these dynamics are key features.
Interrogating Heroic Masculinity and Race in Super Bowl Dirtied Commercial Narratives
Set in understandings about the cultural formation of heroes, sports heroes, and the commodification of celebrity and the larger commodity context of the Super Bowl, the “thick” reader-oriented critical analyses that follow meld key concerns of consumer culture theory, a dirt theory of narrative ethics, the mediasport interpellation, and critical race theory. Commercials chosen here for analysis were drawn from the approximately 100 commercials running during the Super Bowl game broadcast since 2000 that sought to establish an event-to-advertising pathway (Wenner, 2015).
Extended attention is given to five case analyses selected out of the subset of approximately 25 commercials that featured Super Bowl heroes as a way to connect their products or services to the mega-event. Importantly, it should be noted that each of the exemplar narratives shares four core characteristics with the broader subset of commercials featuring Super Bowl heroes that (1) by position, quarterbacks dominated narrative representation, (2) all of the featured quarterbacks were White, and, that with one exception, (3) casting featured Whites as offensive stars and Blacks as defensive stars, with (4) White stars normed for their “smarts” and leadership and Black stars normed for being athletic, forceful, and reactive. While necessarily embracing these shared characteristics, the individual narratives showcased for analyses were chosen to illustrate the range of ways that heroic sporting masculinity has been manifested in the guise of the White quarterback in Super Bowl commercials.
Propping Up the White Quarterback as “Relaxed Fit”
Some basic tendencies are seen in a 2013 Sketchers “Relaxed Fit” commercial. Here we see a friendly serial product endorser, Joe Montana, now in his 50s but still the archetypal blonde “All-American boy,” who has long been valorized in football lore as “The Comeback Kid.” Montana is seen ambling down a city street handling a football as he directly addresses the reader. He frames his pitch for a comfortable Sketchers’ casual shoe by drawing on his heroic sporting reputation by noting “Being an ex-quarterback I know the importance of staying cool and relaxed.” Mid-pitch, Montana’s football is stripped away by a running young man who gleefully mocks Montana by name. In the blink of an eye, we see the sprinting “thief” blindsided by a bone-crunching hit from a sweatshirt-clad Black man who grabs back the football. The Black man, revealed as former Montana teammate and star defensive back Ronnie Lott, smiles and casually says “here you go Joe” as he tosses the football back to its “rightful owner” Montana. Rather than thanking or even acknowledging Lott, Montana looks directly into the camera, shrugging with a smile, telling the audience that “Ronnie always has got my back” as the commercial transitions to a close-up shot of the shoe and an announcer speaks glowingly about its key virtue of comfort.
Importantly, it is just the White quarterback Montana who makes the dirtied connection with the reader. Only Montana is privileged to speak to the audience directly. Lott’s role is to support and “save” Montana and to return the ball, and symbolically “the power” of being the naturalized commercial spokesman, to Montana. Thus, the dirt that is spread about in connecting both the Super Bowl and heroic sporting masculinity to this “super shoe” is dependent on an intriguing narrative of “comfort.” The narrative assumes that the reader is comfortable with the White quarterback’s entitlements to speak directly to them and that his “friendliness” will be well received. Further the reading position assumes trust in Montana and his “smarts” to make a case for the shoe’s virtues. Further, there is an assumed “received” comfort with the Black player’s supportive role. As drawn, it is the “natural” role of the Black player to restore order by force and enable the White star to continue in his similarly “natural” dominant role, which in this instance is not football leadership, but in making connections to the consumer. That the narrative also implies that it is natural for there to be no acknowledgment of the value of the Black man’s services and that the Black man is not privileged to address the audience directly is only icing on this dirty cake.
Science, “Smarts,” and “Performing” Race
This dynamic of devaluing the standing, value, and voice of the Black man is echoed in 2012 Bridgestone’s tongue-in-cheek “Performance Football” commercial. This narrative features two “former greats,” White quarterback Troy Aikman and Black defensive back Deion Sanders, both known for their Super Bowl exploits. At Bridgestone Tire’s “research center,” we see a blonde woman reporter begins her “interview” with a lab coat-clad White male “scientist,” who is holding a football. The woman reporter puts to the scientist: “So this performance football is another way Bridgestone is bringing its tire technologies to the world of sports.” As we see the “new technology”—a bizarre football constructed of tire treads—the scientist notes that Aikman and Sanders are helping to “test out” their “polymer technology.” To verify this, we see a team of lab technicians at computers monitoring action on a football practice field. The scientist takes stock of Aikman, another archetypal blonde “All-American boy” and heroic quarterback known for his “smarts” and leadership rather than athletic prowess. The scientist effuses “Troy seems to like the control,” as Aikman is seen gleeful of the zigzag trajectory of the polymer football.
The narrative transitions to contrast the reaction of Sanders, known for his blistering speed as defensive cornerback and special teams kick returner and a gifted multi-sport athlete who also played Major League Baseball. We see Sanders who, after observing the weird zigzagging of the polymer football thrown by Aiken, angrily charges one of the technicians with arms in the air exclaiming “Hey, that ain’t right, man.” To this, the narrating scientist, comparing Aikman’s “liking the control” to Sanders’ anger, notes “Deion not so much.” As Sanders continues to fume, he is mocked by a White male technician absurdly riding an “air horse” while taunting Sanders “Giddy-up now Deion,” with an implication that Sanders needs to physically rise to challenge of the new technology that Aikman is keen on. Playing to that, the coda features narration over the brand’s logo that exhorts “at Bridgestone, our passion knows no bounds,” presumably in contrast to Sanders objections.
While this narrative is clearly farce, there is an explicit use of Super Bowl heroes to “legitimate” the level of testing given to Bridgestone products. Yet even in farce, the reader confronts “naturalized” assertions that facilitate this connection: (1) the White male scientist as authority, (2) the White athlete as smart in quickly adapting to the new technology, (3) the Black athlete as not “smart enough” to adapt, and (4) that the Black athlete needs to “work harder” to adapt. Thus, in fashioning its “dirty connection” between Super Bowl heroes and their product, Bridgestone relies on “dirtied” racial stereotypes while the farce likely tempers reader resistance.
White Quarterbacks Are “Heroes” Who Save the Day
The blonde “All-American boy” motif was featured again in the National Broadcast Company’s (NBC’s) 2009 “Football Promo” for their primetime science fiction drama “Heroes.” Here, the multi-ethnic male and female heroic characters from the drama are shown competing against “NFL legends,” all known Super Bowl heroes. Graphics tell us the “game” is being played near that year’s Super Bowl site “Outside Tampa, FL.” The narrative begins as we see the dramatic show’s heroic leader breaks a huddle saying “if we’re going to survive this, we gotta stick together,” invoking the sacred “dirt” of athletic teamwork to drive interest in the drama. Clearly overmatched, we see the dramatic show’s heroes team roughed up unfairly by the Super Bowl heroes, who even “take out” a diminutive blonde female “heroine,” a cheerleader now playing on the field to help her team.
In response to this “unnecessary roughness,” the tide turns and the dramatic show heroes, reliant on two small, but “smart” young Asian male characters, overtake the football heroes. The football heroes panic, with one Black player, defensive star tackle Warren Sapp, telling another “Hey, yo Jerry, you gonna need some help on offense.” We witness the response “Hey I gotcha” by team leader, Jerry Rice, a heralded wide receiver, who is the only Black offensive player seen in the sample of Super Bowl hero dirtied commercials. As Rice responds, we hear jet sounds and then see yet another archetypal blonde White “All-American boy” quarterback, John Elway, come rocketing in over the goalpost to the field to “save the day.” A grinning Elway removes his helmet, saying “Hey guys, what’s up?” and then “I knew it, I knew he was one of them,” referring to one of the Asian hero characters, who has taken over the game, being a “sci-fi” alien plant who has unfairly given the dramatic heroes team the advantage.
The promotional commercial ends ironically as Elway’s confidence in being able to “save the day” is dealt a blow by the appearance of a new member of the dramatic show’s heroes team with supernatural powers. This narrative is complex in its “dirty” connections. By pitting the dramatic show’s heroes team against a team of former Super Bowl heroes, NBC seeks to elevate the status of their dramatic show’s heroes and fuse a connection that will stimulate interest in the “Heroes” show among the Super Bowl audience. In this, the “save the day” archetype of the Super Bowl hero is naturalized as a standard for assessing heroic qualities both off the field and in the drama. The reader position for this narrative encourages seeing that this kind of heroic action “naturally” comes in the person of White leader, in this instance John Elway, who is upon by the Black players, who are “in trouble,” to save their day. Added to the “dirty mix” is well-worn reliance on stereotypes being accepted about the “other”: (1) the female normed as helpless blonde cheerleader on the sidelines but out of place competing on the field, and (2) the small but “smart” Asian technicians who devilishly unlevel the playing field by applying supernatural powers.
Whiteness and the Natural Order of Leadership Longevity
The inevitability of the White blond “All-American boy” heroic quarterback archetype is reliable enough to be ironically parodied in Hyundai “Brett Favre” commercial of 2010. Favre, an iconic Super Bowl and cult hero, was well known for “hanging on” perhaps too long over a 20-year career and “unretiring” after promising many times to retire, something the Hyundai commercial narrative builds on. Shot from the textual surrogate’s vantage point as an “imagined” fan, we gaze over shoulders at a packed barroom where a television set is showing a video segment that is entitled “2020 MVP.” Here, we see Favre, wearing a sweaty T-shirt in a locker room, reflect on the MVP (most valuable player) award’s meaning in an interview following, what must be, by “dirty association” (but without explicitly “naming”), the Super Bowl. In the narrative, Favre, in recognition of being in on the self-mocking parody, says “I’m honored to be here after 29 seasons and 50 years-old.” In a closer shot, Favre continues, “when you’re older than most of the fans, coaches, and owners, it’s tough taking orders from people.” Upon this, he reflects, “I should probably retire after this” and then hesitates, trailing off and adding “I don’t know, maybe (not).”
Connecting Favre as icon of the event to the product, the visuals cut to a swiftly moving Hyundai Sonata automobile, with an announcer chiming in “we don’t know what things will be like ten years from now, but we can assure you that your Hyundai will still be covered,” referencing the brand’s ten-year warranty. Thus, the “inside joke” about the length of Favre’s career—his “hanging on” well longer than one would think and magnified in this “imagined” narrative of continued success—is extended to the brand. Here the reading position for receiving the Hyundai as a premium brand is enhanced by the “dirty connections” with Favre who, by virtue of his being a Super Bowl hero (in fact and in Hyundai’s narrative fiction), holds that imprimatur. Yet, the more lasting “dirtiness” of this ad comes from imagining the inevitability that, ten years from now, the archetype of the Super Bowl hero will remain unchanged, that he’ll be the White blonde “All-American” quarterback, stable and steady in his leadership. Further, the reader’s complicity in enjoying the “joke” requires accepting this.
Black Worship and White Stigmata
Finally, the “holiness” of the White blond “All-American boy” heroic quarterback archetype comes in the form of Tide detergent “Miracle Stain” commercial of 2013. Reliant again on the “myth” of Joe Montana, this narrative makes powerful statements, both about fan identities and the naturalness of the White quarterback hero archetype, even for Black fans. The narrative is set in an upscale exurb house in middle-America where we see two 30-ish fans, a Black man wearing a San Francisco 49ers jersey with Montana’s #16 and a White man wearing a worn T-shirt and slacker beanie. As they cheer and then react with disappointment to (by implication) Super Bowl game action, the Black man sloppily drips tomato paste from the slice of pizza he has been eating onto his jersey. Taking this in, the White man notes “Hey man, you’ve got Montana on your jersey.” The Black man looks down excitedly at the Montana “stigmata” stain, and exclaims “Jesus, it’s a miracle stain, it’s a miracle stain” as the White man gets out his phone camera to document the stain.
The Black man’s euphoria continues as he shouts to his wife “I got a miracle stain on my shirt.” His wife, who has seemingly seen this kind of hysteric behavior before, disapprovingly shrugs in acknowledgement while continuing to fold laundry. The miracle narrative plays out as we see an anchorman reporting the event as a news story. In the “news report,” we see the Black man detailing the “miracle” at a news conference and on a talk show. More television “news” coverage follows showing hoards of people racing to the site of the miracle to see the Montana stigmata. Narrators proclaim that “the miracle Montana stain is sweeping the nation” and that “from all over the world, they’re flocking to get a glimpse of what some 49ers fans hope could be a Super Bowl miracle.”
The frenzy continues, with fans mimicking religious zealots ecstatically testifying “I saw the stain” as the Black man’s good fortune grows into an empire, fueled by the sale of “witness” T-shirts and even a “stain on a stick.” We see that all of this market success culminates with the Black man’s property being developed as a gated “Montanaland” (parodying Elvis Presley’s Graceland), with the stigmata as central attraction. The saga’s “easy come” narrative shifts to “easy go.” Changed fortunes come for the Black man as his beaming entrepreneur demeanor was transformed by discovering that the sacred jersey is missing from his mantelpiece display. Panicked, he queries “Where’s my 49er jersey?” to his wife, who enters the room with a laundry basket. Nonchalantly, she says “Oh, I washed it…it had a stain on it.” The Black man reacts, moving away with disbelief and anger, as his wife speaks, with a twinkle in her eye in a knowing direct address aside, to viewers: “Go Ravens.”
The commercial closes by showing the Tide logo with the words “No Stain is Sacred” appearing below it. Clearly, this commercial is a good deal of fun. But beneath this, in fashioning an event-to-commercial “dirty” connection, is not only the steady reliance on the Montana Super Bowl myth but a heightening of it. Here, we see a Black man, who unquestioningly embraces this myth and through luck, not skill, has his boat raised in the water as well by the heroic great White quarterback Montana. Yet, throughout the narrative, and most particularly in its resolution, the Black man is cast in a way that he must be read as a gleeful fool, one, who in the end, is put in his place by his wife as she gains revenge in support of her team. While the ad is multivalent in its ironic casting of the attraction of fans to the sacred place of Super Bowl stardom, it remains unwavering about who is seen as naturally deserving of such worship, even by avid Black fans: White Super Bowl quarterbacks like Montana who have been systematically celebrated and valorized for their heroic sporting masculinity. In sum, in this comfortable narrative, the Black man remains a fool, worships a White hero, and is cut down to size by his wife.
Coda
The evidence presented in these case analyses of the advertising narratives used in Super Bowl commercials reliant on myths of heroic sporting masculinity in the guise of White quarterbacks is sobering. Viewed individually and collectively from the lenses of consumer culture theory, a dirt theory of narrative ethics, the mediasport interpellation, and critical race theory, seeing the invisibility and ex-nominated normed privilege of Whiteness and the White quarterback as the natural archetype for heroic sporting masculinity is unavoidable. Further, in all but one of the ads, the spot featuring the leadership longevity of Brett Favre, each narrative works to advance larger tendencies, as Hylton (2009, p. 65) has put it, of “rendering blackness visible and often the a priori object for debate where ‘race’ and ‘racism’ are concerned, whilst whiteness and the power that is privileged by it remain untheorised, unexamined and invisible.”
From the posture of consumer culture theory, we see the full embrace of marketplace ideologies built upon a quiet drawing of difference that facilitates coveting the identity and lifestyle ideals of Whiteness as valorized in mythic restatements of the White Super Bowl quarterbacks’ heroic sporting masculinity. Integrally related, the evidence concerning the play of “dirt” about race and heroic sporting masculinity, revealed in applying Wenner’s (2007) dirt theory of narrative ethics, is writ large. Particularly “dirty” formations are enabled by naturalizing a reading position that finds unproblematic characterizations such as Ronnie Lott’s unacknowledged and thankless role as Joe Montana’s forceful “protector,” to Deion Sanders’ lack of “smarts” and not working hard enough in adapting to new technology, to the Black defensive players’ realization that they “need help” from White hero to “save the day,” and to the foolish Black man who literally “loses his shirt,” in this instance one with a Montana “stigmata” stain, in a get-rich scheme that was undeserved.
The mediasport interpellation’s “hailing” dynamics are also clearly visible. As suggested above, the hailing of consumer identities is reliant on Whiteness as a backdrop. So too is the hailing of fan identities to “naturally” see fanship as fervent and the archetypal ideal of heroic sporting masculinity in the guise of the White Super Bowl quarterback as normed. And as is often the case in the promotional culture of sport, gender identities are hailed in predictable and compartmentalized ways. In these spaces, women are little seen. Their casting is peripheral and stereotypic, from the befuddled reporter questioning the White male scientist as authority about Bridgestone’s polymer technology, to a diminutive blonde cheerleader out of her element and the target of “unnecessary roughness” by Black NFL stars on a football playing field, to a vindictive wife who puts her foolish Black husband (and his fanship predilections) in his place. In contrast, men are hailed to a space where their gender is dominant, where heroic sporting masculinity is a given, so naturally featured and celebrated that it is ex-nominated, requiring no overt mention. Yet, this ex-nomination in the “hailing” of the conventional boundaries of a celebrated masculinity is made possible only by making Blackness visible and Whiteness invisible, chief articulations seen in critical race theory.
Serving to demystify understandings of race as a social and ideological construct, the case analyses featured here align with larger goals of critical race theory in challenging dominant ideologies around objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness, race neutrality and equal opportunity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). In surprisingly vivid ways, the deconstruction of these commodified narratives shows how they quietly and consistently contribute to “the passive reproduction of established practices, knowledge, and resources that make up the social conditions that marginalize ‘race’ logic and racialized processes as core factors in the way we manage and experience our sport and leisure” (Hylton, 2009, p. 23). Glaring is casting segregation that, almost without exception, lines up White offensive players on one side and Black defensive players on the other. In servicing a “comfortable” reading position, the Black man’s portrayal does not come off well. Collectively, the Black man is not allowed to speak directly to the viewer, typed for aggressive physical skills, prone to anger, mocked, shown to be the fool, “naturally” shown in service to the White quarterback, looks to the White quarterback to “save the day,” and is put in his place by his wife.
In contrast, a seemingly perpetual line-up of archetypal White blonde “All-American boy” quarterbacks are cheerful and friendly, speak comfortably directly to “imagined” readers, are quick to adapt to change, and maintain calm when they are, as expected, called in to “save the day.” Indeed, the characterized reader’s position assumes the “inevitability” of this, and the stereotype’s power is such that it can be seen, even in jest, as “holy” and worthy of being worshipped by Blacks and Whites alike. What is most disappointing is that the dirty importations that are relied upon in fashioning this genre of commodified heroic sporting masculinity are seemingly universal and unwavering. Indeed, not one narrative example could be found (from the broader sample of 25 Super Bowl hero genre commercials identified in this study) that was not reliant on the stereotype of the archetypal White blonde “All-American boy” quarterback. In this day and age, such dirty constancy seems to make this type of narrative particularly retrograde.
A chief goal of this study has been to reveal how Whiteness in the guise of heroic sporting masculinity is constructed, makes itself invisible, and comes to be a naturalized ex-nominated norm. While the results here suggest that Whiteness and a particularized form of heroic sporting masculinity are alive and well on the penultimate U.S. stage for commercial narratives, they remind us that revealing these embedded articulations of racialized cultural dynamics is only the first step in the abilities of critical race theory to make a difference and facilitate change. In embracing critical race theory, the next steps, in tandem with further documentation of the central tendencies of sport-referenced media narratives, will be to use evidence such as this in mounting effective challenges to received ideologies concerning race in a concerted effort to advance social justice.
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“I Hate Christian Laettner” and the Persistence of Hegemonic Masculinity
I have been teaching classes in the sociology of sport and, more specifically, social inequality and sport, for enough years to notice some very striking, albeit anecdotal, trends. In a sense, my courses are tailor-made to “push the buttons” of students. I take a topic that they typically feel very deep investment in and passion for—sport—and then subject it to unforgiving scrutiny through a range of theoretical lenses associated with justice and equity (race, gender, class, sexuality, etc.). Although I have received push-back from all of these standpoints in various ways, I have become increasingly struck by the fact that the most consistent antagonism emerges from our discussions of masculinity. My classes are usually filled with young men, and many of them strenuously object to the notion that the version of masculinity predicated on competitiveness, toughness, and domination that is so ubiquitous in the world of sport is problematic in any way. In fact, for many students, it is objectionable to even raise the possibility that this iteration of masculinity is deserving of critique. These pedagogical encounters have rendered me increasingly sensitive to issues of representation around masculinity and its reception.
For the last couple of years, my teaching has occurred at Duke University. This is a relevant fact because Duke as an institution and also a community is deeply invested in sport, notably basketball, particularly for a school that in other respects fancies itself to be an Ivy-peer. At Duke, many students literally live in tents for weeks in order to attend a single basketball game against their arch-rival, the University of North Carolina (UNC). Given this context, when I began teaching at Duke, I decided that it was worthwhile to place the new film “I Hate Christian Laettner” on the syllabus for my first-year course “Social Inequality and Sports.” Unsurprisingly, I have been informed by countless students about how excited they are to watch the film in class and, very often, how much they love it. Indeed, like most students at Duke, those in my class have already watched the film before we screen it. A very significant portion also chooses the film as the object of analysis for their final papers. All of this enthusiasm has raised the question for me about what ideas the film is disseminating with respect to masculinity and heteronormativity. In what follows, I argue, after a brief survey of literature on hegemonic and inclusive masculinities and heteronormativity, that “I Hate Christian Laettner” ultimately legitimizes and defends hegemonic masculinity as the appropriate mode of masculine identity in the realm of sporting culture. Further, although the film raises important questions about homophobia, it also reproduces heteronormativity as an integral component of masculine performance. The film’s popularity with fans and students alike suggests that even as more inclusive forms of masculinity have emerged within sporting cultures, a traditional version of masculinity governed by the logic of coercive entitlement remains seductively hegemonic.
Hegemonic, Inclusive, and Heteronormative Masculinities
Scholarship on masculinity owes a significant debt to R.W. Connell, who originated the concept of hegemonic masculinity. For Connell, “Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women” (1995, p. 77). Self-evidently, the concept of hegemonic masculinity is an attempt to account for the ways in which patriarchal domination is exercised through a privileged masculine subject position. Yet, equally essential to the concept is the emphasis on the question of hegemony à la Gramsci, which is to say that it is about structural power, not just individual dominance. It is important to understand that hegemonic masculinity was never conceptually intended to explain the most common form of masculinity; rather, it is the exemplary form of masculine gender performance and is thus better understood as normative (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Moreover, hegemonic masculinity, as a socially constructed form of dominant gender expression, is not static, for it is inessential. Thus, dominant modes of gender performance are subject to changing structural dynamics and representational mores. In her useful synthesis of the voluminous literature on hegemonic masculinity, English (2017) explains that hegemonic masculinity typically involves the domination and disparagement of marginalized forms of masculinity—particularly non-heterosexual and racialized forms—as well as women (and, I should certainly add, non-binary people). In fact, as Michael Messner explains, it is easier to think of hegemonic masculinity in terms of what it represents rather than who has it. He argues that it is best to think of “hegemonic masculinity as a symbolically displayed ‘exemplar’ of manhood” (2007, p. 463). Messner’s focus on the representational dimensions of hegemonic masculinity is echoed by Ricciardelli, Clow, and White (2010) who explain the range of characteristics associated with this dominant gender norm:Hegemonic masculinity is represented via discourses of appearances (e.g., strength and size), affects (e.g., work ethic and emotional strength), sexualities (e.g., homosexual vs. heterosexual), behaviors (e.g., violent and assertive), occupations (e.g., valuing career over family and house work) and dominations (e.g., subordination of women and children). (pp. 66–67)


In the context of sport, the mechanisms of hegemonic masculinity can perhaps most clearly be seen through the concept of coercive entitlement developed by Varda Burstyn (1999). She argues that hegemonic masculinity is governed by a logic inculcated through sporting cultures that men (the only legitimate athletes according to the essentialist understanding of gender she critiques) are entitled to rewards if they are able to dominate others. Since hegemonic masculinity is a contingent and relational subject position, it is always precarious and must be continually reproduced through displays of dominance, particularly over other men defined as weak (especially gay and effeminate men) and women. Moreover, because coercive entitlement is reinforced through years of conditioning in the culture of sport—something Burstyn (1999) describes as a culture pattern—it often manifests outside of the playing fields of sport in “regular life” precisely because athletes are not able to unlearn the muscle memory of this logic. If we are to understand hegemonic masculinity in representational terms, then, above all, it is important to remain cognizant of the way that depictions of masculine identity in the popular culture of sport legitimize and validate violent and dominant practices and behaviors.
The concept of hegemonic masculinity has, however, been challenged and problematized in significant ways. Eric Anderson (2005) found in his study of two cheerleading organizations—spaces he defines as feminized terrain—that alternative modes of masculine performance have become normative. Although hegemonic masculinity continues to flourish in “orthodox” spaces, an alternative “inclusive” masculinity has accrued cultural and social capital in different spaces, producing a new and competing normative form of gender identity. Anderson argues that we need to begin to account for the impact of this new mode of masculine gender identity in the context of sporting cultures. Anderson’s work on Inclusive Masculinity Theory has been influential upon a voluminous body of literature beyond his own continued research in the area (e.g., Borkowska, 2016; Cashmore & Cleland, 2012; Channon & Matthews, 2015; Dashper, 2012; Luisi, Luisi, & Geana, 2016; Scoats, 2017). In just one example of its application, Jarvis (2015) notes the participation of heterosexual men performing inclusive forms of masculinity in gay sports clubs. Yet, what he also acknowledges, and this may ultimately be a larger consideration than he allows, is the limited political intervention resulting from this example of inclusive masculinity because of the still-marginalized position of gay sports clubs within the larger cultural arena of masculine sport. This is a point that applies to inclusive masculinities in general, primarily because of the continued pervasiveness of heteronormativity as a feature of sporting culture that perpetuates the influence of hegemonic masculinity.
A number of theorists have understood heteronormativity in sport to be reflected in a hegemonic ethos of competition and normative gender expression that neatly coalesces with broader norms of hegemonic masculinity. Ahmed (2006) explains that heteronormativity is, like hegemonic masculinity, a process rather than an essential condition:
To become straight means not only that we have to turn toward the objects given to us by heterosexual culture but also that we must turn away from objects that take us off this line. The queer subject within straight culture hence deviates and is made socially present as a deviant. (p. 554)

One becomes normative by following the signs that instruct us that this is the appropriate way to act. To do so is not necessary—we can choose to act otherwise, but in doing so become coded as “deviant.” Wellard (2006) finds that heteronormativity in sport is so pervasive that even in a UK gay tennis club founded to provide respite from a homophobic sporting culture, heteronormativity is ultimately reproduced by members through an emphasis on competition and investment in traditional gender performance. His study suggests just how difficult it is to challenge heteronormativity in sporting culture and how difficult it is to engage in queer acts of resistance and difference without facing censure. Likewise, Lenskyj (2013) points to the pervasiveness of heteronormativity in the representation of sport. She argues that even where we see the formation of more inclusive masculinities, and attendant decline of homohysteria, the hypermasculine body remains fetishized as an object of desire. Indeed, heteronormativity in the realm of sport extends even to the academic literature itself: Carney and Chawansky (2016) have noted how sport and development research continues to be conducted through a heteronormative frame. While some recent literature suggests that heteronormativity has begun to decline in sport—a recent study on women’s college sport by Mann and Krane (2018) for instance—it is difficult to ignore the representational impact of the fact that so few athletes in US professional sport have been willing to disclose non-heterosexual identities. In fact, is it is especially striking that the most prominent athlete to have done so, National Basketball Association player Jason Collins, actually reproduced the logic of heteronormativity in a piece he wrote for The Players’ Tribune (2014, November 9) to explain his experiences as an openly gay athlete. In order to show that he was still accepted as just another teammate, Collins recounts mocking his teammate Andray Blatche for wearing a shirt that resembled a “blouse,” in effect censuring the legitimacy of non-heteronormative modes of dress and expression. Collins’ piece serves as a compelling testament to the fact that the decline in homohysteria in sport—marked by his inclusion on the team—is not inherently linked to a concomitant diminishment in heteronormativity.
Given the entrenchment of heteronormativity in sporting cultures, then, what might a less restrictive form of sexual and gender identity in the realm of sport actually look like? Linghede and Larsson (2017) explain that queer resistance and representation involves challenging the binaries inherent to heteronormativity (masculine/feminine, heterosexual/homosexual) in order to produce new possibilities that do not neatly fit within the dominant logic. In challenging the hierarchical and binary logic of hegemonic masculinity, inclusive masculinities create space for queer representation and resistance. Thus, the question of the extent to which representation in popular culture articulates a hegemonic or inclusive understanding of masculinity is critical for projects of liberation related to gender, sexuality, and sport.
Hegemonic Masculinity, Coercive Entitlement, and “I Hate Christian Laettner”
Before advancing to a discussion of “I Hate Christian Laettner,” a brief word on film and sport more generally is required. This particular documentary is situated within an increasingly popular genre that has received considerable attention in the scholarly literature for its impact on contemporary popular culture, particularly in the United States (Babington, 2014). It is not surprising that sport film is so popular in the United States given that it sits at the convergence of two of the nation’s predominant forms of popular culture. And, indeed, this popularity is reflected in the fact that more than 2800 documentaries about sport alone exist (Crosson, 2013). Sport films are in part notable for how they are framed through a documentary or verisimilar format that functions to naturalize power relations (Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb, 2011). Indeed, Crosson (2013) has read sport film through Gramsci and Barthes as a cultural form that legitimizes dominant ideas about the organization of power. It is no surprise that one of the primary forms of identity that has been naturalized through sport film is hegemonic masculinity. As Crosson puts it, “Contemporary mainstream sports film… has… played an important role in the maintenance of hegemonic White patriarchy” (p. 124). Kusz (2008) has offered an even more historically precise interpretation of the relationship between masculinity and sports film, suggesting that the proliferation of this cinematic genre in the post-2000 United States reflects masculine anxiety with the growing strength of feminist and anti-racist politics. From this standpoint, he suggests that sport film should be understood as a remasculization project to recuperate a hegemonic form of masculinity perceived to be under threat. Kusz’s insights around remasculinization are particularly salient in the context of “I Hate Christian Laettner,” as they provide context for a work of representation that reproduces the logic of hegemonic masculinity even as sporting cultures become more receptive to inclusive forms of masculinity.
Rory Karpf’s “I Hate Christian Laettner,” an installment of the ESPN documentary series 30 for 30, debuted on March 15, 2015. The documentary draws on interviews with Laettner and other celebrated figures in the world of college basketball in an attempt to explain why it is that former Duke University (and later National Basketball Association) star basketball player Christian Laettner became a widely loathed figure in US popular culture. The documentary links Laettner’s infamy to the general perception of Duke University as a site of white privilege as well as his almost absurd level of college basketball success, and the hypercompetitive way in which he played the game. “I Hate Christian Laettner” was widely viewed, airing in one of the two most coveted 30 for 30 slots of the year, after the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Tournament Selection Show (Koo, 2015, March 13). The documentary was seen by 2.319 million viewers on initial screening (Arkansas-Kentucky, 2015, March 17) and inspired 87,000 Tweets on the night it aired, which were seen by the fourth largest number of people of any show that aired that week (Bloom, 2015, March 17). Although “I hate Christian Laettner” is not an explicit meditation on his embodiment of masculinity—discussion of these elements of his persona is included in a section of the film entitled “Bullying”—the question of his gender performance is an underlying thread running throughout the film. Given the documentary’s extreme popularity, both anecdotally within my classroom, and, more significantly, in US society more broadly, as evidenced by the viewership figures cited above and its frequent inclusion in rankings of the top 30 for 30 and sport documentaries (e.g., Naturman et al., 2017, December 10), it seems logical to assume that the portrayal of masculinity in the film connects with many viewers today. While there are at times complex aspects to the portrayal of masculinity in the film, the overarching narrative reproduces the idea that a traditional form of hegemonic masculinity predicated on the principle of coercive entitlement is the most legitimate form of masculinity in the realm of sporting culture. If we view “I Hate Christian Laettner” as a semiotic system, it becomes clear what is normative and what is not. While Laettner may at times act in a manner that could even be called queer, the film nevertheless underlines the deviance of these acts, which ultimately are not framed as legitimate (or even plausible recollections of the past). Thus, even if we allow that a more inclusive version of masculinity permeates the film at moments, these instances are certainly still coded through a heteronormative frame, thus foreclosing any genuine alternative mode of gender performance or identity.
In analyzing the representation of masculinity in “I Hate Christian Laettner,” the question of framing is critical. Given that the film is structured around the assumption that Laettner is “hated,” one might assume that any behavior embodied by Laettner would be subject to critique from the film. That is to say, if the film underlines what is unlikeable about Laettner, and Laettner embodies hegemonic masculinity, it would be logical to assume that the film functions as a challenge to hegemonic masculinity. This is in fact not the case. The narrator of the film (Rob Lowe) begins with the ostensible premise of the film, “The world’s perception was that Christian had it all handed to him.” However, Laettner is then afforded the opportunity for an immediate rebuttal: “Perception is not reality.” This is again followed by another person saying emphatically, “I hated Christian Laettner.” The implication here from the start is that although the film is going to sketch out the reasons why Laettner was such a loathed athlete, these reasons were ultimately not well-founded. After the opening credits, the film sets the tone for how we should ultimately understand Laettner. Again, this is important, because it instructs how we should read the behaviors he engaged in that facilitated his accomplishments.
The logic that Laettner’s performance of masculinity was legitimate because of what he was able to accomplish is set out at the beginning of the film by a series of authoritative voices. Long-time famed ESPN commentator Dick Vitale says, “He is, without question, one of the greatest college players ever to play the game.” Legendary Duke University—and Team USA—head basketball coach Mike Krzyzewski (Coach K) adds: “His college career was storybook. Four Final Fours in a row? Two National Championships in a row? He was the guy. He was the catalyst.” Jay Bilas, a top ESPN basketball analyst chimes in: “There was basically nothing he couldn’t do on a basketball court. You think of the great shots in the history of the NCAA Tournament, dude’s got two of them.” Even Bobby Hurley, who we later learn was viciously bullied by Laettner in an exemplary display of hegemonic masculinity and coercive entitlement, defends his former teammate: “I’m not sure that I ever was around someone who had a combination of belief in themselves and such a strong desire to win.” Laettner himself then provides us with the ends justify the means philosophy that serves as the film’s fundamental message: “I would rather win a lot of basketball games and be very intense then be everyone’s best friend.” It is only after this extensive appeal to authority that viewers then hear a series of (considerably less esteemed) people talk about how/why Laettner was hated. But, Laettner’s own comment that the ends (winning) justified his means (hegemonic masculinity) is crucial, because, rather than dismissing his problematic qualities, it instead provides a legend through which to understand them. This helps frame the portrayal of hegemonic masculinity/heteronormativity in the film and ultimately codes Laettner’s as legitimate.
Before the film moves on to discuss masculinity without naming it in a section on “bullying”, we first hear about Laettner’s perceived privileges and, notably, the fact that he was in fact not as privileged as he was perceived to be because of the fact that he attended private schools in high school and college. In fact, Laettner was raised in a “lower-middle class” family in Buffalo. The real reason for his success—and, again, this is crucial because it frames the behavior and experiences we will witness in the later section—is his toughness. Gene Wojciechowski of ESPN says, “He grew up tough and so sports was simply an extension of that.” The essential point here is that Laettner’s toughness is associated with his athletic success and also his working-class upbringing. These associations legitimize the later behaviors as a necessary part of what it takes to succeed. His high school coach adds: “He had some things that were almost unteachable… a toughness, and not just a willingness, but a desire to make the players around him better. All those traits were there before I ever got him.” Thus, we are provided with a framework to understand the way that Laettner treated Bobby Hurley—the bullying. The coach, figured as a voice of authority, reveals that the treatment that Hurley perceived as abusive was in fact instrumental in transforming him into a better player (something ultimately proven by the championships they won).
It becomes clear as the film advances that Laettner is a model of hegemonic masculinity, particularly via coercive entitlement. He is consistently depicted as acting in an aggressive, even violent, manner toward opponents and teammates. However, the film also emphasizes that this is not gratuitous machismo: it is an instrumental part of his ability to consistently dominate and win. Coach K endorses Laettner’s masculine attributes in commentary he provides immediately after we see Laettner instigate a fight in a high school game by elbowing an opposing player after procuring a rebound: “He’s a little bit of a rebel and it helped him get his edge.” As footage of the fight resumes, followed by another shot of Laettner elbowing a different opponent in the same game, Coach K continues: “He was a little bit pesky and didn’t accept everything like he should, but man I fell in love with him.” Coach K’s assessment here echoes the cliché ‘boys will be boys.’ Indeed, he euphemistically refers to violent and aggressive play as being “pesky” and then provides the ultimate endorsement: Laettner’s edge is precisely what makes him beloved. Coach K again returns to the theme of the value of toughness when describing why Duke was defeated by University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV), in the 1990 National Championship game: “We did not have the toughness to deal with that great UNLV team and they just pounded us.” Of course, the clear meaning here is that toughness is a fundamental virtue. And Laettner, the film makes clear, was the epitome of toughness.
The extent to which Laettner exemplifies hegemonic masculinity becomes increasingly clear as the film advances. Speaking of opponent and all-time great Alonzo Mourning, Laettner says: “Just because he’s more physically-developed and maybe bigger and stronger than me, they think that he’s a better player? And I’ll never forget how batty that drove me.” The idea that Mourning might represent a more hegemonic version of masculinity was incompatible with Laettner’s self-image. However, precisely because hegemonic masculinity is precariously inessential, it must at all times be defended. Laettner thus felt compelled to dominate Mourning through competition in order to prove that he embodied a more robust masculinity if not physique. Footage of the game they played against each other in Laettner’s first year at Duke depicts Laettner physically overwhelming Mourning and then rejoicing while Mourning walks off the court dejectedly. The overall message here is that although Laettner may not have appeared to be as talismanic of hegemonic masculinity because of his relative slenderness and whiteness (compared to Mourning’s always-already hypermasculine blackness), underneath that veneer he was in fact more dominant. Again, we must remember that although Laettner was “hated” (perhaps for so successfully embodying masculinity?), the film endorses his exploits in its final accounting.
Burstyn (1999) explains that hegemonic masculinity and coercive entitlement are rehearsed through displays of dominance. One form of such displays is in the use of misogynistic or homophobic epithets. Rhetorical violence—and the threat of actual violence that looms behind it—functions to confirm masculine hierarchies and patriarchal hierarchies between genders. A critique of hegemonic masculinity must then always remain attentive to language usage and call attention to the ways in which violent speech acts reproduce gendered logics. Yet, “I Hate Christian Laettner” does just the opposite. In a description of trash talk from a game between Duke and the University of Michigan in 1991, former Michigan player Jimmy King recalls what Laettner said: “You ain’t shit [censored]. Fuck [censored] you. You’re a bitch. And it went back and forth.” It is notable that the film subtly legitimizes “bitch” as a form of disparagement while censoring other profanity. The implication is perhaps that “bitch” is a normal and appropriate way for men to impose their dominance verbally during athletic contests. Again, if Laettner is portrayed as a model of toughness, his high comfort level with gendered epithets is part of that performance of identity. The film thus demonstrates Laettner’s ability to dominate through linguistic patterns and tacitly accepts those patterns as appropriate for a man in the context of competitive sport.
The section of the film most essential for the propagation of ideas about masculinity is framed around the notion that Laettner is a “Bully.” It is, indeed, noteworthy that earlier sections of the film are entitled “Privilege” (i.e., class position) and “Whiteness,” while masculinity is submerged within the term “bullying.” While this on one level indicates that the film should not be read as an endorsement of the hypermasculine behavior engaged in by Laettner, if this is a critique it is rendered opaque by the oblique framing, which instead positions Laettner’s most extreme masculine excesses as exceptional or deviant, while still tacitly legitimizing hegemonic masculinity in sport more broadly through the consistent focus on the instrumental value of aggressive behaviors that lead to winning.
The film first depicts Laettner’s internalization of coercive entitlement in an interview from his college years. A reporter asks him, “Nice guys finish last, is that kind of the way you live?” Laettner is shown nodding, and saying, “Right,” as the question is posed. He then responds, “Well, that’s not my motto, but I think there’s some truth to it.” In fact, Laettner’s measured response undermines the film’s “bullying” frame, which suggests that this is a principle that he enthusiastically endorses. Instead, he suggests that this is a fact, “truth,” rather than an ideology, thus legitimizing the premise all the more. Again, we must always keep in mind that Laettner’s methods are ultimately justified by the overarching frame of his success on the court and the steadfast advocacy of him by Coach K.
The film then moves to a discussion by two former rival University of North Carolina graduates who describe Laettner as a “bully” because of his “dirty” play. Their hyperbolical critique, including references to the juvenile film Karate Kid, undermines their credibility to the extent that the reply that Laettner is afforded by the film actually reads as more rational and thus compelling, underlining its legitimacy: “I’m sorry if people think sports is, like, this goody-goody touchy-feely, you know, like, we’re sitting in church. It’s not. It’s competitiveness, it’s intensity, it’s passion. It’s people getting in each other’s face.” Laettner’s comparatively measured and reasoned response reads as a more accurate representation of sport, suggesting that the adult world understands that coercive entitlement via violence and domination are a part of life and sport, and are thus justified modes of behavior. The film then adds further credence to Laettner’s rebuttal through the authority of esteemed Duke professor Mark Anthony Neal, who explains, “We might look at some players and describe it as ‘gritty’, and if it’s a player that we don’t like, it’s not ‘gritty’, it’s ‘dirty’.” As he finishes this point, we see a clip of Laettner setting a hard screen and an opponent colliding with him and exclaiming in an aggrieved manner. For the basketball initiate—to whom the film is no doubt targeted—this visual speaks for Laettner’s case. Although the opponent, much like the UNC fans earlier, condemns Laettner for his behavior, it is in fact entirely legitimate within the rules of the game. This chain of associations suggests that if such a screen is the sort of behavior being described as “dirty,” then in fact this argument has not merit. Instead, the connotation here is that perhaps Laettner’s opponents, and the UNC fans, are suffering from a deficiency of masculinity. This is sour grapes at losing the game of coercive entitlement. The term “bullying” is reframed as the whiny rejoinder of the defeated, not an objective assessment of Laettner’s actions.
Perhaps the most important meditation on hegemonic masculinity in the film is the portion of the “Bullying” section devoted to Laettner’s relationship to his Duke teammates. Initially, the framing of this section appears to be a harsh indictment of Laettner as a bully. Yet, it becomes clear as this section of the film advances that we are meant to read Laettner’s tactics as justified. Laettner tells us: “Bobby was just easy to get under his skin, and as soon as I saw it and how easy I was able to get under his skin, it became like an infection where I just wanted to do it all the time.” Then former teammate Brian Davis adds, “You know, calling him Bart Simpson, saying he looked like Bart Simpson, that little cartoon mother-[censored].” Then, Laettner: “Where I come from, Buffalo, New York, sometimes we tease and joke around, and you gotta remember that Bobby was from one of the toughest parts of New Jersey, so if I said anything to him, his first thing would be like, [mimics outrage and profanity].” What Laettner is implying here through coded references to US geography is that his behavior is grounded in working-class culture, not simply mean-spiritedness. He also establishes Bobby as an equal, so that his actions are not predatory, but rather a function of speaking common parlance. Thus, his antagonisms, although exploited for humor by the film, are ultimately endorsed. This is clear in the following testimony from figures of authority. First, Coach K’s wife, Mickie, says, “He did it to get the best out of Bobby, but I also think he did it because he enjoyed it.” Although the last part of the sentence suggests a critique, this critique is minimized by the fact that she begins to smile. The humor implicit here is that ‘boys will be boys.’ Laettner’s antics are thus not worthy of censure, particularly since they helped produce a culture of masculine toughness and domination that led to championships. Coach K adds, “Like, taking the ball out of bounds, every once in a while, Christian wouldn’t throw it to him, he’d throw it where Bobby would have to come back for it. And, Bobby would look at him like, ‘what are you doing?’ And he was sending a message.” This is accompanied by footage of Laettner doing this and then berating Hurley. Again, the message here is that although this might at first read as obnoxious, it was in fact instrumental to team success.
Indeed, although this portion of the film is ostensibly a discussion of Laettner’s bullying behavior, this discussion is consistently undercut by jocularity, which in turn consistently excuses it through the logic that “boys will be boys.” So, Laettner says of one practice anecdote, “We were playing pick up ball and Bobby just zipped it as hard as he can right in my face and all I know is that when I open my eyes and they were watering, I saw Bobby Hurley sprinting out of the gym,” and then he laughs. Then Bobby says, “And I was not going to let him grab me because, you know, he outweighed me by like a hundred and fifty pounds, so…” and then he too laughs. The choice to explore this incident is important, because it suggests that Bobby himself was complicit in this masculine culture, undermining the bullying frame. Instead, they paint the picture of a larger culture of coercive entitlement—teammates vying against each other to prove their dominance—that drove Duke to success.
Laettner’s other famous teammate Grant Hill is less inclined to concede the necessity of Laettner’s behavior. Hill says, “So, always he was trying to provoke you, and a lot of times provoke you to fight.” This statement, a clear critique of an overzealous hypermasculinity, however, is accompanied by an image of the two players embracing, suggesting again that the fights Hill speaks of contribute to the formation of masculine camaraderie. In the same statement, Hill goes on to call Laettner, “a bully, I guess, for lack of a better word.” Yet, this is immediately succeeded by Coach K, who says: “Christian knew that he could not do it alone. And then when we got Grant, he tried to lift Grant’s status.” The implication is clear: Grant may be resentful—hence the “bully” comment—but in truth, with perspective, in fact Laettner was doing precisely what he needed to in order to get the best out of his teammate. Then Laettner adds, “Slapping Grant Hill on the back of the head, I was always challenging my teammates to be tougher and more passion, more intensity and one way to do that was to beat ’em up and slap ’em around a little bit.” This is the clearest and most direct statement of the ethos of hegemonic masculinity and coercive entitlement thus far in the film. Given the prior testimony of Hill, there is every reason for the viewer to feel empathy for Hill and disgust at Laettner’s cruel behavior. And, yet, by interjecting the ultimate voice of authority, Coach K, in between them, the film invites us to read Laettner’s expression of machismo as necessary and legitimate, framing Hill as bitter rather than justly aggrieved.
The exchange between Hill and Coach K continues, further cementing the case that Hill is unable to grasp the significance of hypermasculine behavior to team success. Hill says, “I don’t know if I ever played with a personality quite like Christian. One of the most difficult teammates to play with.” Again, this is immediately followed by a delegitimizing passage from Coach K: “He had things you couldn’t teach. What you could do was control him too much. And, I kind of gave him free reign. Christian could be a bully. It was part of passing the test. He knew that he could only win if others were good.” As he says this, we see shots of Hurley practicing. The clear overarching take-away here is that Laettner’s bullying behavior helped Duke win, and was thus justified. Bullying is recoded as testing manhood—part of the process of becoming a winner. And winning justifies everything. This is coercive entitlement. Laettner hammers this point home: “I would wrestle ‘em, fight ‘em, tease ‘em, just to get ‘em to be a little tougher because that’s what I learned growing up from my older brother.”
This brings us to the film’s discussion of how Laettner was socialized into hegemonic masculinity during his childhood. Burstyn (1999) draws on the culture pattern theory to suggest that contrary to many popular views about sports and violence which see sport as an outlet for innate human aggression, the repetition of violent and aggressive behavior in sport actually has a socializing function. The more athletes engage in violence, the more violence becomes conditioned as an instinctive response. The interaction of Christian Laettner and his older brother Chris is a perfect illustration of this idea. However, again, it is notable how the film frames this section of the film. Rather than figure it as a critique of hegemonic masculinity and violence, it instead injects humor in order to soften the impact of the violence that is depicted. We learn about how, as narrator Rob Lowe puts it, older brother Chris molded Christian into “his version of Frankenstein’s monster.” Then we hear Chris Laettner recount how he sought to form his younger brother into a model of coercive entitlement: “I was rough on him. I was very tough on him. I would mock him. I would taunt him. I would make fun of him.” We next see footage of the two boys playing football together as children. At one point, older Chris chastises younger Christian, causing him to squeal with indignation. This sequence is critical to the semiotic impact of the film. Chris provides a succinct rendition of the core logic of how hegemonic masculinity is socialized. One man—or aspiring man—attempts to dominate another. While, as the older brother, he succeeds during childhood, ultimately Laettner internalizes these lessons and seeks to dominate throughout his life in order to attain the power his brother once exercised over him. This is a sobering process to witness, but the film undercuts the seriousness of the occasion with the footage of Laettner squealing.
Having screened the film countless times in front of undergraduate students, many of them men, all of them enthusiastic about sports (the screenings occur in a class on “Social Inequality and Sports”), I can say that this moment always elicits laughter from the audience. The use of humor as a framing mechanism here dilutes this masculine identity formation of its violent elements, allowing viewers to more easily palate the rewards it instrumentally effectuates. This messaging continues, as Chris says, “To me it was just brotherly love. That’s what brothers do. I used to punch him in his muscle right here [he demonstrates on his own arm]. Bam. Just like that. Next day he’d be all black and blue. ‘You tell mom, I’m gonna hurt you even more’!” [He then guffaws] Humor undercuts the horror of this description and is then echoed by Laettner’s high school coach Jim Kramer: “If anyone made Christian play with the level of intensity he did, it is Christopher.” Again, the re-coding of masculine violence as “intensity” legitimizes it as a necessary element of athletic success.
ESPN columnist Gene Wojciechowski speaks further about the violent socialization of Laettner by his brother, but he too ultimately validates it because of its instrumental value: “He [Chris] sort of, in a way, might have taken the joy out of sports. But, in doing so, he made Christian tougher. He made him partly who he became, that hard ass. He funneled all that anger that really should have been directed at his brother, and instead he focused it all on Bobby Hurley.” After a brief interlude from Coach K, Wojciechowski continues, as footage of Laettner and Hurley seamlessly playing together and dominating on the basketball court plays, “Laettner pressed his buttons, Hurley responded. It translated into win after win after win.” This is followed by more footage of the players succeeding on the court synced with a soundtrack that blares upbeat rock music chanting, “There’s a fire burning.” Finally, we get Hurley himself: “Christian might be one of the few people that I’ve come across that wants to win on the court more than I did.” Laettner is then given the final word on his treatment of his teammates: “Can Bobby be tough enough? Because, we needed him. Teasing Bobby, and trying to get under his skin a little bit, made him pissed off, and if we were able to win because he’s playing pissed off, all the better for me, because I wanted to get to the Final Four again.” Lowe concludes the section: “a tormentor with a purpose.” Critically, although the film begins by calling Laettner a “bully” and suggesting that he was disliked by his teammates, it ultimately endorses his abrasive style and behavior because of its utility or “purpose.” In the world of high-performance sport as hegemonically conceived, winning is the final arbiter of right and wrong. The film makes a clear case that Laettner was validated according to these terms, which in turn invites us to consider whether his methods may in fact have been, not just justified, by worthy of emulation.
Moments from the 1991 National Championship game further reinforce the legitimacy of coercive entitlement. Former Kansas and current University of North Carolina coach Roy Williams says, “Christian, he liked being the bad guy, he liked the cockiness or the yelling at his own players. That competitiveness, I think, set him apart.” This is in comparison to his also exceptionally highly esteemed teammates Hurley and Hill. Williams’ point is that Laettner had a more profound impact on the outcome of the game precisely because of the qualities previously coded as bullying. In fact, it is exactly the qualities he embodies that most closely approximate the platonic ideal of hegemonic masculinity that Williams lauds Laettner for and that the film suggests are the reason for his success. Laettner concludes this argument by definitively explaining that the ends justify the means—the fundamental logic of coercive entitlement. Violence, aggression, even abuse, are tolerable if they lead to victory: “Teasing Bobby and slapping Grant Hill on the back of the head, everyone forgets about that. Winning cures all.” The film then demonstrates its endorsement of this claim by cutting immediately to a shot of Laettner celebrating winning the 1991 championship. Yet, this argument is extended further, when, after footage of the team celebrating, Laettner adds, “When I got up from the pile, the first person that jumped in my arms and hugged me and said they loved me was Bobby Hurley.” We then are shown images of the two embracing, substantiation for Laettner’s point, and crucially, above all, for the legitimacy of hegemonic masculinity and coercive entitlement. Wojciechowski caps it off with the ultimate praise of Laettner and his methods, crediting him with the creation of the most famous brand in US college basketball: “Duke became Duke that day.”
Shortly after, the film turns to his performance in the 1992 Elite Eight game against Kentucky in which he won the game on one of the most iconic buzzer-beating shots in the history of the NCAA Basketball Tournament. Given that the film celebrates this moment in precisely these terms, it is worth scrutinizing how the experts invited to speak on this momentous achievement explain Laettner’s accomplishment. Jay Bilas says, “That’s one of the iconic moments in sports history, and it’s not surprising, when you know the guy, that it was him.” Implicit in this is that the narrative constructed earlier about his aggression and competitiveness produced the person capable of making this shot. The film makes this explicit. Grant Hill says: “He didn’t fear failing. He wanted the ball in his hands.” Vulnerability, anxiety, self-reflection, all of these characteristics are associated with losing here. Instead, for Hill, Laettner succeeds because of his will to dominate. Hall of Fame coach Jim Calhoun continues: “One thing no one can ever take away from Christian, he seemed to be, in every aspect I’ve seen, one of the ultimate competitors. Big plays weren’t foreign to Christian Laettner.” Thus, Laettner’s rugged upbringing produced a hypercompetitive young man with a ferocious desire to dominate the other. He is characterized here as little other than the physical embodiment of coercive entitlement. One of his former opponents on that Kentucky team, Sean Woods, says, “What made him bad made him good. You know, most great players have an edge to them.” Through the example of Laettner, we see a larger argument here about the association between hegemonic masculinity, coercive entitlement, and athletic greatness. The argument of the film is that it is in a sense necessary to be “bad” like Laettner.
After framing Laettner as the epitome of athletic greatness, the film goes on to examine his image. Importantly, in the “Greatness” section, we have a constant emphasis upon his arrogance as one of the characteristics that gave him a competitive advantage. Thus, arrogance is framed as a virtue. This is significant as the film now shifts to discuss his attitude toward women, which echoes a similar element of arrogance. Burstyn notes that one of the important dimensions of coercive entitlement is that it is an ideology formed in the context of sport because of its instrumental value in that space; yet, it is a logic that athletes cannot divorce themselves from when they stop off the court/field/etc. Laettner exemplifies this, but the film’s juxtaposition of his relationship with women—defined by arrogance—with his competitive greatness—also defined by arrogance—legitimizes the former through the latter. So, when coach Doug Collins reveals an anecdote about his son’s recruiting visit to Duke with Laettner—“My son’s recruiting visit, he and Chris were walking around campus, then some girls walked up, Christian sort of after about five minutes sort of looked at his watch, he sort of looked at the girls, ‘time for you girls to move on now, you’ve had your five minutes with Christian Laettner’”—the behavior here is not coded as misogynistic, but rather the entitlement of athletic greatness.
Heteronormativity and Foreclosed Queer Potential
The most complex moments of the film pertain to the relationship between Christian Laettner and his teammate Brian Davis. The film engages with the popular discourse of the time that suggested there was some sort of sexual relationship between the two players. Given that this moment in the 1990s was a period of transition from homohysterical (Anderson, 2009) homophobia toward the more progressive climate we often see today—a period when the idea of being gay was often perceived as abhorrent, thus requiring disavowal—it is little wonder that this caused a great deal of tension and anxiety for those involved. And, indeed, Laettner’s behavior at the time seems to challenge at least some heteronormative constructs in a way that challenges some of the fundamental premises of hegemonic masculinity. However, it is important to understand how the film contextualizes these transgressive, verging on queer (Wellard, 2005), moments within a frame that re-enshrines heteronormativity, hegemonic masculinity, and, to some extent, homohysteria.
The film frames the incident through Gene Wojciechowski: “Brian Davis and him had this relationship. And, there became this rumor that Brian Davis and Christian Laettner were gay. And, it was fueled by this quote that Christian said…” and then the film cuts to Grant Hill, who continues, “In the article, Christian said, ‘the three things that right now are important to me are basketball, school, and Brian’.” Jay Bilas then goes on to suggest that within the team context, a sort of inclusive masculinity already existed at that time: “I don’t ever remember anybody stamping their feet up and down upset about it. I mean, Laettner, even, when they graduated, Laettner bought him a car, which, all of us kind of raised our eyebrows at.” Bilas’ intervention here is critical in establishing the film’s attitude to these events. Although it initially seems like he is dismissing the importance of the question altogether—what we might take as a response that challenges heteronormativity—he then goes on to say that the very people he claimed tolerated this dynamic in fact did question the nature of the relationship. The expression “raised our eyebrows” suggests the perception of deviance. Doug Collins then further adds to the evidence of Laettner’s potential transgression of homohysteria and heteronormativity, saying: “He might be walking around campus, he might reach down and hold his hand, or he might reach over and give him a hug, or whatever, and, you know, Christian is like, ‘okay, if that’s what you want to say, then go ahead and run with it’.” This is the moment in the film with by far the most potential to undercut hegemonic masculinity. The idea of Laettner as someone, at that time, who simply did not care how his sexuality was perceived contains profound potential an exemplary queer act.
Yet, in the very next instance, the film provides Brian Davis’ response: “We didn’t exactly go on tv and talk about some gay shit [censored], you know, when we twenty-one years old. I’m like, these mother-fuckers [censored] hate us.” This fairly brief interjection is actually worthy of considerable discussion. Contrary to Laettner’s apparent disinterest in making claims about his sexual orientation, Davis definitively dismisses the possibility. This is important not just as a question of fact, but because Davis’ use of profanity clearly signifies that he considers the idea that they may have been romantically involved to be profoundly disparaging, reflective of the sports culture of the time. Thus, speaking in 2015, Davis embodies not just heteronormativity, but homophobia in his unequivocal and disdainful rejection of the possibility of a sexual relationship—or, frankly, even affective intimacy—between two men. Indeed, Davis characterizes the insinuation of a homosexual relationship as evidence of profound hatred, as if this is the most offensive slur that “these mother-fuckers” could have directed at him and Laettner. The juxtaposition of Davis’ rebuttal directly after the discussion of Laettner’s transgressions against heteronormativity functions in the film to delegitimize and invalidate them, and, even, raise doubt about the possibility that they even happened. Instead, the viewer is left with the impression, given the violence of Davis’ emotional response evident in his simmering rage and profanity, that it continues to be dangerous to even tentatively transgress against the deeply heteronormative codes of hegemonic masculinity in high-performance sport.
Then, in case there is any lingering doubt about where Laettner himself stands on the issue, he addresses it in a way that undermines any claim that he may once have been consciously bucking heteronormative standards: “To be honest with you, it hurt and I didn’t like it, but the media makes a big deal of a lot of stuff that shouldn’t be made a big deal of. I just realized it was something that I couldn’t control, so, when you look in the mirror, you know the truth, and rumors that I was gay in 1992, that was shocking and not very socially-acceptable.” Although it initially appears earlier in Doug Collins’ comments that Laettner was deliberately flaunting norms around sexuality, here we can see that in fact he was simply trying to avoid a narrative he felt he could not control. This was a PR strategy, not a statement of politics or identity. Moreover, it is crucial to underline in these remarks that Laettner perceived the very notion of being seen as gay to be inherently “hurt”-ful. This implies that there is something fundamentally “bad” or “wrong” with being gay. That Laettner perceived this as disparaging is particularly noteworthy given that we have already seen in the film that he is and was completely unbothered by any claims that he is arrogant, obnoxious, bullying, and so on. Taken together, Davis and Laettner—and the film itself—collectively repudiate the legitimacy of non-heteronormative behaviors in sport, framing them instead as offensive. This is an attitude more in keeping with a homohysteric society than one with space for inclusive masculinities.
The repugnance with which Laettner viewed the implication that he might not be heterosexual is further evident in the film’s depiction of a game he played at Louisiana State University (LSU) in 1992 against a young Shaquille O’Neal. Jay Bilas describes the scene: “We’re playing down in Baton Rouge against LSU. You’ve got Shaquille O’Neal going against Laettner, so it was another, kind of, big game. The LSU crowd, they were doing, kind of, the tomahawk chop at Laettner, except, they were chanting, ‘homosexual’ at him.” We then see footage of the game where it is clear that the large crowd is indeed behaving as Bilas described. Then, the footage advances, and we see the crowd begin to chant, “Faggot! Faggot!” at him. The film does not focus on the discriminatory dimensions of this incredibly homohysteric environment—slightly earlier, we hear that such a milieu is simply the culture of the time. Instead, it emphasizes Laettner’s response, which is represented by footage of him viciously dunking over an LSU defender and then running back down the floor holding one finger in the air as a rebuke to the crowd. This is a testament to the legitimacy of hegemonic masculinity and coercive entitlement. When his sexuality, and thus masculinity, is called into question, Laettner responds by reasserting his dominance in a direct and willful attempt to expurgate the association of his name with the weakness connoted by homosexuality.
Championing Hegemonic Masculinity
The final narrative of the film is an ultimate ode to the instrumentality of the ideology of coercive entitlement to hegemonic masculinity and the competitive triumph so closely associated with it. We are taken to the last game of Laettner’s college career, the National Championship game against Michigan in 1992. Unlike the other montages of his athletic performance throughout the film, this one depicts him missing shot after shot. We are told by Coach K that he was “horrible,” “he was emotionally out.” This is notable given that the fuel for his success as represented in the film to this point is his competitive drive to win and dominate at all costs. Without that fire, we learn, he is not the same player. This in itself is evidently an argument for the importance of hegemonic masculinity in sport. However, the film pushes this case much further. We learn from Coach K that “At halftime of the game, the tables turned. Bobby gets on Christian.” Then it cuts to Bobby Hurley, who explains, “I was cursing at him and challenging him, ‘You gotta step up. You’re not here right now. Where are you?’ He was so close to his career ending that I felt he wasn’t finishing his career the way he should.” Laettner then adds, “Bobby was comfortable enough, or, he was resentful from all the times that I did it to him, that he felt the need to stand up and get down my throat a little bit.” This is the ultimate endorsement of coercive entitlement. Laettner’s years of training Bobby Hurley to be more violent, aggressive, and disparaging appear to have finally been internalized—just as the culture pattern theory would suggest—to the extent that Hurley now seeks to dominate Laettner in order to stimulate his own aggressive and competitive impulses.
As the film goes on to show, this hypermasculine antagonism has the desired effect, as it in turn triggers Laettner’s latent aggressive instincts. After hearing about what transpired at halftime, we begin to see footage of Laettner’s vastly improved second half performance. The transformation in his performance is endorsed by former Michigan player Jimmy King, who earlier in the film stated his deep disaffection for Laettner, when he admiringly concedes, “He wasn’t soft. He wasn’t soft at all.” This concession to his toughness, more than any praise for his skill, is a gesture of admiration from a fellow athlete. Laettner is respected because he was able to prove his dominant masculinity in the course of competition. Michigan’s Jalen Rose adds, “He wanted to really shut us up and put us in our place.” What the film is highlighting here is not athletic excellence or greatness. It is, above all, coercive entitlement. Even though this is the last game of his college career and an opportunity to win a consecutive National Championship, Rose tells us that Laettner is primarily motivated by a desire simply to dominate his opponent and re-impose his place at the top of the masculine hierarchy. This is the very definition of hegemonic masculinity and it is what the film chooses to showcase about his final game, in the process reproducing this logic for viewers.
Perhaps the most resounding endorsement of hegemonic masculinity as embodied by Christian Laettner offered by the film comes at the end, as it begins to speak more directly to the relationship between the legendary Coach K and Christian Laettner. Jay Bilas tells us, “Coach K’s had a special relationship with a bunch of players, this was different. Coach K got him in a way that none of the rest of us did.” Then, Mickie follows by saying, “There’ll never be another Christian Laettner in our lives and he, he means so much to us, not just because of what he accomplished with us, and for us, but because he brought out the best in Mike. He made Mike a much better Coach.” As she speaks, she appears to be on the verge of tears. There is much to unpack here. First, there is a subtle confirmation of gender norms—Mickie, a woman, becomes emotional (as we would expect her to) in accounting for the hypermasculine accomplishments of Laettner (the precise sort of accomplishments we would expect him to receive given his masculine engenderment). Further, there is an emphasis upon winning as the highest of all ends. Laettner is beloved by the Krzyzewskis because of “what he accomplished for us.” What matters is this end, not the means along the way. Moreover, although what Coach K learned from Laettner goes unstated, what we have seen in the film to date suggests that the lessons Laettner teaches (see Bobby Hurley) are lessons about how to dominate and humiliate in the name of athletic excellence. Mickie thus endorses these lessons as the greatest contribution any player has ever given to her husband. Indeed, paradoxically, Laettner’s paradigmatic hegemonic masculinity is most emphatically endorsed through a display of affective vulnerability by Coach K at an awards ceremony as he chokes back tears: “He’s given me everything a kid could give me and I want him to know that I have given you the same. And, it was the best. And, it was the best. And, I will fight for him because I love him.” The fact that Laettner causes Coach K to break down in this way testifies to how important he and his style of play were to the Coach. Likewise, it demonstrates, perhaps, precisely why Coach K had much to learn from his player. The connotation here is that he may never have won a championship before Laettner because he was previously unwilling to unleash the full forces of coercive entitlement and hypermasculine domination. After his experience with Laettner, perhaps the lesson he learned was that this was a necessary part of success in the arena of high-performance sport. This is a lesson that viewers of the film are likely to take away as well.
The final notes of the film confirm that Laettner and the behavior and version of masculinity that he embodies should be read in a favorable light. His mother tells us, “I don’t call athletes heroes. Athletes are playing a game and if they can, they play it well. That’s not what makes you proud. What makes you proud is if your children are honorable. I’m proud of Christian as a son and the love he gives us and his family. I’m proud of that.” His mother implies here that her child played honorably. Given that his play is an embodiment of coercive entitlement and hegemonic masculinity, this serves as a reassertion that these are the appropriate ways for men to play and act in the world of sport. Laettner echoes this messaging at the end of the film, telling us, “No part of me needs to be remembered as a great basketball player. I want to be known and remembered as a good husband and a good father,” as we see images of him sitting at a dinner table with his family highly suggestive of the (white) American dream. This final association leaves viewers with the impression that the functional American nuclear family is ultimately defined by traditional gender roles and norms, not least of which is the hypermasculine role of the patriarch.
Concluding Remarks
Scholars like Eric Anderson (2009) have convincingly argued that more inclusive forms of masculinity have increasingly become part of mainstream sporting cultures, challenging traditional hegemonic masculinity if not disrupting it altogether. What I have attempted to demonstrate in the forgoing analysis is that a more dominant form of masculinity predicated on violence and aggression continues to have significant currency. Although “I Hate Christian Laettner” depicts events from 20-plus years ago, I contend that the framing of those events in the recent film, and its popularity, suggest the continued influence of hegemonic masculinity. This is not to say that inclusive masculinities do not exist, but rather that we must not lose sight of the persistent appeal of coercive entitlement. The continued hegemony of this form of masculine identification is closely tied to the continued popularity of sports and the emphasis within the vast majority of sporting cultures upon winning. The focus on winning produces an instrumental approach to social relations—one that privileges domination above all else. This is the version of masculinity clearly depicted in “I Hate Christian Laettner.” While Laettner is framed as an unlikeable person, this does not detract from the fact that he is at the same time coded as an exemplary athlete. Laettner’s ruthlessness is ultimately characterized as the gold standard for masculine dominance in the realm of sport. Laettner is hated, yes, but only by the trail of dominated opponents (and teammates) he leaves in his wake. In this sense, “I Hate Christian Laettner” reveals the pitfalls of hegemonic masculinity even for the dominant: that status is always precarious and subject to contestation from the other men taught that they must vie for the preeminent position in order to be secure in their masculinity.
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Introduction
Contemporary sport cultures have become sites for new practices of masculinity (Anderson, 2014; Magrath, 2016). In this chapter, we explore what this might mean for men’s engagement with dance. Anglo-American cultures traditionally constructed dance as a feminine activity, thus devaluing it, and making men who danced vulnerable to homophobia. But the emergence of new practices of masculinity offers the possibilities for dance to be repositioned, particularly through technological developments that allow sharing online of a range of representations of men dancing. In this chapter, we examine such possibilities through an analysis of YouTube videos of men dancing to ‘Single Ladies’. The Single Ladies dance video was originally performed by the internationally renowned singer and dancer Beyoncé Knowles, and involved a highly choreographed female ‘empowered sexuality’ dance aligned with postfeminist sensibility. The video produced a string of copycat videos performed by a diverse cross section of men and uploaded to YouTube. These videos suggest men at play with masculinity, offering differing blends of pastiche, parody, and drag. Here, we explore the possibilities afforded in such dance for the temporary escape or subversion of restrictive and essentialist forms of masculinity, as well as how such destabilizing practices might be recuperated. In so doing, we offer an analysis of the complexities of contemporary masculinities that may occur through the medium of dance within the affordances of social media. To do so, we first provide a brief genealogy of masculinity and dance in the context of the United Kingdom, before outlining our theoretical framework and multimodal analysis of YouTube videos of men dancing to Single Ladies.
Masculinity in Sport, Dance, and the Internet
Sport has traditionally been a key site for boys and men to learn, perform, and demonstrate masculinity (Messner, 1992). Historically, for example, sport in the West was a ‘male preserve’ dominated by men (Dunning, 1986). Emerging from this cultural legacy, contemporary sport institutions and practices are typically based upon masculine hierarchies and competition, encouraging boys and men to develop an instrumentally rationalized relationship to their body, use it to dominate other men, and to conceptualize masculinity in sexist and homophobic terms as being ‘other’ to women, femininity, and homosexuality (Burstyn, 1999; Messner, 1992). In turn, televised representations of sport often present audiences with ‘a narrow portrait of masculinity’ built upon ‘bravery, risk taking, violence, bodily strength and heterosexuality’ (Messner, Dunbar, & Hunt, 2000, pp. 380, 392). But, while this narrative remains an important trope in public and private discourses of masculinity, it is not without competition.
In a range of ways, sports have also opened up new practices of masculinity. For example, for several decades now, a number of male sports stars have been leading embodiments of metrosexuality, legitimizing practices once associated with women and femininity, such as taking care of one’s appearance, being active consumers of fashion and beauty products, and appraising the look and style of other male bodies (Coad, 2008; Harris & Clayton, 2007). Indeed, discourses of masculinity have evolved to such an extent that metrosexual practices are now normalized among many youth cultures (see Morales, this collection). Other research highlights a more inclusive stance towards both women and gay men in sports. This research highlights the development of sex-integrated sport in producing positive, supportive, respectful, heterosocial relationships in sporting communities (Channon, Dashper, Fletcher, & Lake, 2016; Owen & De Martini Ugolotti, 2017), demonstrates the way some sports are inclusive towards gay men (Dashper, 2012), and documents an increase in the numbers of heterosexual men participating in gay sports clubs (Jarvis, 2015). Further, a small but growing number of high-profile male sports stars have ‘come out’ as gay and received considerable public support from their respective sporting communities and from selected media outlets (Cleland, Magrath, & Kian, 2018; Kian & Anderson, 2009; Kian, Anderson, & Shipka, 2015; Magrath, Cleland, & Anderson, 2017).
A range of studies also show new practices of masculinity in heterosexual men and boys participating in sport, whereby such men engage in historically feminized practices, homosocial physical tactility, emotional expression, and socially include gay peers. This work includes a study on men in an English university rugby squad (Anderson & McGuire, 2010), in U.S. university football teams (Adams, 2011); U.K. professional football academies (Magrath, 2016; Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015), and in Australian men’s contact sports (Murray & White, 2017). It also includes media representations in an Australian rugby league television show (Murray, White, Scoats, & Anderson, 2016), men’s online discussions in football forums (Cleland et al., 2018), and discussions in mixed martial arts fanzine websites (Channon & Matthews, 2015). In these studies, the need for men to distance themselves from homosexuality and femininity appears absent, and given the reoccurrence of these behaviours across a range of sporting contexts, this represents substantial empirical evidence that sport cultures, once a key site for training boys and men into traditional masculinities, have become sites for new practices of masculinity. Whilst a broad range of work demonstrates how sport now supports new forms of masculinity, little is known about how dance, a site historically defined in terms of femininity, might enable the performance of new masculinities. As such, dance offers a particularly interesting site of analysis due to long-held anxieties around the practice and performance of masculinities in dance.
Within Anglo-American cultures there have been various historical shifts in the associations between masculinity and dance (Adams, 2005). Yet since the mid-twentieth century dance has widely been viewed as a problematic arena for men and the performance of masculinity (Burt, 1995). This is due to a number of factors that coalesce to form a significant cultural problematizing of boys and men who dance.
First, many dance classes, institutions, and performances are populated by high numbers of girls and women and are therefore widely associated with femininity (Adams, 2005; Fisher & Shay, 2009). Second, dance requires people to use their bodies in expressive ways. This becomes problematic within Anglo-American societies when participation in sport functions acts as a key site through which boys and men may learn to ‘prioritize emotional restraint, rational thought and instrumental corporealities’ (Adams, 2005, p. 67). In contrast, from an early age, girls are typically encouraged to undertake more expressive and artistic pastimes, such as dance, singing, music, and theatre (Adams, 2005). Within this context of gender delineated embodied socialization, dance poses boys and men an additional threat to their masculinity, wherein they are asked to use their body as a medium for artistic and emotional expression and communication, when such practices are coded as feminine (Keyworth & Smith, 2003). Finally, dance requires the male body to be put on display and to become an object of the audiences’ appraising gaze. This heightened exposure of the male body challenges traditional constructions of masculinity by asking male dancers to attend to the appearance and aesthetics of their bodies, requiring them to offer up their body to audiences as a site for visual spectacle, beauty, and potential erotic pleasure (Adams, 2005). Such exposure of the male dancing body can also be problematic for male viewers. As Mulvey (1975/1999, p. 837) explains,The pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female… In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact….she holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire.

As the objects of an appraising gaze, male dancers thus take up a traditionally feminized position, and with a cultural link between femininity and homosexuality, this can lead to assumptions of effeminacy and homosexuality. While admitting to enjoying the spectacle of watching a male dancer can put male audience members at risk of having their admiration construed as a sign they are sexually interested in the male body/men and, within a homophobic society, problematically thought of as homosexual (Burt, 1995).
Taken together, dance’s multiple associations with normative constructions of femininity and homosexuality meant that over the last 50 years dance was devalued in relation to male dominated sports; presumptions about the effeminacy and sexuality of professional male dancers were widespread; and male dancers were vulnerable to homophobic responses (Adams, 2005; Burt, 1995).
Responding to these circumstances, dance companies, choreographers, and male dancers encouraged greater numbers of boys and men to engage with dance by actively trying to deflect the associations between femininity and homosexuality in male participation in dance (Adams, 2005; Gard, 2001, 2006). The most common approach was to promote dance by associating it with traditional masculinities, what Fisher (2009) refers to as ‘making dance macho’. This consisted of two interconnecting strategies to promote male dancers as ‘athletically masculine and resolutely heterosexual’ (Fisher, 2009, p. 33). The ‘athletically masculine’ strategy legitimates male participation in dance through a discourse of virtuosic athleticism (Adams, 2005; Fisher & Shay, 2009; Gard, 2001, 2006; Owen, 2014). Drawing parallels with the more assuredly masculine practice of sport, male dancers are promoted as supreme athletes, their outstanding physical prowess and mastery of dance made visible through their display of ‘bodily hardness…bare chiselled torsos’ and powerful gravity defying leaps and bounds (Adams, 2005, pp. 65, 76).
In contrast, the ‘resolutely heterosexual’ strategy involves erasing the sexual ambiguity and associations with homosexuality surrounding male dancers (Gard, 2001, 2006). For example, in mainstream dance films, dance is invariably repositioned as an appropriate masculine practice through explicit links with heterosexuality. See, for example, Tony in Saturday Night Fever (1977), Danny in Grease (1978), Ren in Footloose (1984), Johnny in Dirty Dancing (1987), Scott in Strictly Ballroom (1992), John in Shall We Dance (2004), and Pierre in Take the Lead (2006), each male protagonist is positioned as heterosexual and their participation in dance functions as a tool of seduction and a mechanism for attracting the girl.
Although ‘making dance macho’ aimed to increase men’s possibilities for taking up dance, these strategies neither defended or validated gay, camp or effeminate characteristics, but rejected their attribution to male dancers. In so doing, these strategies reproduced, rather than challenged, the discourses of masculinity that stigmatized male dance practice in the first place (Adams, 2005). Other research has, however, pointed to how participation in dance can enable male dancers to transgress established gender norms and cultivate more diverse, expressive, and inclusive masculinities (Christofidou, 2017; Gard, 2006; Owen & Riley, In press; Peterson & Anderson, 2012). For example, through her analysis of the backstage spaces of professional dance institutions in Scotland, Christofidou (2017) showed how dancers’ training and the process of creating dance provided opportunities for dancers to critically reflect on gender norms and engage in forms of ‘creative self-invention’ (p. 4). This work is currently limited, and while it suggests dance may now be a site for new masculinities, it also points to the complexities of new masculinities.
For example, Owen and Riley’s (In press) analysis of university Latin and Ballroom classes showed how the young men in these classes moved between a range of masculinities associated with the ‘machoisation of dance’ (e.g. dancing to show strength and virtuosity), more expressive masculinities (e.g. dedicated work on the body to produce sinewy movements), as well as developing new ways of performing heterosexual masculinity (e.g. as the Latin lover). This work suggests that men may be participating in historically feminized practices that both articulate more diverse, expressive masculinities and allow them to recuperate traditional masculinities.
A comparable example can be found in the analysis of TubeCrush, an online platform in the United Kingdom where straight women and gay men upload illicitly taken photographs of men they find attractive on the London train system. Analysing the images on TubeCrush, Evans and Riley (2017) argue that rather than see TubeCrush as an example of reverse sexism, the repeated images of white men who are muscular or in suits, suggest a recuperation of traditional ideas of masculinity within a complex, postfeminist digital culture. Such work points to the importance of analysis capable of exploring the complexities of contemporary masculinities, whether practised on or off line, as well as the importance of the digital space as a site where traditional masculinities are reproduced, and where more diverse masculinities may emerge (Light, 2013; Maloney, Roberts, & Caruso, 2018).
In the last decade, there has been a significant rise in the popularity and pervasiveness of social media, digital media, and mobile technologies (Light, 2013). These technologies impact on people’s everyday lives in profound ways, enabling them to build new relationships, communication, and connectivity with people in local and global communities, and providing digital platforms for sharing news, information, and multimedia. These technologies have also opened up new possibilities and challenges in the construction and representation of masculinities, and thus need to be incorporated in the theorizing of contemporary masculinities (Light, 2013).
Initial forays into this arena have explored how ‘networked masculinities’ (Light, 2013) and ‘online masculinities’ (Rodriguez & Hernandez, 2018) are (re)produced within digitally networked contexts, and how diverse cultures of masculinity compete with one another online (Ging, 2017). A prominent strand of research identified how new media and online spaces have amplified existing offline forms of gender and sexual prejudice in unprecedented ways. For example, in their study of a U.S. male college fraternity’s use of Instagram, Rodriguez and Hernandez (2018) show how ‘frat boys’ used the unpoliced and uncontested space of Instagram as a site to rally against feminism and political correctness, promoting a form of heterosexual masculinity that subordinated and objectified female college students. Similarly, Ging’s (2017) study of the ‘Manosphere’—a collection of blogs, forums, and websites focusing on issues of masculinity and men’s rights—illustrated how the technological affordances of Web 2.0 and social media, such as speed, anonymity, and social disembodiment, facilitated new ways of spreading antifeminist masculinity.
Alongside the reproduction and amplification of long-standing forms of prejudice, other scholars have highlighted how new media technologies also enable the circulation of a wider range of representations of masculinity emerging within different societies in a globalized world (Seidler, 2006). By engaging with these diverse, competing, and contradictory representations, boys and men are able to identify and experiment with masculinities that might not be available in their local communities. For example, Caruso and Roberts (2018) documented how men’s Body Positive cyber-communities provided spaces for a diverse range of men to contest misogynistic attitudes and articulate inclusive attitudes towards gay men, trans-masculine men, and men of colour. In turn, research by Potts (2015) and Maloney et al. (2018) analysed popular YouTube ‘vlogs’ that accompany multiplayer online video gaming, and research by Morris and Anderson (2015) analysed the vlogs of four of celebrity male vloggers from the same site. Focusing on the interactions between largely young, heterosexual men, these studies document affectionate forms of homosociality void of subordination and marginalization, the critical use of humour to satirize hypermasculinity, and camp-inflected performances that encouraged progressive conversations about the performance of gender and sexual identities. Taken together, these studies show how online spaces offer men the opportunity for cultivating a more diverse and egalitarian sense of masculinity, yet as the TubeCrush study demonstrates, representations of masculinity in online spaces may be complex. Below, we outline a theoretical framework for making sense of this complexity that draws on Inclusive Masculinity Theory and frameworks developed in relation to postfeminist sensibility.
Theoretical Framework
Inclusive Masculinity Theory (IMT) was proposed by Anderson (2009) as an explanatory framework for what he identified as a new form of masculinity—inclusive masculinity—which was characterized by a decline of homophobia and the associated fear of men’s femininity. Anderson contextualized the emergence of inclusive masculinity in declining industrialization, rising consumerism, new representations of male bodies in new and traditional media, and an increased cultural valuing of equality supported by legislation. This context, and in particular the decline of homophobia, meant that men and boys could be less concerned about performing heterosexual masculinities in opposition to homosexuality, giving them freedom to experiment with different forms of masculinity.
In IMT, inclusive masculinity is contrasted with ‘orthodox masculinity’. Men position themselves in line with orthodox masculinity by emphasizing their heterosexuality, distancing themselves from any connotations of homosexuality and femininity, and by participating in practices associated with homophobia. Orthodox masculinity is also linked to ‘homohysteria’, a concept Anderson introduced to highlight how, with an increasing social and cultural awareness that anyone can potentially be gay, the fear of being labelled homosexual may be more profound. IMT’s concept of ‘orthodox masculinity’ is based upon Connell’s (1995) concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’, wherein both conceptualize orthodox/hegemonic masculinity in terms of not being feminine or gay. Where IMT differs, and offers a radical alternative to Hegemonic Masculinity Theory, is in conceptualizing inclusive masculinity as a new form of masculinity that exists alongside, and in contrast to, orthodox masculinity, with neither holding a hegemonic position.
IMT
                
               has also been developed by exploring how, within inclusive settings, males can still privilege and maintain the boundaries of heterosexuality through subtle identity management techniques (McCormack, 2011, 2012; McCormack & Anderson, 2010). These techniques include heterosexual recuperation, which refers to a defensive performance of heterosexuality where men who identify as heterosexual transgress the constraints of orthodox masculinity, yet still actively present their masculinity in opposition to homosexuality; conquestial recuperation, where men sexually objectify women and boast about their heterosexual desires and conquests; and ironic recuperation, where men purposefully act gay, camp, or feminine in order to ‘prove’ they are straight. These actions are performed on the assumption that only the most confident and secure of heterosexuals will perform in this manner (McCormack, 2011, 2012; McCormack & Anderson, 2010).
Along with IMT, we also draw on Butler’s (1999, 2004) performativity theory. Whilst understandings of what constitutes performativity has shifted over the course of Butler’s publications, what we take from this work is the idea that gender is a form of performance, repeated in a person’s life so often that it comes to feel an essential part of oneself. Butler contends that all gender is parody, in the sense that the everyday performance of gender identity imitates historically and discursively constituted forms of masculinity or femininity, and is thus unstable in its construction. To illustrate this argument Butler used the example of drag; that is, the mastery of bodily acts and gestures coded as masculine and feminine that can be viewed as the imitation of an imitation, a parody of parody. As such, drag offers a critical commentary on and a potential break from normative understandings of sex and gender. From this position, drag does not eradicate gender binaries but rather shows that they are unstable and socially constructed, with femininity and masculinity containing the possibility to be parodied, imitated, or repeated through a stylization of the body. Butler noted, however, that drag is not inherently subversive or destabilizing, and within specific contexts can be rendered ambiguous, become deadened through repetition, and/or incorporated back into traditional gender discourses.
Performativity theory has been used to theorize women’s self-sexualized performances. In their theoretical framework of ‘technologies of sexiness’, Evans and Riley (e.g. Evans & Riley, 2014; Evans, Riley, & Shankar, 2010) conceptualize the complexities of women’s participation in self-sexualized performances as the practice of agency within particular limitations, since individuals may have agency but contained within a socio-historic discursive context not of their own making. They also note how self-sexualized performances understood as subverting dominant narratives may be appropriated back into dominant narratives by a fast-moving consumer culture. To illustrate, they give the example of the kiss between Madonna and Britney Spears at the 2003 MTV video music awards that was interpreted as reinstating heterosexuality even though it performed desire between two women.
In this chapter, we bring together IMT with performativity theory and Evans et al.’s technologies of sexiness framework to provide a theoretical framework able to engage with complexity in contemporary gender relations. From here, we contend dance has the potential to reveal the imitative and performative quality of gender, thus challenging restrictive discourses of orthodox masculinity which assert that men are naturally designed and destined to move and dance in different ways to women. But whether such performances work to open up new forms of masculinity or reinstate old ones requires a nuanced empirical analysis, which we offer below through our theoretically informed multimodal analysis of male Single Ladies copycat YouTube videos.
YouTube, Beyoncé, and the Single Ladies
A significant affordance of YouTube is that it allows users to upload and share parts of their daily life on the internet. This feature forms an aspect of ‘participatory culture’. The essence of participatory culture is to provide audiences the opportunity of moving from the passive role of consumer to the more active role of participant and author in cultural production (Jenkins, 2006, 2009). To make sense of this shift, it is important to acknowledge how, over the past century, cinema, radio, television, and newspapers organized media production into an industrial model. This model meant active contribution to cultural storytelling was restricted to expert elites. In contrast, participatory cultures of production offer a more open innovation network for harnessing the creative energies of a wider section of the population (Hartley, 2009). Thus, along with many other social media sites, YouTube no longer involves a unidirectional flow of information, but instead offers opportunities for increasing numbers of people to be active in creating, editing, and sharing digital materials. This greatly widens the pool of information and opinions available for consumption, and increases the number of opportunities to engage with new ideas, new web communities, and new social networks thus widening diversity and breadth of participation (Bench, 2010; Jenkins, 2006, 2009).
The production of YouTube videos and their contribution to participatory culture offers masculinity scholars a fascinating source of diverse and ever-expanding data to interrogate, and provides a potential hotbed for more diverse performances and representations of masculinity that may not be found within the confines of mainstream commercially driven media. Responding to this opportunity, we now examine a series of YouTube videos of male dancers performing copycat versions of the Single Ladies dance video originally performed by the internationally renowned singer and dancer Beyoncé Knowles. We initially identified these videos as a fascinating site of contemporary performances of masculinity as they appeared to offer a fundamental challenge to long-standing attempts to make dance macho (Fisher, 2009) and provided a means to explore the production of inclusive masculinities online.
Beyoncé Knowles is a hip-hop superstar. Holding such an influential position, social scientists and cultural commentators have been eager to analyse her images, performances, and body presentations, locating them as a site of intersecting discourse about ethnicity, gender, sexuality, commerce, and feminism (Durham, 2012; Griffin, 2011). Of particular relevance for this chapter is how Beyoncé engages in the performance of multiple femininities, wherein she is able to successfully shift between the performances of ‘respectable lady’ and ‘provocative bombshell’ (Durham, 2012; Griffin, 2011). Indeed, Beyoncé has at once been lauded for achieving success through the demonstration of business acumen, ambition, hard work, and virtuosic talent. At the same time, she has also constructed a marketing alter ego called ‘Sasha Fierce’ whom she embodies in hypersexual onstage performances where her curvaceous and voluptuous body (in particular her backside) is presented as a seductive commodity (Cashmore, 2010; Griffin, 2011).
Notably, these multiple femininities come together in her performance of the Single Ladies video where she engages in a highly choreographed dance routine that demands physical strength and power, demonstrates her sensual body movements, and allows her to sing about a form of empowered female sexuality aligned with postfeminist sensibility.	
                    Beyoncé—Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)
                  

	
                    http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​4m1EFMoRFvY&​feature=​list_​related&​playnext=​1&​list=​AVGxdCwVVULXeDd7​ydWg7mR6cPW2bA2G​-j
                  




The Single Ladies video was released in October 2008, posted on YouTube and quickly went ‘viral’, being viewed by hundreds of millions of people worldwide. The video was also heralded by the press as inciting the first major dance craze of the internet era, with a string of copycat dance videos being performed by diverse populations and uploaded to YouTube (Pullen, 2011). A number of these copycat dance videos also went viral, quickly gaining millions of views, with both the original and the various other versions being circulated online through various social media sites, while also being shown and commented on in numerous mainstream television shows, magazines, and newspapers (Bench, 2013).
Method
Data Collection
Through searching on YouTube, using the ‘view count’ as a filter, we identified nine of the most viewed Single Ladies copycat videos involving male dancers. At the time of writing, these videos have between 85,000 and 4.5 million views. We also included one video from the video sharing site Daily Motion that featured Justin Timberlake performing with Beyoncé and two other male dancers on the Saturday Night Live show. This video was chosen because it was presented on primetime U.S. television, had 1.3 million views, and thus is one of the most watched copycat performances, and this full version was not available on YouTube. The name, YouTube link, and number of views (as of January 2019) for each video included in our sample are listed in the table below.	 	Title
	Views
	Webpage

	1
	Single Man dance to SINGLE LADIES
	3.2 million
	
                            http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​SGemjUvafBw
                          

	2
	Beyoncé’s Single Ladies by Purple Haze
	3.3 million
	
                            https://​www.​youtube.​com/​watch?​v=​3UPGWvAzRJA
                          

	3
	Justin Timberlake Parodies Beyoncé
	1.3 million
	
                            http://​www.​dailymotion.​com/​video/​xbj73o_​justin-timberlake-parodies-beyonce_​music
                          

	4
	Cubby dances to Beyoncé Single Ladies
	4.5 million
	
                            http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​0_​lrKhmx2WU
                          

	5
	Beyoncé—Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It) African Remix African Remix
	2.1 million
	
                            http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​O4hTkRokQPY&​feature=​fvwrel
                          

	6
	Chocolate Chip Dancers—Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)
	85 thousand
	
                            http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​NR=​1&​v=​3FDrGFpA9T4
                          

	7
	Three Straight Guys—‘Single Ladies’
	195 thousand
	
                            http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​Bw49hfQzIEA&​feature=​related
                          

	8
	Single Ladies Birthday Present
	181 thousand
	
                            https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​N3zXFBjAVjQ
                          

	9
	All The Single Ladies Wedding Dance
	463 thousand
	
                            http://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​feature=​endscreen&​NR=​1&​v=​O4Nr7sBzxiA
                          

	10
	Best Single Ladies Dance Ever
	305 thousand
	
                            https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​lhRxkk2xoZs
                          




Analytic Strategy—Multimodal Analysis
The data from this chapter originally formed part of a larger study which identified shifts in the performance of masculinities in dance in the media across different historical periods. From a significant review of YouTube videos, the focus on this specific data set became salient since the copycat videos appeared to radically challenge orthodox masculinity, for example, through depicting men in tight clothing, high heel shoes, and accentuating highly sexualized body movements originally performed by a famously sexy female artist. The decision was therefore made to conduct a separate analysis of these videos using a theoretically informed multimodal analysis (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, 2006), whereby multimodal analysis was employed with attention paid to the multiple modes through which gender could be enacted and made meaningful in the videos. These modes included the dancers’ body movements; their level of dance ability; the extent to which they imitated or adapted the original choreography; the dancers’ clothing; the size, shape, and musculature of the dancers’ bodies; the age, ethnicity, and sexuality of the dancers; the local context in which the dance was performed; the production values of the video; and the presence and function of humour. Each video was assessed in terms of each mode, and with a theoretical lens informed by Inclusive Masculinity Theory, with a view to explore the enactment of orthodox and inclusive masculinities, their intersections, complexities in interpretations, and any potential for subversion and/or recuperation.
Analysis
Through our analysis of the ten videos of men dancing to the Single Ladies song, we identified a sense of playful masculinities running through each video. Play and playfulness can come in a variety of shapes and sizes, and this was certainly the case with these performances. To help make sense of the different styles of play on show, we found it useful to draw on the concepts of pastiche, parody, and drag. For those unfamiliar with these terms, pastiche involves ‘combin[ing] imitations without regard to formal wholeness or generic unity’. A text that pastiches can therefore be ‘hybridic and heterogeneous, mixing modes, genres or styles’ (Cohan, 2007, p. 547). Parody refers to artistic work that identifies a culturally established subject and ‘broadly mimics an author’s characteristic style (and holds it up to ridicule)’ (Zinkhan & Johnson, 1994, p. 2). And drag can be viewed as ‘an ironic commentary on how gender and sex are produced by the mastery of bodily acts and gestures that signify masculinity and femininity’ (Burkitt, 2008, p. 121).
In the majority of the copycat videos, what emerged was a mixture of these elements, that is, playful masculinities were enacted through differing blends of pastiche, parody, and drag. As an example, in the Chocolate Chip Dancers version (video 6) we see the hybrid and heterogeneous elements of pastiche, with highly edited clips of close ups, freeze frames, repeated frames, and a mixture of dance styles, blended with forms of parody, with parts of Beyoncé’s original choreography imitated in a juvenile, laddish, and slapstick style designed to be humorous.
In addition to the enactment of playful masculinities, we also found a continuum of dance styles from professional to dorky. The professional dancers performed technically proficient versions of the Single Ladies choreography that seemed to challenge orthodox masculinity, showing the ways men’s bodies could move in ways coded as feminine, and encouraging audiences to appraise the men’s bodies. We argue these forms of play acted as forces of innovation and creativity, whereby male dancers were able to temporarily escape, destabilize, and subvert restrictive and essentialist forms of orthodox masculinity, and experiment with new performances of inclusive masculinities. These Single Ladies dances therefore acted as a technology of subversion by enabling the production of new masculinities, yet embedded within existing discourses.
At the other end of the continuum was ‘dorky’ dancing (Young, 2007). These socially awkward performances and parodies challenged restrictive notions that dancers must demonstrate highly proficient levels of skill and technique, yet their implications in terms of performing orthodox and inclusive masculinities were mixed. The parodied forms of dorky dancing reinforced the idea that men could not proficiently dance like Beyoncé and looked funny trying. Positioning this form of hypersexual dance as only intelligible when performed by women, the parodied dorky dances maintained a strong delineation between men and women and their gendered performances. In turn, this linked the parodies with orthodox masculinity since the effect was to reproduce essentialist discourses of (embodied) masculinity and femininity. In contrast, sincere and authentic performances of dorky dancing opened up new forms of vulnerable masculinities that would traditionally be ridiculed. And seemingly without fear of being labelled feminine or gay, these performances provided examples of inclusive masculinity. Below, we offer more in-depth analysis of four examples that can be placed differently along the professional-dorky continuum, and which appear to open up or close down possibilities for inclusive masculinities.
The Single Man
In our sample of YouTube videos there were four versions that included highly skilled re-enactments of the movements, technique, and choreography from the original Single Ladies video: the ‘single man’ dance (video 1) where a man dances alone in his bedroom, the ‘purple haze’ (video 2) and ‘birthday present’ versions (video 8) where three men dance in a dance studio, and ‘the best single ladies dance’ (video 10) performed by a lone male dancer on stage in what seems akin to a college talent show. From these videos, the ‘single man’ video gained the most views and widest media coverage. It was uploaded only a few days after the official release of Beyoncé’s original dance video, and the performer—Shane Mercado—became something of a ‘YouTube celebrity’, re-performing the dance routine on the American talk show Ellen.
The ‘single man’ dance performance is located in a small bedroom, where the viewer is shown a male dancer wearing tight dance clothing (akin to pants and a crop top) that shows off his legs, arms, and chest, and makes the outline of his body clearly visible. As he dances to the Single Ladies soundtrack, he proficiently copies Beyoncé’s original choreography; we see his performing body roll up, down, and across his body; we see his hips grinding and gyrating, his pelvis thrusting, shoulders rolling, and his wrist cocked. He slaps his bottom, sensually rubs his body, and struts and prances around the room like a catwalk model. Throughout the performance, the dancer’s demeanour suggests he is proud to show off his skills and ability to dance in a way commonly held to be erotically and seductively feminine.
The male dancer is clearly masterful, a traditional marker of masculinity in dance (Fisher, 2009; Gard, 2006), yet here he is masterful of femininity. By demonstrating that a ‘single man’ can do what a woman can do, the performance shows that femininity is an embodied act that men can learn and perform. We therefore propose that this dance performance functions as a form of drag, implicitly revealing the imitative and performative quality of gender (Butler, 1999). As a result, the video destabilizes the essentialist assumptions and restrictive discourses of orthodox masculinity that assert men are naturally designed or destined to move and dance in different ways to women. In its place, masculinity is enacted not in opposition to femininity but through a creative and playful dialogue with it (Bench, 2013). Thus, despite not using discourses of its own making, the video opens up new, alternative, and more inclusive ways of moving, viewing, and thinking about the male body and performances of masculinity.
Cubby Dances to Single Ladies
At the other end of the dance continuum were performances of dorky dance (Young, 2007) that involve the celebration of socially awkward movement. The distribution of dorky dance videos via YouTube has worked in tandem with the emergence of webcam culture and the online practice of self-staging and self-stylization (Peters & Seier, 2009). This is evidenced in ‘Cubby dances to Single Ladies’ (video 4) where the male dancer has recorded himself dancing in the privacy of his own home, wearing a leotard that shows off his large body, and performing dance movements that would likely be considered embarrassing if performed in a public setting. Yet, in this private, self-staged context, we suggest, in line with Bench (2013), the male dancer is able to perform the dance in a manner that can be read as sincere, authentic, empowered, and unembarrassed.
Viewing the performance as sincere and authentic has multiple possible effects and implications. Cubby is drawing on an established cultural product (The Single Ladies dance), but can be seen to make it his own and repeat it in a manner that destabilizes orthodox masculinity. He enacts a form of dorky dance, but it is not a tongue-in-check parody but rather an authentic performance. Connecting dorky dance with authenticity means it is not a form of orthodox masculinity; it is not only women who can dance in this way (as in the Justin Timberlake example we discuss below). Instead, we have an example of work on the self, with Cubby using existing cultural practices to open up new forms of dance and masculinity. As such, through the representation of the dorky dance as sincere, it widens notions of who can dance, to include less proficient levels of dance skill, technique, and aesthetics. The video also offers a performance of masculinity that would traditionally be laughable. Cubby opens his vulnerabilities up to ridicule, and by inviting the audience to gaze upon his body, opens himself up to accusations of being like woman. And he does this seemingly without fear of being called gay, or at least not enough fear to stop him doing it. This makes the performance an example of inclusive masculinity (Anderson, 2009). It opens up new ways of doing masculinity that are not driven by fear of the feminine, and by association homosexuality. And so, rather than shore-up essentialist difference, it offers an alternative, a masculinity engaged in expressing itself through a medium associated with a woman.
African Remix
Whilst the examples above illustrate how playful methods of gender subversion can destabilize orthodox discourses of masculinity and open up opportunities for the practice of inclusive masculinities, this is not an automatic or inevitable outcome. Drawing on the ‘technologies of sexiness’ framework (Evans et al., 2010, 2014), we conceptualize men doing the Single Ladies dance as practices of agency constructed within particular limitations, contained within a socio-historic discursive context not of their own making. This approach encourages us to attend to how performances of gender that might appear as subverting orthodox masculinity may be re-appropriated within consumer culture and recuperated within orthodox masculinity. Below, we consider the professionally produced ‘African Remix’ (video 5) of the Single Ladies song as such an example.
The ‘African Remix’ video features the Naija Boyz, a group of African rappers who produce video remixes of famous contemporary songs. At the start of the video we see two young African men dressed in colourful, traditional, male African clothing that does not expose the shape of their bodies in any way. On hearing the Single Ladies music from behind a door, the two men assume a group of single ladies are present and recognize the potential opportunity to obtain a green card, that is, to attract and marry a woman who is a U.S. citizen to enable them to legally stay in the country. This joke reveals a series of complex power relations, wherein on one level it provides a postcolonial commentary on international power relations, in the sense that these men seek to enhance their economic prospects with access to the United States but cannot do so under their own volition. This highlights the assumed white, Anglo-American norm of masculinity underpinning IMT. It also highlights the importance of non-white and African ethnic identities for their potential to subvert orthodox masculinity (if orthodox masculinity is considered as a form of hegemonic masculinity, where white masculinities are higher on the masculine hierarchy than black masculinities). The performance also subverts historical Anglo-American anxieties around masculinity and dance that are not typically part of discourses of African masculinity. Indeed, within African contexts dance is often associated with traditional masculinities (Pakleppa, Assunção, & Cobra Mansa, 2013).
At the same time, the joke about attracting and marrying a female U.S. citizen also functions as a form of heterosexual recuperation (McCormack, 2011, 2012; McCormack & Anderson, 2010), establishing the heterosexual credentials of the two male dancers and easing any potential sexual ambiguity associated with their participation in a dance routine associated with hypersexual femininity. Heterosexual and conquestial recuperation are also evident in the subsequent scenes where the two male characters seek to exploit the single ladies for their own agenda and reinstate orthodox masculinity. As such, on seeing Beyoncé and the other female dancers, the two men mimic parts of the original choreography that have the least obvious associations with femininity, with intent to use their dance as a tool of seduction and a mechanism for attracting the women. They then sing a rap song outlining their appropriate status as potential husbands, highlighting their traditionally masculine credentials: fertility, money, and an ability to purchase an expensive wedding ring. Through this multi-genre pastiche, we therefore have a blurring of Anglo-American and African sensibilities, with its subversive potential evident through bringing visibility to racialized and ethnic identities that are not white Anglo-American. Yet, in relation to gender, a set of modes combine to recuperate the performance of a dance associated with women back into discourses of orthodox masculinity.
Saturday Night Live
Whilst the potentially transgressive effect of dorky dance means it is typically performed in private, self-staged contexts (Young, 2007), with the Single Ladies videos, dorky dancing also seeped into mainstream media productions, such as the U.S. late-night television variety show Saturday Night Live (video 3). Here, the famous pop star and actor Justin Timberlake and two other male dancers dance alongside Beyoncé in a dance performance that parodies the original music video. The three male dancers are adorned in the feminized apparel of high heel shoes and high-cut leotards, and throughout the video act in a manner that caricatures and exaggerates effeminate behaviour. The performance is clearly meant to be understood as a joke (eliciting significant laughter from the audience) and allows the video to build on previous subversive versions of the copycat videos, this time enabling a mainstream pop star to join in the playfulness. The performance is a celebration of dorky dancing, with the male dancers’ poor performance taking centre stage, repeatedly undermining Beyoncé’s professional approach, positioning Beyoncé as the butt of the joke, and leaving the male dancers unfazed by their antics, stupidity, and trouble making. This leads to a final ‘bust-up’ where Beyoncé refuses to continue, only to be persuaded to accept the situation and happily bow down to the male dancers’ level of dorky dancing.
With the male dancers dressing-up and dancing like women, the mix of parody and drag may allow this video to be read as a radical, ‘brave’ and highly subversive performance. Moreover, the performance could be read as example of inclusive masculinity, whereby the male dancers are able to step out of their everyday gender rituals to temporarily observe a different set of rules and formulate new performative possibilities. However, we argue that this video fails to enact its radical potential because it reinforces gender essentialism. Throughout the dorky dance performance, the three men fail to complete the dance moves with skill, and it is this failure that elicits laughter. This is despite Justin Timberlake being a professional, highly skilled dancer who could very likely perform the choreography proficiently (indeed, we do see a few short glimpses of his proficient performance). Thus, through dorky dancing, the male dancers demonstrate their (deliberate) inability to perform femininity. Those men are attempting something a woman does is held up to ridicule and both their dance performance and their performance of femininity become abject, comedic failures.
The failed performance of dance and femininity work to re-appropriate orthodox masculinity through a form of ironic recuperation by suggesting that only women can perform the dance well. As Beyoncé asserts, ‘I’m just a little bit confused. This song is called Single Ladies, so I imagined the dancers would be strong, beautiful women’. Moreover, we argue the male dancers’ humorous failure at drag femininity recuperates orthodox masculinity by enabling them to ‘compensate for performing feminine codes’ (Bench, 2013, p. 144), helps them ‘re-stabilize their “non-drag” identities’ (Bridges, 2010, p. 18), and reinstates the distinction between men and women that was blurred by the other subversive copycat versions analysed previously. Ultimately, then, in mainstream ‘liberal’ television culture where inclusive masculinity is valued, this example offers a blurring between inclusive masculinity and orthodox masculinity, wherein the performers can be read as apparently inclusive, yet work subtlety through ironic recuperation to show they are orthodox.
Discussion
In this chapter, we identified the Single Ladies copycat YouTube dance videos as an informative site for the analysis of performances of contemporary masculinities, and to consider what this might tell us about emerging, new masculinities in a complex, digitally mediated cultural context. Our findings point to an increasing visibility and celebration of male dancers who enjoy performing in an effeminate or camp manner; the proliferation of playful masculinities as enacted through differing blends of pastiche, parody, and drag; and the subsequent challenge of making sense of these complex representations of gender, in terms of their ability to support the performance of more inclusive and expressive masculinities, and/or to be recuperated back into orthodox discourses of masculinity.
Our analysis highlights the usefulness of considering distinctions between masculinities that orient towards or away from femininity and homosexuality. Indeed, we suggest this analytical approach will be of continued use if we are to take seriously the goal offered by dance historian, Mary-Louise Adams (2005, p. 84):When being likened to a girl or a woman is a pleasure and not a shame, it will be okay for boys to take dance classes. When it is okay for men to be gay, to look gay and act gay (whatever that might mean)—in dance and elsewhere—men’s dancing will have made it.

Our analysis suggests the performance of playful masculinities in the Single Ladies videos have taken small but meaningful steps towards supporting this important goal. Indeed, through our analysis of the Shane Mercado and Cubby dance videos we demonstrated how playfulness, in the form of drag and authentic dorky dance, can act as a force of innovation and creativity, allowing the male dancers to temporarily escape, destabilize, and subvert restrictive and essentialist forms of orthodox masculinity; blur the supposed boundaries between masculinity and femininity; and experiment with new and more diverse performances of inclusive masculinities.
Our analysis also contributes to the development of Inclusive Masculinity Theory by shining a light on men’s relationships with performances of femininity. Thus far, the central focus of inclusive masculinity research has been to analyse homosocial relationships, with boys’ and men’s relationships with women and femininity explored in a limited way, primarily in terms of their aversion to femininity because of its association with looking or being gay (Dashper, 2012). Building on Adams’ (2005) argument above, we recommend an alternative approach, that to promote both dance and inclusive masculinities to boys and men, it is equally important to consider males’ relationships to females and femininity, as it is their relationships to other males and homosexuality. Through our analysis of how men interacted with Beyoncé’s Single Ladies dance, we have engaged in this process, exploring how men’s engagement with femininity and practices associated with women can support the performance of inclusive masculinities, whilst also enabling the recuperation of orthodox masculinities.
We also acknowledge the benefit of Evans et al.’s (2010, 2014) concept of ‘technologies of sexiness’ for helping to explore how playful masculinities do not always open up opportunities for more inclusive masculinities, but can also work to recuperate orthodox masculinities. This was demonstrated in the Single Ladies copycat videos whereby the dancers used aspects of the dance in order to articulate orthodox masculinities (e.g. African Remix) or reinforce essentialist gender differences by presenting men as incapable of successfully performing femininity or offering any alternative to orthodox masculinities (e.g. Saturday Night Live). These two cases demonstrate the power of the media industry to appropriate subversive gender performances into the service of supporting orthodox masculinities and traditional gender roles. In so doing, they show the complexities of contemporary mediated gender relations, and the importance of a nuanced analysis that can explore the way power may be recuperated through apparently subversive practices.
This chapter points to the importance of research into new and potentially innovative performances of masculinities on YouTube and how these spill over into traditional media formats. As such, YouTube is at the forefront of a complex and fast-moving consumerist, technologically innovative and participatory culture. It therefore offers a dynamic site for the representation of contemporary masculinities, including possibilities for the radical destabilizing and multiplying of masculinities. Attending to this key media site can help us further develop ways to document, explore, and theorize emerging masculinities.
YouTube’s sheer popularity and global reach also attest to it key role as a purveyor of contemporary multimedia information, communication, and knowledge about masculinities. This was realized in the current study with the dance videos being viewed by millions of people, who will include non-traditional dance audiences who do not attend live dance shows yet enjoy dance in popular media contexts (Bench, 2010). The popularity of YouTube videos also provides an astounding opportunity for a ‘trickle-down effect’ on viewers who engage in the participatory culture of social media (Potts, 2015). In this case, the various forms of gender play on display, with male dancers integrating feminine, effeminate, and camp performances into their self-presentations online, provide valuable cultural resources for viewers to draw on, remix, and use in their own lives. Indeed, since the Single Ladies copycat phenomena, other videos that would fit at the intersections of our ‘professional’ and ‘playful’ categories have created further visibility of new dancing masculinities. For example, an impeccable performance of Beyoncé-inspired choreographed dancing to a medley of Beyoncé and Destiny’s Child songs by three male dancers wearing casual dance clothes and high heels received 42.5 million views on YouTube (see Appendix). This popularity no doubt informed the decision for a series of Money Supermarket ‘Epic’ U.K. television advertisements (2015–2018) that include a businessman wearing high heel shoes and tight-fitting jeans shorts, dancing, and strutting down the street in ways that extenuate his buttocks; a male builder pole dancing around a construction site in a feminine manner; two hypermasculine cartoon characters—He-Man and Skeletor—dance together, performing the ‘Dirty Dancing’ routine originally choreographed as a male-female courtship dance; and a group of male Action Man figures dance along to CeCe Peniston’s ‘Finally’, whilst performing exaggerated ‘camp’ gestures reminiscent of the Village People’s YMCA dance video, both of which are renowned for their connections to the Gay Pride movement.
In turn, it is important to remember that the potential meanings and effects of these representations of playful masculinities are in part dependent on the ways in which they are read by others. For audiences to make sense of the videos as innovative performances of inclusive masculinities and/or recuperation back into orthodox masculinity would involve ‘interpretation and meaning making in the context of [their] interactions with others, and hence it would require negotiation or contestation over definitions of the situation’ (Brickell, 2005, p. 35). This contestation of meaning could be explored through audience reception studies, such as focus groups with YouTube viewers or the analysis of the YouTube comments sections that accompanying the videos. Analysis of first-person accounts of those who make such videos is also needed.
Much has been written on recent trends towards the re-traditionalization and ‘machosim’ of contemporary (gender) politics. Adding to this, is our analysis of the Saturday Night Single Ladies video, which offers another example of recuperation of power and reduced ways of doing masculinity in line with accounts in the ‘crisis of masculinity’ literature (Evans & Riley, 2017). However, such recuperations of power are happening precisely because of increased opportunities to represent and live out new ways of doing masculinity. Our other case studies, including the African Remix, offer such examples. In these, what we find are a variety of performances of masculinity that speak to wider ways of knowing and being. Whether postcolonial perspectives, personal ‘bedroom’ dances that once could not have been shared, or polished performances that celebrate the male body as visual spectacle, we show the importance of participatory culture in widening representations of masculinity.
Appendix

                	YANIS MARSHALL CHOREOGRAPHY. MUSIC BY BEYONCE. FEAT ARNAUD & MEHDI. STUDIO68 LONDON #BGT REHEARSAL [42.5 million views] https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​kc17H68IKMs




                	Money Supermarket—Epic Strut

	
                      https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​kUrsvegCkEc
                    




                	Money Supermarket—Pole Dancer

	
                      https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​jye8QUnjG10
                    




                	Money Supermarket—He-Man and Skeletor

	
                      https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​-PgTjhx1VLw
                    




                	Money Supermarket—Action Man

	
                      https://​www.​YouTube.​com/​watch?​v=​PmSZX2kvfYc
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On September 5, 2015, John Feitelberg from 
                barstoolsports.com
               tweeted out a picture of a ‘Make America Great Again’ trucker hat nestled in Tom Brady’s locker. The red hat was the signature accoutrement worn by ardent supporters of Donald Trump’s campaign to become the 45th president of the United States. The caption on Feitelberg’s tweet read: ‘Tom wants to make America great again.’ The ‘M.A.G.A.’ hat in his locker, as well as Feitelberg’s tweet, suggested that Brady might be a die-hard Trump supporter himself. A week later, Brady was asked if he hoped Trump would win the 2016 presidential campaign. ‘I hope so,’ Brady responded, ‘That would be great. There’d be a putting green on the White House lawn, I’m sure of that’ (Kalaf, 2015).
On September 10, 2015, the American sports apparel company, Under Armour, debuted a commercial—only 30 seconds in length—that cast Brady in a rather peculiar light. On one level, Brady was portrayed through prosaic signs associated with American myths of meritocracy and individualism commonly used in sporting adverts. But these codes were combined with some other more disturbing ones—a black and red color scheme, militaristic sounds, and an army of simulated Bradys executing quarterback training in a military formation. These Bradys were adorned in athletic gear with the stars and stripes of ‘Old Glory’ intermixed with military camouflage. In short, the commercial was subtly constituted through a visual aesthetic that would not seem out of place in Leni Reifenstahl’s infamous Nazi propaganda film, Triumph des willens. That Under Armour would represent Brady through such militarized and nationalistic signs is, on one hand, not surprising considering the way the company has used symbols of American patriotism and nationalism to try to garner a greater share of the sports apparel market in post-9/11 America (Weedon, 2012). Yet, this militaristic and nationalistic coding of Brady does beg questions when compared with how he is typically portrayed in promotional culture, either as an everyman in workout gear or, more frequently, as an unapologetic, deserving member of an overwhelmingly white upper-class elite.
Three months later, on December 8, Deadspin offered US$100 to the first reporter who asked Brady ‘if [he] still thinks it would “be great” if Trump became president, despite the unvarnished bigotry of his plan to ban all Muslims from the country, and if not, why not’ (Petchesky, 2015). Deadspin’s offer put public pressure on Brady to explain his relationship with Trump. It came as Trump was making a habit of blatantly and unapologetically using xenophobic and nativist rhetoric on the campaign trail, even though most mainstream news media failed to name it as such. Anthropologist Jeff Maskovsky has subsequently described Trump’s campaign rhetoric and antics as ‘a new form of racial politics…white nationalist postracialism’ (2017, p. 434). According to Maskovsky, Trump’s white nationalist postracialism ‘is a paradoxical politics of twenty-first-century white racial resentment. Its proponents seek to do two contradictory things: to reclaim the nation for white Americans while also denying an ideological investment in white supremacy’ (p. 434). Deadspin’s provocative offer implicated most mainstream sports media as complicit in enabling the normalization of the ideas that underpin Trump’s white nationalist postracialism by not pressing Brady to clarify his relationship with his self-professed ‘friend’ who was espousing such divisive rhetoric.
A week later, Brady offered a reluctant response about his relationship with Trump on a Boston sports-talk radio morning show:Can I just stay out of this debate?…Donald is a good friend of mine. I have known him for a long time. I support all my friends. That is what I have to say. He’s a good friend of mine. He’s always been so supportive of me—for the last 15 years, since I judged a beauty pageant for him, which was one of the very first things that I did that I thought was really cool. That came along with winning the Super Bowl. He’s always invited me to play golf. I’ve always enjoyed his company. I support all my friends in everything they do. I think it’s pretty remarkable what he’s achieved in his life. You’re going from business, kind of an incredible businessman and then a TV star, and then getting into politics. It’s a pretty different career path. I think that is pretty remarkable. (Magary, 2015)

In framing his support for Trump as nothing more or less than what he gives to all of his friends, Brady unknowingly revealed some key details not only about the origin of their relationship (invited to be a judge at a Trump-owned beauty pageant) and the activities through which they have forged their bond (in the economic elite and homosocial space of golf), but about how he sees and makes sense of Trump (not through an antiracist lens as a man unabashedly using xenophobia, nativism, and racial scapegoating to try to become president, but rather from a white patriarchal frame that assumes the innocence of the homosocial bonds of elite white men, and perceives Trump as an amazing businessman, television star, and remarkable success story worthy of the American public’s admiration).
Deadspin’s US$100 offer not only exposed the institutionalized pass the media had given Brady on his relationship with Trump, but it raises a number of questions: How can Brady and Trump’s relationship and performance of white masculinity—specifically, the media’s treatment of it—be theorized as a facet of Maskovsky’s white nationalist postracialism, especially in light of Under Armour’s unorthodox representation of Brady? And, what can a critical discursive analysis of media representations of Brady and his relationship with Trump tell us about the specific ways that white masculinity is being re-coded and re-centered in post-Obama American culture?
In the midst of Trump’s unexpected success with Republican voters beginning in the fall of 2015 and continuing through the election in November 2016, these lingering questions led me to take a scholarly detour in my work to try to make sense of the cultural politics of media (and self-) representations of Tom Brady, especially within the context of Trump’s surprising rise, Brady’s refusal to disavow his relationship with Trump, and both of their performances of white masculinity. This deviation has resulted in several studies: illuminating how Trump used white sportsmen as racial dog-whistles to advance his politics during the 2016 campaign (Kusz, 2016a); interpreting the racial, gender, and class meanings of the Brady-Trump relationship (Kusz, 2016b); excavating the racial, nationalistic, and militaristic meanings of Under Armour’s ‘Rule Yourself’ commercial representation of Brady (Kusz, 2017a); identifying Trump’s political uses of sport (Oates & Kusz, forthcoming); and investigating the resonances between the performances of white masculinity by Trump, alt-right figures like Richard Spencer and Gavin McInnes, and Brady (Kusz, 2018).
In this chapter, I want to illuminate the patterned ways Brady has been represented in a variety of cultural sites—advertisements, media stories, social media, sport and lifestyle internet sites, sport documentaries, and even cameos in film and television—to unpack the complex racial, gender, and class meanings that have been articulated with Brady’s body and his performances of white masculinity in the context of a backlash against the Obama presidency and the birth of what Pascoe (2017) has called: ‘Trumpism,’ a particular racialized gender formation that has coalesced since the beginning of his presidential run in 2015.
On Analyzing White Masculinities
My work is informed by, and seeks to contribute to, a broader line of discursive analyses of white masculinities that have appeared in American popular culture since the late 1980s (Carroll, 2011; Ducat, 2005; Faludi, 1999; Fleras & Dixon, 2011; Gill, 2014; Greven, 2002; Hunter, 2003; Jeffords, 1994; Messner, 2007; Osgerby, 2001; Pfeil, 1995; Robinson, 2005; Savran, 1998). These studies illuminate the shifting meanings articulated to various white masculinities across American popular and media culture within specific historical moments. They also interrogate the ways mediated white masculinities articulate with broader cultural politics and social movements. Following from this work, this study is premised on the idea that media representations of sport stars play an often overlooked constitutive role in making particular cultural performances and ideas, political discourses, and social relations over others in particular social formations (Andrews & Jackson, 2001; Dyer, 1998).
My analysis of the articulations between Tom Brady’s white masculinity and the racial, gender, and nationalist politics of the Trump era also seeks to add to the robust research in sport studies that interrogates the role that sport cultures, texts, and performances play in broader cultural politics and social struggles (Anderson, 2009; Andrews, 1996; Butterworth, 2013; Carrington, 1998, 2010; Cosgrove & Bruce, 2005; Douglas, 2005, 2012; Douglas & Jamieson, 2006; Hawzen & Newman, 2017; King & Springwood, 2001; King, 2008; Kusz, 2007, 2015; Leonard 2012, 2017; McDonald, 1996; McDonald & King, 2012; Messner & Montez de Oca, 2005; Meyer, 2010; Newman, 2007; Newman & Giardina, 2010; Oates, 2007, 2017; Pringle, 2001; Silk, 2013; Spencer, 2004; Walton & Butryn, 2006; Whannel, 2002; Yochim, 2010).
More specifically, my analysis of Brady’s white masculinity here is aimed at illuminating the contemporary changes in, and understandings of, white masculinity and its relations in the early twenty-first century. To do so, my reading is heavily informed by Carroll’s (2011) readings of contemporary iterations of white masculinity in his book, Affirmative Reaction: New Formations of White Masculinity. Carroll argues that ‘the true privilege of white masculinity—and its defining strategy—is not to be unmarked, universal, or invisible (although it is sometimes one or all of these), but to be mobile and mutable…[in short, to be] labile’ (2011, pp. 9–10). Similarly, Gabriel contends that the power of ‘whiteness lies precisely in its capacity to disguise itself, project its fears on to others and to say one thing and mean another. In other words, its irrationality is a source of imperviousness and strength, not a key to its undoing’ (cited from Walton & Butryn, 2006, p. 24). Finally, Carroll argues that contemporary cultural analyses of white masculinities should focus attention not only on the lability of white masculinities, but on their reactive character because they often co-opt the language of leftist critique and notions of cultural difference in an effort to consolidate white (male) power rather than diminish it (Cherniavsky, cited from Carroll, 2011, p. 10).
Informed by Carroll’s and Gabriel’s work, my analysis of Brady and Trump’s bodies and performances of white masculinity here illuminates how they represent the cultural (re-) emergence and valorization of a white masculinity that unapologetically desires a manly omnipotence, is unabashed about his socio-economic privileges, and prioritizes homosocial relations with ‘the (white) boys’ above all others. While this particular coding/performance of white masculinity is not without historical precedent (see Bederman’s (1995) analysis of civilized white masculinity in late nineteenth- to early twentieth-century America and Pfeil’s (1995) critical look at the Robert Bly’s movement for men to recover their ‘wildman’ from within in the 1980s), it represents a significant divergence from the way that white masculinities were made hegemonic in American popular culture over the past 20 years. During that time period, white masculinities were coded in a variety of ways as culturally different in an attempt to disavow their relation to the social and economic privileges long afforded to white men in American society. Especially in the cultural spaces of academia and the internet, white male privileges were increasingly being rendered visible and more regularly undergoing public critique.
2010s America, Trump, and the White Backlash to Obama
Any understanding of the pattern of cultural meanings articulated to Tom Brady’s body and performances of white masculinity in the past five years, must be situated and understood within the context of white conservative backlash to the Obama presidency that set the stage for Trump’s unexpected electoral win (Anderson, 2016; Hochschild, 2017; Hughey & Parks, 2014; Leonard, 2017). Of course, a complex combination of forces and conditions enabled Trump’s victory in the 2016 US presidential election. Economic precarity borne of decades of deindustrialization, globalization, and neoliberalism certainly played some role in motivating at least a few of his voters. But not to be subordinated to economic factors is the role that white male status anxieties played in response to Obama’s historic interruption of elite white male rule (Feagin & Ducey, 2017; Hochschild, 2017; Myerson, 2017). As Hochschild (2017) argues, millions of white Americans came to believe during the Obama years that far from having a privileged position in American culture and society, whiteness had become a stigmatized and victimized identity.
In their book, The Wrongs of the Right: Language, Race, and the Republican Party, Hughey and Parks (2014) meticulously document how the flames of white anxiety had been regularly cultivated and fanned by Fox News, Breitbart, and other conservative news media—especially white male political provocateur’s like Bill O’Reilly, Sean Hannity, Andrew Breitbart, Glenn Beck, and Lou Dobbs—so that nativism, xenophobia, diversity fatigue, and anti-black and anti-immigrant prejudices grew in measurable ways on the Right during the Obama years. Indeed, they document the formation of a disturbing racial reaction among white conservatives in response to the idea that a black man would be ‘the most cherished citizen in the land—citizen president, representative, and leader’ (p. 5). And as Kantrowitz (2000), Alexander (2010), Harris-Perry (2010), and Anderson (2016) have each reminded us, moments of racial advancement for African-Americans in the United States have often been followed by counter-waves of ‘white rage’ that contain and roll back this progress, often by both violent and bureaucratic means. So those aware of the ignoble racial history of the United States were not entirely surprised that a virulent white backlash would likely arise in response to Obama’s historic presidency.
But, perhaps most telling in Hughey and Parks’ analysis is how they foresaw and foretold the production of ‘a dangerous…white supremacist ideology and practice …[that] together reveal[ed] the existence of a Herrenvolk (white master race) democracy in the midst of the supposed “post-racial” era of Barack Obama’ (2014, p. 7). And although Hughey and Parks do not articulate Donald Trump with this Herrenvolk ideology and practice by name, we must not forget the key role Trump played in stoking racial panic as the most prominent voice in the Birtherism movement that questioned Obama’s citizenship. We also should not overlook the way Trump was cast during these years as a postracial, neoliberal white male billionaire ‘master’ who mentors a multicultural group of young entrepreneurial male and female ‘apprentices’ during his run on National Broadcasting Company’s (NBC’s) The Apprentice from 2004 to 2015—a show that garnered huge ratings and much mainstream attention in the United States in the mid to late 2000s. In fact, Trump’s performance in The Apprentice can be looked back in hindsight as a cultural phenomenon that aligns well with Hughey and Parks’ (2014) claim that an ideology venerating white men as superior masters was being (re-) popularized within the putative ‘colorblind’ and ‘post-racial’ era of Obama.
More specifically, through his rhetoric and performance of white masculinity, Trump is attempting to re-establish ‘white male prerogative’ (Kantrowitz, 2000)1 as the unassailable, taken-for-granted starting point, governing logic, and social outcome of institutional processes in American cultural and social life over and against cultural diversity logics especially within corporate, educational, and popular culture spaces. This process can be witnessed in Trump’s refusal to follow many political norms and social expectations of presidential candidates while on the campaign trail. It is there in his habit of playing fast and loose with the law and the truth, his use of non-disclosure agreements to silence his marital infidelities, and his refusal to divest from his business interests upon taking office. It is there in his lamentful tweets about the erosion of the principle of ‘due process’ for powerful white men, but his refusal to grant it to others, especially his critics. And while this list could go on and on, it is there in his (and his administration’s) criticisms of racial dissent when expressed by black sporting figures like Colin Kaepernick and Jemele Hill, but his deafening absence when similar dissent is expressed by white sports figures like Steve Kerr, Gregg Popovich, and David Zirin. In the face of what many anxious white men see as specious critiques about white male privilege from ‘social justice warriors’ that are unfairly marginalizing American ‘traditions’ and ‘culture,’ a key part of Trump’s ‘America First’ nationalism is not directed outwardly at curbing global free trade, but inwardly at protecting and advancing the interests, experiences, and viewpoints of straight, Christian white men first and foremost, above all others in American civil society (Giroux, 2015).
Trump’s performance of white masculinity is also constituted through a complex alchemy of social class codes. He appropriates a language, attitude, and distrust of college-educated experts that appeals to white working folk (Williams, 2017), yet combines it with an unabashed enactment of a simulacrum of aristocratic elitism he uses to assert a sense of superiority about himself and to silence others, especially women and people of color. By joining this blunt, un-politically correct style of ‘telling it how it is’ (often associated with Americans with working class roots) with his ability to leverage his wealthy white male habitus to compel the world to bend to his will, Trump marshals a performance of white masculinity that appeals to anxious whites of divergent class positions. To these white Americans, Trump represents a brash, guilt-free, successful, non-deferential, unconstrained, and unapologetic way of being white and male that feels good in an era where, according to Hochschild’s (2017) ethnographic work, they feel they have lost ground to ‘minorities,’ professional women, and the hegemony of cultural diversity that have left them feeling silenced, stressed, and ashamed (Sullivan, 2016). It is this way of being white and male—successful, omnipotent, unconstrained, and unapologetic about his privileged social position—that Trump’s white masculinity shares in common with many media representations of Tom Brady’s white manhood.
Tom Brady’s Omnipotent White Masculinity
In his book, Houdini, Tarzan, and the Perfect Man: The White Male Body and the Challenge of Modernity, Kasson (2001) argues that strongman Eugene Sandow appealed to audiences of white American men in turn of the twentieth-century America because his manly body and personal story served as potent symbols served as a salve to the anxieties of many white men, while offering alleged proof of white male supremacy. Likewise, I contend that Brady’s sporting prowess and the common description of Brady as ‘the G.O.A.T’ (the Greatest Of All Time) and ‘the man who has it all’ indicate that he is similarly positioned as a powerful, yet complex symbol of idealized white manhood in the early twenty-first-century America. As these descriptions indicate, Brady is often represented and imagined as a living embodiment of a fantasy of white male omnipotence. Brady gets imbued with these meanings not only because of the long history of white supremacy in the United States, but as an antidote to contemporary panic narratives about ‘white men in crisis’ and ‘white men losing ground’ to women, immigrants, and ‘minorities’ regularly circulated both by social conservatives and white right extremists today. The discourses that constitute Brady’s imaged identities—and the affects and desires that generate them—both parallel and inform those that rationalize and foster this latest wave of white supremacy from which Donald Trump has both benefitted and emboldened.
But, Brady’s white masculinity deserves critical cultural analysis not just because a red Trump ‘Make America Great Again’ hat was found in his locker, but because Brady identifies Trump as a ‘good friend’ whose company he’s ‘always enjoyed’ (Magary, 2015). Given Trump’s regular expression of nativist, racist, and xenophobic sentiment on the campaign trail and in office, Brady’s refusal to disavow his friendship with Trump raises questions about the former’s beliefs about race, immigration, religious tolerance, and American citizenship (Stern, 2016). When read this way, Brady becomes a proxy, a representative figure, for helping us understand how Trump’s racially tinged nationalism and authoritarianism can get normalized in the post-Obama era.
Reading Tom Brady’s Imaged Identities
As the story goes, Brady’s friendship with Trump began when ‘The Donald’ invited him to judge contestants in the Miss USA beauty pageant after his first Super Bowl appearance. Their friendship was then subsequently built, according to Brady’s own words, through time spent on golf courses. Of course, country club golf has long been a homosocial sporting space constructed to be exclusive to wealthy white men. Given the ‘Access Hollywood’ video that surfaced in the latter days of the 2016 presidential campaign and revealed Trump in private bragging to Billy Bush about how he could get away with forcibly kissing and grabbing any woman he wants to because of his status (and his subsequent rationalization of this behavior as innocent ‘locker room talk’) (Waxman, 2016), the time that Brady and Trump have spent forging a friendship, first through an activity centered on judging women as sexual objects and then on golf courses (and presumably in their associated locker rooms) also begs questions about Brady’s own appetite and tolerance for boorish, misogynistic talk and behavior (Pallotta, 2017).
It is hard to dismiss Brady’s relationship with Trump as something incongruent with the rest of his life given the cultural representations that circulate in American media culture about Brady’s life and brand, in private and in public. Consider Brady’s social media posts of his annual ‘boys only’ trips with Patriot teammates and friends to the Kentucky Derby, one of the three jewels of the Triple Crown of professional horse racing. According to its website, ever since 1877, the Kentucky Derby has attracted foreign royalty, US presidents, the world’s wealthy elite, and those of big screen or athletic fame to an all-day soiree of class-exclusive partying where attendees dress in lavish displays of preppy, old-money, and high fashion (Kentucky Derby, 2018). Of all the places Brady could spend time with his male buddies in the off-season, it is noteworthy that he consistently enjoys the pleasures of fraternal bonding through a sport long dubbed ‘the sport of kings’ that has become an occasion for today’s rich and famous to spend a full-day immersing themselves in the decadent trappings of an old-money ritual that began over a century ago.
Even further, the ‘boys’ who feature in Brady’s photos of his trips to the Kentucky Derby are a group overwhelmingly made up of white men. This fact reveals an interesting pattern when read in the context of Brady’s silence on Trump’s recent use of racism, nativism, and xenophobia to advance his white nationalistic project, ‘America First.’ That Brady consistently invites white majority groups to go on these Kentucky Derby ‘boys only’ excursions is noteworthy given the fact that he plays in a sport where 67% of the players are African-American (Leonard, 2016). And considering how carefully Brady manages his public identity (Leibovich, 2015), these public images of Brady in private tell a more particular story about the racial company he chooses to keep. It is a vision of Brady as a wealthy, white man who unapologetically enjoys, and has even made a habit out of, spending time with other wealthy white men who treasure time ‘with the boys’ over all others. Of course, Brady has every right to choose the company that he keeps. But his preference to participate annually in a class-exclusive leisure activity where he is surrounded by groups of powerful, wealthy, and overwhelmingly white people suggests his performance of white masculinity shares much in common with President Trump’s and his domestic agenda of re-centering white masculinity within American institutional and civic life to the exclusion of people of color and immigrants, especially those outside of the economic elite.
But, Brady’s apparent preference for being in the company of elite white men is mystified by his mythologized origin story. This story, most succinctly told through the documentary The Brady 6, casts Brady as a late-blooming sporting underdog whose football talents were repeatedly overlooked and underestimated, first in high school, then at the University of Michigan, and even upon his entry into the National Football League (NFL) when he slid to the sixth round as the 199th overall pick in the 2000 NFL Draft. In one scene frequently used to cement the idea of Brady as a self-made white male athletic underdog who has earned everything he receives, viewers are offered a still-image of a shirtless, scrawny, almost pathetic-looking Brady taken during the NFL Scouting Combine. The picture, which focuses on Brady’s body—specifically his rather unimpressive physique—evokes the figure of the 97 lb weakling made famous in Charles Atlas’ workout adverts from nearly a century before. As sportswriter Dan Pompei (2017) put it, Brady still ‘sees [himself as] the skinny kid who was passed over 198 times in the 2000 draft.’ By subtly coding Brady as a version of the 97 lb weakling in The Brady 6, his subsequent transformation into Brady—the five-time Super Bowl champion and ‘G.O.A.T’—enables him to be easily read as an athletic variation of the self-made man. As Kimmel (2002) has shown, the self-made man is seductive and potent ideological figure of American liberalism long used to mask the systemic privileges afforded to, and enjoyed by, white men, especially those with economic means. And when this subtle articulation of Brady as a self-made man is coupled with his playing a sport, American football, whose culture is rooted in a working class and militarized form of protector/provider manliness often tied to defending and representing the American nation (especially in the post-9/11 American context), it can make it difficult for some to bear witness to the patterned way Brady is represented (and how he represents himself) as a white male elite who is unapologetic about his privilege in promotional, journalistic, and social media accounts.
Another way fans of Brady deny seeing him as an elitist embodiment of white masculinity and a beneficiary of an array of racial, class, and gender privileges is by citing the four-game suspension he was given in for his part in the scandal dubbed ‘Deflategate’ in 2015 (a scandal where Brady and some Patriots’ employees were found to have illegally tampered with the inflation level of the footballs). As Leonard (2017) astutely notes, Brady supporters used logics of white victimization and co-opted the language of Black Lives Matters protesters to assert, with a tone-deaf trace of irony, that ‘Tom Brady’s Life Matters’ in the midst of the scandal (p. 231). They also directed their ire at the NFL’s white male commissioner Roger Goodell for, breaking the unspoken bonds of white brotherhood to leverage the NFL’s institutional authority against its most famous and marketable white player. Finally, on 
                  barstoolsports.com
                —a sport/lifestyle website that originated in Boston and regularly circulates white male resentment logics via sports discourse—‘Free Brady’ T-shirts were sold (some that even appropriated Shepard Fairey’s famous Obama/Hope’ aesthetic) during the Deflategate scandal that combined a language of political dissidence, a reverse racism logic, and ironic humor to cast Brady as a white male political prisoner/dissident of an American institution (the NFL) so saddled by political correctness that it both trampled the rights of its most marketable white star athlete and unjustly refused to give him the benefit of the doubt.
Yet, even with these occasional counter-representations of Brady as a self-made man who came from humble origins and as a victimized dissident of political correctness, one need only look at the bulk of his promotional representations to see how the choices he makes to construct his personal brand frequently associate him with spaces and places historically rooted in white male wealth, prerogative, privilege, and exclusivity (Lipsitz, 2011). Take, for example, a recent Beautyrest mattress commercial.2 In it, Brady appears as a James Bond-like figure of wealth, sophistication, exclusivity, and exceptionality. Throughout the commercial, the camera is always positioned below Brady’s eyeline, so viewers are forced to look up to him. This way of looking at Brady symbolizes, as it structures, viewers’ relationship to him—that is, the viewer is compelled to see him as superior.
This way of seeing is further reinforced in the Beautyrest commercial as a sharp-dressed, well-heeled Brady is shown walking confidently across exquisitely detailed marble floors bordered by walls and ceilings filled with mirrors throughout this decadent lobby. Escorted by a diminutive and always deferential elderly white male concierge to a secret elevator, Brady conspicuously passes several cosmopolitan-looking, stylishly dressed people of color also coded as economically elite. With the absence of any gray-suited white businessman in the lobby, the scene suggests an uneasy awareness of the dubious racial and gender meanings being articulated to Brady in this commercial; an uneasy awareness of how this representation of Brady renews an image of white masculinity as civilized and superior long used to rationalize white supremacy in the United States and Western civilization (Bederman, 1995; Carrington, 2010; Dyer, 1997). What is new about it though is the postracial veneer it is given through this conspicuous placement of anonymous wealthy people of color who appear only as voiceless props meant to imply that white supremacy no longer exists among a global cosmopolitan elite.
This elitist, civilized coding of Brady is further reinforced by a deal he recently signed to endorse James Bond’s iconic Aston Martin sports car (a car priced at US$211,000), not to mention other upscale companies that are part of Brady’s endorsement portfolio (i.e. UGGs, Tag Heuer). In each of these sites, Brady is figured as an unconflicted and unapologetic embodiment of upper-class white exceptionality and manly omnipotence. And while these visions of Brady do not crassly express notions of white male superiority as Trump’s brand and actions frequently do, they still reveal a distinct pattern where Brady presumably authorizes his branded self to be located in class-exclusive spaces where he’s invited to be seen as a superior elite white man who has the world at his fingertips. Stated another way, these promotional and self-representations bring to life a common vision of Brady as an embodiment of white male exceptionality whose race and gender are vital to this representation even if they are not marked as such. This affective investment in white male exceptionality shares much in common with the domestic aim of Trump’s ‘America First’ white nationalism.
Another important facet of these self- and cultural representations of Brady is they offer an image of white masculinity devoid of any outward trace of racial or class-related guilt or conflict. This way of being white and male is seemingly only possible if he is deeply convinced of his deservingness for such wealth because he believes he has earned it all by himself. It’s a view only possible for a white male who is at best naively ignorant, but more likely unsympathetic or even defiantly resistant, to contemporary discussions of white male privilege and the obscenity of contemporary income and wealth inequalities in the United States. In this way, it seems that part of Brady’s cultural and commercial appeal lies in his signification of a guilt-free white male who unapologetically embraces his abundant wealth and unquestionably superior social status because he believes he is deserving of such a position. And while this part of Brady’s performance of white masculinity certainly differs from the more tawdry and uncouth aspects of Trump’s performance of white masculinity it is still aligned with what Maskovsky argues is Trump’s ideology of white nationalist postracialism. These narratives about Brady subtly rationalize the restoration of white male prerogatives and privileges (over and against the normalization of cultural diversity logics and norms) within American culture writ large because Brady is perceived as deserving of every penny and accolade he has earned. And as these quotidian representations of Brady are circulated within the daily fodder of sports-talk radio and sporting journalism they clandestinely operate to produce and normalize an elitist, entitled performance of white masculinity as the rightful center and subject of the post-Obama/Trump-era American nation.
In each of these cases, a general pattern of representation emerges. Brady is figured through conventional codes of upper-class elitism that are often exclusively associated with, and embodied by, white men. These older tropes and codings of white masculinity ‘make sense’ when articulated with Brady because of the combination of: his white skin; his colorblind/postracial investment in, and performance of, elite whiteness; his ‘indisputable’ credentials of idealized American manliness (status as NFL quarterback, wealthy man, and sex symbol); and the ‘G.O.A.T’ status afforded to him by supporters.
This latter status seems particularly important to making sense of Brady’s performance of white masculinity. As public discourse about Brady repeatedly reminds audiences he is a five-time Super Bowl champion, four-time Super Bowl Most Valuable Player (MVP), and three-time league MVP, Brady is publicly portrayed as the athletic master of his craft. This status as athletic ‘master’ is also reinforced in the many stories the public is told about Brady’s superhuman discipline that allows him to keep a strict diet and training regime that is scheduled to the hour, years in advance, by his controversial body coach (Abouarrage, 2018; Evans, 2015; Harrington, 2016; Hrustic, 2017; Lee, 2017; Sargent, 2016). And this ‘master-quarterback’ status (in combination with the other factors listed above) reinforces the idea that Brady as being worthy of every benefit, opportunity, excuse, and dollar in compensation that he receives.
Together, these stories also afford the white male Brady an exceptional status that positions him in a class all of his own, above all others. Of course, that this notion of ‘superiority’ articulates to Brady’s athletic performance and ‘sticks’ to his white male body (Ahmed, 2004) can only take place and make sense within a culture constituted in and through white supremacy. Additionally, this patterned way Brady is constituted in the popular imagination not only evinces another way that a Herrenvolk master race ideology has taken shape in American culture during the Obama years as Hughey and Parks identified above, but it resonates with the ways Trump has also been rendered visible since the turn of the century—especially during The Apprentice years as the Businessman-King ‘master’.
This representation of Brady as an omnipotent white male that deservedly and unapologetically has it all is further reinforced in cameo appearances he has made in television and film. In both the television show Entourage and comedic film, Ted 2, Brady plays a fictionalized, yet idealized, version of himself. In Entourage—a show about a group of boyhood friends navigating the social world of Hollywood after one of them makes it big as an actor—Brady is inserted into a storyline where he casually embodies (white) manly omnipotence while palling around with the Entourage group of bros at a charity golf tournament. In these scenes, we meet a well-dressed, smooth-talking Brady moving casually with the Entourage ‘bros’ through crowds overwhelmingly made up of well-dressed white folks. Yet, Brady and the boys are always the center of the public’s (and camera’s) attention. And while the scenes make fun of the combination of Johnny Drama’s hubris, poor golf skills, and anxious unstable white masculinity, Brady features as the preternaturally calm, cool, and in control idealized white man, casually ripping monster drives and name-dropping his supermodel wife, Gisele Bunchen, but only to brag about how well she cooks. The scenes not only further cement the idea of Brady as the embodiment of omnipotent white masculinity, but they reveal how this performance of white masculinity is held up as an antidote to anxious white masculinity. Additionally, as he participates with the Entourage bros in a social world—an exclusive, white majority country club organized by white male prerogative—once again Brady is rendered visible in scenes where the fraternal bonds of rich white men trump all others and often place women (even wealthy, ‘self-made’ supermodels) into stereotypical supporting and subordinate gender roles.
In Ted 2, Brady is portrayed similarly, but in this case, he gets imagined quite literally as the embodiment of human perfection. The white everyman main character in the film (played by Mark Wahlberg) will go to almost any length to obtain Brady’s sperm so his best friend, a teddy bear who has come to life, can produce a genetically superior male heir with his new human wife (I’m not making this stuff up!!). As in the other representations of Brady discussed above, the film portrays Brady as an idealized version of himself and it places him in a social space—an upscale suburb featuring recently built, McMansion-style houses that exist as a after-effect of post-World War II history of white flight and more recent growing economic inequalities. Through this storyline, the film invites audiences to see the white male Brady as the perfect human specimen whose genes are superior to all others. Although guised in sophomoric, absurdist humor, the film (re)circulates ideas tinged with the residue of scientific racism and eugenics from a previous moment of insurgent white supremacy—turn of the twentieth-century America. Uncoincidentally, that was a time, not unlike our own, marked by prevalent anti-immigrant and nativist attitudes, quotidian white terror against African-Americans after momentary racial progress, and a few white male capitalists building personal empires of wealth off the backs of others. And perhaps this articulation of the white male Brady as the embodiment of human perfection borne through the ideas and logics of eugenics and scientific racism should not come as a surprise given how ideas and terms from these older racial discourses regularly roll off the tongues of Trump and his advisors (Jones, 2017; Kirby, 2018).
Finally, this portrayal of Brady as the embodiment of white male omnipotence constructed in promotional and media representations even gets blurred through some journalistic and documentarian accounts of the real-life Brady. This blurring is most often apparent in recent narratives that detail his hyper-disciplined diet, workout, and ascetic health regime—all done, we are told, so he can try to continue playing in the NFL deep into his 40s. While Brady had long been notoriously reluctant to discuss details of his private life in interviews (Leibovich 2015), he has repeatedly gone into great detail proselytizing to others in interviews about the virtues of his radical diet and training habits with his controversial ‘body coach,’ Alex Guerrero. In 2017, Brady authored, The TB12 Method: How to Achieve a Lifetime of Sustained Peak Performance, where he laid out the philosophy and practices behind his controversial training and lifestyle program. Through talk of his diet and training habits, Brady’s success is implicitly characterized as largely the product of his personal discipline, meticulous diet, and his ability to master his body and human desires through his exceptional willpower. Through these stories, another long-standing myth used to (re)produce white supremacy especially in its civilizing iterations is renewed and brought to life through Brady—the idea that whites possess an innate quality, or spirit, irreducible to the body, that produces their exceptionality (Dyer, 1997). It is this idea that explains what Trump means when he habitually invited a conspicuously white group of sportsmen or ‘winners’ as he called them to join him on-stage while campaigning in 2016 and how he has long identified Brady and himself as ‘winners’ (Kusz, 2016a; Oates & Kusz, forthcoming).
These stories also reveal the complicated ways that the real-life Brady seems obsessed with a set of ideas—trying to stay youthful forever and trying to achieve god-like immortality through sport—that reinforce his own apparent desire to live his life as a fantasy of omnipotent white masculinity, that is, as: ‘Tom Brady, the G.O.A.T.’ for as long as he possibly can. This interpretation is evinced through the recent behind-the-scenes documentary Brady helped produce for Facebook titled: ‘Tom vs. Time.’ The explicit purpose of the documentary (which debuted only months after the release of Brady’s book, The TB12 Method [Brady 2017]) is to give fans (as potential consumers) a look into the meticulous planning, preparation, and work Brady puts into mastering his craft as a professional quarterback. What also emerges from this documentary though is an idealized look at Brady and his family where viewers are only privy to the moments of bliss and glamor that go along with public perceptions of what it means to be a wealthy, globally known athlete celebrity.
When read critically, what also becomes apparent in viewing Tom vs. Time is how thoroughly the logic of white male prerogative organizes Brady’s home and family life. We see how Brady requires that his in-season preparation takes precedence over all other family activities and responsibilities. In the documentary, we repeatedly see Brady alone retreating into his home office to watch game tape or to receive massages and ‘muscle pliability’ treatments from his body coach. And although Brady spends a significant amount of on-camera time lamenting about the time spent with family that he sacrifices to prepare to be the omnipotent, quarterbacking ‘master’ he can be for as long as he can, we still repeatedly see him choosing football over family. Even in the off-season we see Brady training (and recreating) in the woods away from Gisele and his children with white teammates. Through the choices we see him make in this documentary—a media text Brady himself has helped produce—we see the importance he places on circulating an image of himself as a man driven to perfect his (athletic) craft in order to keep this fantasy of self alive for just a few years more. At one point, Gisele even jokes on-camera that she thinks Brady loves football and time spent with the boys more than her.
So then, through these myriad cultural representations we see how Brady’s white masculinity is repeatedly constructed as ‘the man who has it all’—he is one of the greatest quarterbacks of all-time, he’s got Hollywood good looks, he’s married to a supermodel, and he’s abundantly wealthy. In short, Brady is positioned as the master of his own fate. His white masculinity is represented as deserving of public veneration not only for his success and self-discipline, but because he enjoys it all without apology or any trace of shame or guilt. In other words, part of Brady’s public appeal rests in his ability to signify a guilt-free, omnipotent white male who unabashedly embraces the idyllic life that his wealth and white manliness provide. And this part of Brady’s performances of white masculinity—both across his advertisements and in his self-representations in social media—share much in common with the popular appeal of Trump’s performance of white masculinity and the racial resentment that, at least in part, constitutes it.
And if all of this talk of Brady as a potent symbol participating in the unapologetic re-centering of white masculinity in American media culture as a backlash response to the Obama presidency still might seem far-fetched for some, one need only see the 2015 ‘Rule Yourself’ Under Armour commercial mentioned at the beginning of this chapter to see the most obvious way that Brady’s image has been articulated with racial, gender, and nationalistic ideas that symbolically resonate with Trump’s ‘America First’ (white) nationalism and Maskovsky’s (2017) ‘white nationalist postracialism.’ The commercial features an army of hundreds, if not thousands, of Tom Bradys, all clad in black and red athletic gear imbued with American stars and stripes. Together this army of Bradys moves with the symmetry of a military formation toward achieving athletic perfection. Though this commercial was part of a broader Under Armour campaign that also featured basketball player, Steph Curry, golfer Jordan Spieth, and ballerina Misty Copeland, it was only in Brady’s commercial that a red and black color scheme adorned with nationalistic and militaristic symbols was used.
Although dramatic in its imagery and sound, the commercial, titled: ‘Rule Yourself,’ is minimalist in its rhetoric. The only lines in the advert are narrated by Brady himself: ‘Every single day,’ (which he repeats four times) followed by a final, definitive declaration: ‘No matter what.’ The final images of the commercial before the Under Armour logo appears are the phrases, ‘You are the sum of all your training,’ and ‘Rule yourself.’ While many might certainly read the advert as just another sport commercial that circulates American mythologies of individualism, hard work, and meritocracy, such a reading is only possible if one is unfamiliar with the historical roots of the commercial’s imagery and only sees the commercial through a lens oriented by the myths of racial colorblindness and postracialism that govern how many are taught to (not) see and talk about race in contemporary American society (Dickerson, 2016). But, once one learns that the imagery used to construct this representation of Brady traces back to Nazi propaganda, one must reckon with the way in which a colorblind/postracialist lens can allow for a white supremacist fantasy of Brady to be constructed in the guise of a nationalistic representation of American individualism (Kusz, 2017a).
Through this Under Armour representation of Brady we also witness how Hughey and Parks’ ideas about the rebirth of a Herrenvolk white master race ideology and Maskovsky’s ideas about ‘white nationalist postracialism’ once again play out upon Brady’s white male body. The commercial’s ‘Rule Yourself’ ethos echoes other representations of Brady discussed above as a living embodiment of white male perfection and superiority exemplified by his extraordinary mastery over self and channeling all his energies into optimizing his quarterbacking skills. And once one recognizes these symbolic associations, it becomes hard to un-see the alarming way Nazi aesthetics and ideas about white male perfection borne from Western civilization’s history of white supremacy could be rather easily articulated with Brady in this putative colorblind, postracial era. Even further, as we read this Brady as a nationalized body—where all difference is eradicated, uniformity celebrated, disciplined self-optimization advocated, and only idealized white men are made to matter—his relation to Trump’s thinly coded white nationalist backlash project seems hard to deny. Here, Brady’s body and story represent a vision of exceptional white manliness that implicitly stands as the best the contemporary American nation has to offer. Brady’s stature as an idealized American national body is rationalized through both white supremacist ideas embedded in these portrayals and neoliberal ideas about optimizing one’s self via discipline, hard work, and good choices. Even further, Brady’s performance of white masculinity is constitutive of, and constituted by, a set of ideas, affects, and exclusions that are remarkably similar with those that fuel Trump’s project to ‘make America great again.’
Conclusion
Even before violence accompanied the largest public assembly of white supremacists to take place in decades in the United States during the summer of 2017 in Charlottesville, Virginia, Anderson (2016) had already diagnosed that the United States was in the midst of yet another moment of ‘white rage’ against black progress. While many envision white rage through a narrow lens focused on the acts of vigilantes like Dylan Roof, Michael Dunn, or James Fields, Anderson urges us to recognize how it also operates systemically through the ongoing re-making of laws, norms, cultural ideologies, social practices, and relations everyday through American institutions like ‘the courts, the legislatures…[and] a range of government bureaucracies [that] wreak havoc subtly, almost imperceptibly’ (Anderson, 2016, p. 3) to limit, undermine, and punish black agency while simultaneously enabling and systematically protecting white agency and opportunity. Anderson explains: ‘White rage doesn’t have to wear sheets, burn crosses, or take to the streets. Working the halls of power, it can achieve its ends far more effectively, far more destructively’ (2016, p. 3). In the era of Trump, white rage has not only armed itself and taken to the streets (including the information ‘highway’ via the alt-right), but it is quietly working to renew white male prerogative throughout mainstream institutions of American civic life at the level of quotidian cultural norms, values, social relations, and what counts as ‘common sense.’
While insightful on many levels, one institution Anderson omits in her explanation of white rage is sport media. It seems a significant oversight though. As sport studies scholarship has long shown, where else can one encounter a such steady stream of narratives that regularly discipline black Americans ‘with ambition, with drive, with purpose, with aspirations, and with demands for full and equal citizenship’ than the daily discourses of American sport media (Anderson, 2016, p. 3). And as Leonard (2017) comprehensively details in Playing While White: Privilege and Power On and Off the Field, sport media discourses not only regularly limit and contain black progress, but they simultaneously disproportionately venerate white male athletes and mythologize their meanings as athletes, leaders, role models, and figures of redemption in American cultural discourse. These sporting mythologies about white masculinity are ideologically invaluable in American cultural life precisely because they update the ever-changing configurations of racial, gender, and class ideas that serve the social, economic, and political interests of ‘white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ and transform them into a new common sense many Americans use to make sense of the world and themselves (Jhally, 1997).
The chief claim I have made in this chapter is that media and self-representations of Tom Brady constitute a performance of omnipotent white masculinity that is both a symptom and instrument of this latest wave of white rage and white supremacy whose aim is to refortify white male prerogative and privilege throughout American institutional life in the post-Obama era. While such a claim might shock some because Brady is not on record like Donald Trump, Don Imus, Donald Sterling, or contemporary alt-right figures such as Richard Spencer or Andrew Anglin for expressing racial vitriol, misogyny, or xenophobia, many studies have documented how the discourses of the White Right and mainstream American racial discourses have dovetailed since at least the 1990s (Berlet & Lyons, 2000; Ferber, 1998; Holling, 2011; Lyons, 2017; Swain, 2003). And while many white Americans may believe there exists a wide ‘geographic and ideological binary between the [White] extreme and mainstream,’ in reality, ‘the divide…is tenuous at best’ (King & Leonard, 2014, p. 6). This study illuminates how many cultural representations of Tom Brady signify an omnipotent performance of white masculinity—unashamed about privilege, superior and worthy of deference from all others, at home in exclusive spaces of wealth, and preferring the pleasures of white fraternal bonds—that not only has long been used to buttress American white supremacy, but has widespread appeal among the young white men who largely make up the alt-right, today’s purveyors of avowed white supremacism.
Evidence how alt-right leader, Richard Spencer, a man who the Southern Poverty Law Center described as ‘a suit-and-tie’ white supremacist, so saw Brady as an effective carrier for his white nationalist/identitarian beliefs that on the night of the Patriots’ historic come-from-behind win in Super Bowl LI he tweeted that Brady was an ‘Aryan Avatar’ who was ‘about to win bigly for Trump, the #AltRight, and White America!’ (Kusz, 2018). Or, consider the fashion guide that Andrew Anglin, the creator of the neo-Nazi website, The Daily Stormer, penned for his followers before the ‘Unite the Right’ rally that took place in Charlottesville. It too reveals the importance that alt-righters place on this fantasy of white male omnipotence to advance their movement:We are now at a magical point in history. All of the work we have done in these tubes is paying off, and the Alt-Right is ready to move off of the internet, into the real world…
Our target audience is white males between the ages of 10 and 30. I include children as young as ten, because an element of this is that we want to look like superheroes. We want to be something that boys fantasize about being a part of. That is a core element to this…
We have to be hip and we have to be sexy.
In fact, that is priority number one, so let me say it again, italicized: we have to be sexy.
If you say, ‘but I don’t care about being sexy,’ then I say to you: ‘I don’t care about what you care about, because all I care about is winning’…
This means we have to look good, we have to look dangerous, we have to have humor, we have to look powerful and we have to look like we are in control.
People who see us have to want to be us. (Anglin, 2017, emphasis added)

Finally, consider how one white male participant in the far-right ‘free speech’ rally that took place in Boston just one week after Charlottesville thought wearing a bright red Patriots jersey with Brady’s name and number on the back would be a good cultural sign to use to represent himself and his beliefs at the rally (Kusz, personal observation). These examples demonstrate how the racial, gender, and class ideas and affects that organize this latest wave of white rage are not just spread to the public via obscure internet sites of the online right, but through mainstream sport media, adverts, television, and Hollywood films, especially many of those featuring Tom Brady, an American white man who appears to be feeling great again in the Trump era (Kusz, 2017b).
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Footnotes
1By ‘white male prerogative’ I mean a social process that naturalizes the assumption that social practices and institutional processes in American cultural and social life should and will protect and advance the interests, experiences, and viewpoints of sovereign white men first, foremost, and above all others in American culture and society.

 

2To watch go to: https://​www.​youtube.​com/​watch?​v=​WtPvQ6OQU5I.

 


Part IV
The Relationship Between Masculinity and Sexuality
Part IV Introduction
The relationship between masculinity and sexuality is a long and complex one. The social sciences have long been instrumental in studies of masculinity—and how it so often intertwines with our understandings of sexuality. In this part of The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport, we focus on how the intimate relationship between masculinity and sexuality is evident in the context of sport. While older research has documented how sport—particularly contact teamsports—has typically been a highly homophobic institution, more recent findings have shown that attitudes have improved significantly over the past two decades. This is evident in some of the chapters we present in this part.
In Chap. 17, David Letts provides the first-ever comprehensive examination of the horseracing industry in relation to gay and bisexual athletes. Utilizing a mixed-methods approach to data collection, Letts draws on data with 108 male jockeys and 125 male participants from the industry’s broader workforce. In doing so, he shows that three-quarters of jockeys and over four-fifths of workforce respondents espouse positive attitudes toward working with an openly gay colleague. Interestingly, however, despite revealing that almost a quarter of these men were gay or bisexual, Letts’ findings are broadly consistent with previous research on gay men in the sports workplace, in that only 21% were open about their sexuality to colleagues. These findings are then further interrogated using in-depth interview responses with these men.
Next, in Chap. 18, Kenneth Muir, Keith D. Parry, and Eric Anderson outline how the sport of rugby union has, traditionally, existed as a leading definer or masculinity in British culture. In the previous century, for example, rugby culture was fraught with high levels of homophobia, meaning that gay rugby players typically chose to compete for gay sports clubs. Through ethnography and semi-structured interviews, however, Muir, Parry, and Anderson show that where gay male athletes once played for gay rugby teams to escape the homophobia of broader rugby culture, this is no longer the case today. Gay men instead choose to compete on these teams primarily for social purposes. Thus, this research shows that gay sports clubs have undergone a significant organizational shift—facilitated by the improvement in attitudes toward sexual minorities in sport.
In Chap. 19, Jamie Cleland and Rory Magrath interrogate the relationship between English professional football and homosexuality. While English professional football is frequently accused of being a highly homophobic institution—a claim often facilitated by sections of the media—Cleland and Magrath show that the improvements in cultural attitudes across much of the Western world have also begun to parallel in the football industry, too. Specifically in this chapter, they present evidence in relation to fandom, players, homosexually-themed language, the role of sports media, and the nature of anti-discrimination policy. They then conclude the chapter by offering important recommendations for future research, particularly in relation to the lack of football-based research which speaks directly with the LGBT+ community.
Catherine Phipps then continues the theme of sport, masculinities, and sexualities in Chap. 20. By conducting focus groups and semi-structured interviews with student union officers and LGBT+ students at four UK universities, Phipps adopts a queer theorist perspective to show three significant findings. First, she analyzes the influence of heteronormative language in sport; second, she draws on students’ experiences of ‘lad culture’; and third, she outlines the heteronormative environment which often acts as a barrier for sexual minorities’ participation in university sport. Her research therefore acknowledges that while progress has been made, there remain issues in British university sport which must be resolved in order for it to be truly inclusive.
In Chap. 21, Ryan Scoats and Stefan Robinson outline the changing nature of male friendships. In their chapter, they argue that while Western masculinity has historically been conveyed through men’s desire to distance themselves from anything vaguely related to femininity, the decline of cultural homophobia in recent years has opened up a more inclusive, tactile, and emotionally-diverse approach to masculinity. Naturally, these changes have also impacted their same-sex friendships; this has subsequently led to the rise of the ‘bromance’ and ‘bromantic’ behavior—particularly among younger generations of sporting men.
In Chap. 22, Luis Emilio Morales concludes the part by building on the themes of increased homosociality unpacked in the previous chapter. Drawing on ethnographic data and semi-structured interviews with heterosexual athletes on a cross-country team in the United States, Morales shows unanimous acceptance of homosexuality. Additionally, his research also documents a broad range of tactile behaviors in comparison to older research, such as cuddling, hand-holding, and hugging. While there is evidence of a heterosexist culture, Morales stresses that these men’s relationships with one another are not predicated on homophobia or hypermasculinity. He then concludes by arguing that adopting qualitative methodologies to research of this nature, sport’s key stakeholders may better understand the changing tide of masculinity among adolescent athletes in the transition to manhood.
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Introduction
Equestrian sports, including horseracing, are highly unusual within competitive sport, as they are one of the only spheres in which men and women compete against each other on equal terms. Horseracing has done so since the first mixed-gender race in 1974 (Riley, 2017). It has been considered that this mixed-gendered environment could help diffuse the hypermasculinity which may contribute to the high levels of homophobia still evident in many male-only sports (Dashper, 2012).
However, the translation of this overt acceptance of homosexuality is less evident in horseracing, which could be attributable to the differences in what is close to gender segregation between the two sporting industries. Female riders dominate male riders eight to one across all equestrian disciplines (Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation, 2011), whilst in British horseracing the reverse ratios are witnessed and, therefore, it could be that a culture of masculinity still dominates (Roberts & Maclean, 2012). As such, horseracing neither fits into the sphere of sport initially examined by Anderson (2005) when he coined the phrase ‘culture of masculinity’, nor the more closely related field of equestrianism investigated by Dashper (2012), thus warranting independent research.
Horseracing industries have been examined in other countries in respect of gender and sexualities, exploring the myriad cultural contexts in which equestrian activities contribute to the formation of femininities and masculinities (Adelman & Knijnik, 2013). These studies have ranged from barriers faced by female jockeys to fashion and culture, outlining the vast array of dimensions involved in the complex industry and how sexualities differ between them (Adelman & Moraes, 2008; Butler & Charles, 2012; Goodrum, 2015). However, an exploration of sexuality amongst the sport’s participants, and more specifically the population of licensed jockeys, has not been undertaken in Britain previously.
The sport in Britain showed considerable male influence during the earlier years, which is perhaps most easily demonstrated by its historical nomenclature as ‘The Sport of Kings’, explaining the long Royal association, especially along the male line, who saw the sport as a method of expressing their social standing (Kay & Vamplew, 2012). In addition, the sport’s early governance body, The Jockey Club, established in 1750, consisted of an entirely male membership resulting in a sport run by men, with only male jockeys and male owners permitted (Ropa & Shmakova, 2018; The Jockey Club, 2018).
The first race specifically for female riders under the rules of racing in Great Britain was staged in 1972 and the first mixed-gender race in 1974 (Riley, 2017). A considerable period therefore existed where only males were permitted to ride under the rules of the sport, and perhaps this offers some explanation for the male prevalence which continues to permeate the weighing room (Brown & Yang, 2015).
It must be noted that the racing world has developed significantly from these early origins and is now positioned as a globally connected industry with linked employment in many sectors, including agriculture, gambling and hospitality (Albrecht, Graham, & McManus, 2012; Deloitte, 2013). This expansion has resulted in vastly increased diversity. However, this diversity is not distributed evenly across all levels of the sport and certain segments continue to be influenced by the dominant masculinities witnessed in the early parts of the sport’s history (Clayton-Hathway & Manfredi, 2017).
One profession within the industry that demonstrates these persistent historical linkages to the past is that of the jockey; this key role within the sport continues to show considerable bias towards male participants—accounting for around 86% of those currently licensed (BHA, 2018). In fact, throughout the sport’s extensive history, British horseracing has had only one male jockey who has been openly gay whilst riding, Jack Duern. He was out about his sexuality to those close to him in the industry, but not out publicly. At the time the Racing Post (the sport’s national newspaper) interviewed him in 2013, he was 19 years old and had ridden 31 winners across his four-year career as an apprentice, so, although known within the close-knit industry, he was not a household name. As such, the impact of his ‘announcement’ was minimal.
The response from the racing public was muted; neither outrage nor support was demonstrated to any great degree, so it would appear that those reading found it as non-news (Andrews, 2015). However, the response behind the scenes was different, as Jack explained in an interview in 2018: ‘I lost so many rides off the older trainers who stopped using me as soon as they read about my sexuality’ (Lane-Godfrey, 2018).
The evidence of perceived and realised prejudice towards gay jockeys is therefore a very real consideration for the sport and something which needs to be addressed in order to improve the environment for sexual minorities within the industry. Given the nature of the sport and the close contact between jockeys and spectators, which is closer than most other professional sports with the jockeys walking through public areas to/from the weighing room and paddock, the potential for discrimination and abuse here must also be given due consideration. However, in relation to jockeys, the sport’s Diversity and Inclusion Action Plan (2018) relates only to gender and the importance of further developing the previous work in this area, with no specific mention of sexuality amongst this population.
British Horseracing: The Work So Far
Demonstrating the industry’s commitment to opening the dialogue around the subject of diversity, Women in Racing recently commissioned a study to explore the issue within the horseracing industry, with a particular emphasis on gender. The study was the first published piece of work on a specific aspect of diversity within the industry and was funded by a grant from the Racing Foundation and undertaken in conjunction with Oxford Brookes University (Clayton-Hathway & Manfredi, 2017). In the short time since the report’s publication, it has made a significant impact on the diversity landscape of the industry, most notably with the creation of the sport’s Diversity in Racing Steering Group, following a recommendation in the report.
The study cites the ‘intimidating nature of the weighing room’ as a potential barrier for female jockeys (Clayton-Hathway & Manfredi, 2017), and this could prove to be important in understanding the barriers in place for participants from sexual minority groups; masculinity research has demonstrated that many challenges can be attributed to both categories (Roberts & Maclean, 2012).
The literature explored above suggests a need for the documentation of the population demographics of the sport in relation to sexuality. The literature also highlights the importance of understanding heterosexual attitudes towards sexual minorities within the industry. This research sets out to accomplish this goal, particularly in relation to changing gender norms.
Inclusive Masculinity Theory

              If the softening of masculinity continues, the older conservative form of masculinity may be less alluring, and the masculinizing context of sport may have to adjust to the new version of masculinity or risk losing its effect on socializing boys and men in the culture as a whole. In other words, if everything changes around sport, sport will either have to change or it will lose its social significance and be viewed as a vestige of an archaic model of masculinity. (Anderson, 2005, p. 16)


            
Anderson’s view resulted in the formation of a new theoretical understanding of masculinity, particularly in sport; this encompassed the changing societal attitudes which had been demonstrated and that these factors are fluid in nature, unable to be compartmentalised. His theory of Inclusive Masculinity accounts for fluctuating levels of cultural homophobia (Anderson, 2009) and suggests that in an environment of reduced homophobia, as demonstrated to be the case in Britain today, societal views are more diverse (Anderson & McGuire, 2010). Individuals are, therefore, given more opportunity for their own individualised expression of masculinity, which is supported by Swain’s (2006a, 2006b) proposed idea of Personalised Masculinity.
Inclusive Masculinity removes the one dominant form of masculinity and describes how multiple masculinities can exist in conjunction; this allows for a wider variety of ‘acceptable’ gender behaviours and opens the discourse for the acceptance of sexual minorities within sport (Anderson & McGuire, 2010). The theory has been examined extensively within sporting environments and has demonstrated the changing landscape within this previously rigid arena (Adams, 2011)—including studies in wrestling, football and mixed martial arts (Cashmore & Cleland, 2012; Channon & Matthews, 2015; Michael, 2015) as well as analysing aspects of male representation on social media (Morris & Anderson, 2015; Scoats, 2017).
The theory has also been utilised in the equestrian field to show that gay men are now becoming both more visible and accepted in previously hostile domains, such as the sporting and rural communities encompassed in equestrianism (Dashper, 2012). Dashper also expands on Anderson’s theory by exploring a different demographic, in that most of the respondents did not have a university education and came from rural backgrounds—very similar to the population within horseracing. Therefore, this expanded research is closely linked to horseracing and it is of importance that she argues ‘inclusive masculinity still has relevance and application in this different context’ (Dashper, 2012), supporting its application in this study.
Methods
In order to better understand the relationship between jockeys and masculinity, a mixed-methods approach combining surveys and semi-structured interviews was utilised. The combination of quantitative and qualitative data provided a statistical overview and more in-depth perspectives, with the aim for the quantitative data to provide the principal research outcomes (Baruch & Holtom, 2008; Mustanski, 2001).
The survey included demographic questions to understand prevalence of sexual minorities in the population studied and further questions to examine attitudes towards sexual minorities. For this, a combination of closed questions and Likert scales were used, with opportunity for respondents to elaborate on selected responses where appropriate. Once a draft survey had been created, this was distributed in a pilot study amongst friends and colleagues within the industry to ensure that the survey followed a logical progression and was worded most appropriately to encourage responses (Van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001).
The population of licensed jockeys in Great Britain at the time of the study stood at 376, so it was feasible to distribute the survey to the entire population with a direct email through their industry body’s database, the Professional Jockeys’ Association. The decision to expand a secondary survey to racing employees more widely resulted in distribution to databases held by National Association of Racing Staff and The Racing Centre, Newmarket; these organisations primarily provided access to staff working in training yards; a sector most jockeys would pass through during their careers. The Racing Centre database consisted of 430 individuals, whilst the survey was shared on both organisations’ social media platforms to reach their members. However, the survey was open to any staff working within the British racing industry and due to the coverage in press and social media expanded beyond the population working within training yards to include racing administration and various other roles throughout the sport.
The total number of male respondents for each survey was 108 jockeys and 125 for the broader racing workforce; of these, 83 of the jockeys and 106 of the racing were fully completed; however, the partially completed surveys provided demographic information which is of value in understanding the population make-up. A solid cross-section of demographic characteristics was present in the respondents to both the jockey and racing surveys, in terms of age, job type and sexual orientation.
Throughout the study, ethical considerations were given the utmost thought, especially due to the potentially sensitive nature of the research subject. Perhaps the most important aspect of the study was the assurance of confidentiality for all participants and this was reiterated throughout the literature provided. The assurance of anonymity for participants meant that no identifying information could be requested and the potential for false participation existed; however, steps were taken to minimise this possibility and the results do not suggest this occurred. The British Horseracing Authority approved the ethical responsibility; more so, discussions were undertaken with all bodies representing participants to ensure they were aware of the study and the ethical considerations which had been accounted for in this regard. The final consideration was to ensure that the data collected was recorded and interpreted in an impartial and representative manner on behalf of the participants; the quantitative nature of the survey questionnaire reduces the risk of misinterpretation. In addition, quotes were extracted verbatim from the interview participants where they were of relevance to the quantitative findings. 
Sexual Demographics
In order to ascertain the prevalence of sexual minority individuals within the sample populations, a question regarding sexual orientation was included in the questionnaire; the distribution of response rates is presented in Table 17.1 for the 108 male jockeys and 125 male racing respondents who answered this question.Table 17.1Sexual orientation distribution of survey respondents


	Sexual orientation
	Jockey survey (%)
	Racing survey (%)

	Straight
	74.07
	69.05

	Gay
	14.81
	21.43

	Bisexual
	4.63
	6.35

	Other
	0.93
	2.38

	Prefer not to say
	5.56
	0.79




In this sample, the results clearly demonstrate that there is a significant population of non-heterosexual participants; 21.57% of jockey respondents disclosing their sexuality identified as something other than ‘straight’, whilst this figure amongst the racing survey respondents was 30.40%. It is recognised that, due to the nature of the study, those of a sexual minority may have been more likely to participate in the research due to a vested interest in the subject matter, and this could explain the higher participation numbers in these categories. However, even if every other non-respondent were heterosexual, the base rates demonstrated in Table 17.1 would result in a figure of 5.85% of jockeys being anything other than heterosexual. This is the first statistical account of a sexual minority population within any given sport (Anderson, Magrath, & Bullingham, 2016).
Table 17.1 provides insight into the prevalence of different sexualities within the sample populations and therefore guidance as to the minimum frequencies expected if extrapolated.
The findings represent a response rate which is substantial enough to initiate a discussion relating to sexual orientation; given the previous silence surrounding the subject within the sport, the awareness of this diversity within the population provides the initial platform for furthering development of inclusivity in this area in order to recruit and attract sexual minorities within the sport’s workforces.
Awareness of diversity’s existence is only the first step, as diversity in itself is somewhat redundant; an exploration of the inclusiveness of the environment is therefore required in order to better understand the experiences of those of a sexual minority. The sport’s Diversity in Racing Steering Group’s Action Plan clarifies the importance of inclusion, stating:Inclusion is involvement and empowerment, where the inherent worth and dignity of all people are recognised. An inclusive sport promotes and sustains a sense of belonging; it values and practices respect for the talents, beliefs, backgrounds, and ways of living of its participants and fans. (Diversity in Racing Steering Group, 2018)


As such, in order to understand how comfortable sexual minorities feel within the industry, it is necessary to analyse responses received for the question relating to whom, if anybody, individuals are open about their sexuality to. Chart 17.1 illustrates differences between the two sample populations in relation to their openness regarding sexuality. The only response which jockeys recorded more frequently was that of being out to ‘No One’ (35.71%)—over double the percentage recorded by the racing survey respondents (14%). The results also demonstrate that racing respondents were more than five times as likely to be open about their sexuality with colleagues, with 39% indicating they were, whilst this figure amongst jockey respondents was just 7.14%.[image: ../images/467111_1_En_17_Chapter/467111_1_En_17_Fig1_HTML.png]
Chart 17.1Sexuality openness survey comparison—Jockey vs Racing


Individuals identifying as a sexual minority are more likely to experience mental health issues as well as increased rates of suicide—factors which are shown to be less prevalent in accepting environments (Alessi, 2014; Meyer & Frost, 2013). When considered in conjunction with other wide-ranging pressures jockeys find themselves under, such as weight control (Caulfield & Karageorghis, 2008; Wilson et al., 2014), this additional factor has a significant impact on mental well-being and must be taken seriously. When interviewed, ‘John’, an ex-jockey who 'came out' after retirement from the sport, supported this potential impact on mental health commenting: ‘It was a lonely few years… in that environment. It was, because no one else was [out]’.
These jockey-specific findings are further supported by ‘John’ recalling: ‘it’s probably easier for people who aren’t race-riding to come out’. In addition, the fact that no respondents identifying as a sexual orientation other than ‘straight’ left contact details regarding a follow-up interview—of which, the confidential nature was stressed—further lends backing to a lack of openness regarding sexuality within the population. It would have been extremely valuable to have the views of different sexual minorities within the environment to understand reasons behind the above trends.
Chart 17.1 is best understood in relation to the potential barriers in place to individuals opening up about their sexuality demonstrated in Chart 17.2. In doing so, the profession of a jockey presents significant findings; 75% of responding jockeys reported ‘colleagues’ response’ as a barrier preventing them from being open about their sexuality.[image: ../images/467111_1_En_17_Chapter/467111_1_En_17_Fig2_HTML.png]
Chart 17.2Barriers to being open about sexuality in the workplace—jockey survey


‘Impact on riding opportunities’ was also reported as a significant barrier to coming out for jockeys, with the same percentage (75%) indicating this to be a reason. This is something which has previously been highlighted in media interviews with jockeys and these results support the views voiced in these interviews.
This, combined with the low percentage of male jockeys out to colleagues at 7.14% (plus the 14.29% reporting to be out to everyone), indicates that the job role and/or workplace environment could prove to be key to understanding the causal factors behind this trend. Interviews with jockeys not open about their sexuality would provide a deeper understanding of the reasons behind such decisions and highlight factors which could help them to do so, if they so wished.
It is important to note that ‘coming out’ is a personal decision—the goal is to create an environment where individuals are comfortable to make their own choice, without prejudice.
The above points are also supported by those jockeys who identified as being out, as illustrated in Chart 17.3 with ‘support of family/friends’ far outweighing ‘support of colleagues’ as a factor in helping individuals to be open about their sexuality.[image: ../images/467111_1_En_17_Chapter/467111_1_En_17_Fig3_HTML.png]
Chart 17.3Factors which have helped to be open about sexuality in the workplace—jockey survey


Cross Tabulation of Attitudinal Data
Cross tabulation was used to investigate the two questions relating to male respondents’ attitudes towards sexuality, both recorded on a Likert scale (0–5). In order to provide a clear understanding, the specific questions are outlined below:	If you knew a colleague was gay/lesbian/bisexual, how would your opinion be impacted? (Opinion impact)

	
                    0—Very negatively 5—Very positively
                  





              	If a colleague ‘came out’ as gay/lesbian/bisexual, how comfortable would you feel? (Comfort)

	
                    0—Very uncomfortable 5—Very comfortable
                  




            
Regarding the question based on how one’s opinion may alter if aware a colleague was gay, lesbian or bisexual, Table 17.2 highlights the heavy concentration at point ‘3’ on the Likert scale, which demonstrates the modal response, representing over 60% of the racing survey and over 50% of the jockey survey respondents having a neutral to positive opinion. The decision was made not to include a specific ‘neutral’ response at 2.5 so that participants were required to fall on either one side or the other. It is encouraging to see that 83.3% of racing respondents and 75.6% of jockey respondents reported on the positive side of neutral.Table 17.2Opinion impact response—racing and jockey surveys


	 	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Racing survey
	3 (2.8%)
	4 (3.7%)
	11 (10.2%)
	68 (63.6%)
	2 (1.9%)
	19 (17.8%)

	Jockey survey
	2 (2.3%)
	3 (3.5%)
	16 (18.6%)
	48 (55.8%)
	3 (3.5%)
	14 (16.3%)




Table 17.3, presenting responses to the question posed on how comfortable one would feel with a colleague coming out as gay, lesbian or bisexual, indicates a more significant skew towards the higher points of the Likert scale, with the modal response in both populations being the most positive option available ‘very comfortable’. Responses received on the positive side of neutral accounted for 86% of the racing survey and 74.8% of the jockey survey. The wording of the question focuses on the response to coming out and suggests a more positive response than simply being aware of sexuality, implying that there may be some association with the action of coming out; however, due to the different nature of the questions this cannot be deduced conclusively.Table 17.3Comfort response—racing and jockey surveys


	 	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Racing survey
	4 (3.7%)
	3 (2.8%)
	8 (7.5%)
	25 (23.4%)
	6 (5.6%)
	61 (57%)

	Jockey survey
	0 (0%)
	3 (3.4%)
	19 (21.8%)
	28 (32.2%)
	7 (8%)
	30 (34.6%)




The positive skew across all responses is indicative of an environment exhibiting reduced homohysteria, where masculine traits continue to be valued but there is more acceptance of deviation from the previously dominant heteronormative behaviour. This is typical of an exhibition of Inclusive Masculinity (Anderson, 2009) and is supported by the single openly gay jockey explaining that his colleagues have given him no issues about his sexuality since coming out (Buzinski, 2019). This is especially relevant given the intimate nature of the weighing room environment including changing, showers and saunas, and the positively skewed attitudes demonstrate an acceptance of sharing these intimate activities with minimum concern regarding one’s sexual orientation.
Further analysis of attitudes can be seen from the responses to the two questions based on hearing and using homophobic language in the workplace. Each response rate has been converted to illustrate the percentage allocation of all responses within that category; as multiple responses could be recorded for each question, this provided a more accurate view of the language use (Table 17.4).Table 17.4Cross tabulation on hearing homophobic language—racing and jockey surveys


	 	As abuse
	As humour
	Not sure
	No

	
                          Racing survey
                        

	Male
	24 (18%)
	87 (69%)
	1 (1%)
	14 (12%)

	
                          Jockey survey
                        

	Male
	17 (18%)
	58 (62%)
	1 (1%)
	18 (19%)




Similar profiles exist across both survey responses when analysing the use of homophobic language (Table 17.5), with male jockeys slightly more likely to use this kind of language as abuse than their wider racing counterparts, but both presenting considerable use as humour. This is supported by interviews, with one’s remark: ‘I think the lads would have a bit more banter with it’.Table 17.5Cross tabulation for using homophobic language—racing and jockey surveys


	 	As abuse
	As humour
	Not sure
	No

	
                          Racing survey
                        

	Male
	2 (2%)
	60 (56%)
	3 (3%)
	43 (39%)

	
                          Jockey survey
                        

	Male
	4 (5%)
	43 (50%)
	3 (3%)
	36 (42%)




This is a significant finding given the previous research undertaken in relation to homophobic language and the masculine environment it can foster, particularly within sports environments where its use appears to remain prevalent. Of importance is the distinction within the jockey responses, with 5% of males reporting using the language as abuse, whilst 50% of males reporting its use as humour. Therefore, it can be surmised that the male participants within the sport both experience and use homophobic language—regardless of the intent behind its use. The presence in the wider racing workforce, and hence the masculinity, may be diluted by female participants—as demonstrated by Dashper (2012)—whilst the male weighing room is an entirely masculine domain which could provide linkages to identified trends in a reluctancy to come out.
These findings are supported by the interviews undertaken which suggested this to be part of playing sport and did not view it as offensive or discriminatory. Regarding the use of homophobic language, ‘Tim’ commented: ‘I have definitely never heard it used in an offensive way’, whilst ‘Carl’ remarked: ‘most of the time it’s laughed about’ and ‘Daniel’ suggested when interviewed: ‘there’s no malice in it’.
In addition, the majority of responses regarding attitudes towards having a sexual minority colleague were positive, supporting the assertion of no homophobic intent. This combination demonstrates a lack of awareness as to the wide-ranging impact of homophobic language, regardless of intent, and how this can create an environment which promotes heteronormativity (Burn, 2000; Rose, 1990). If awareness could be increased regarding the impact of language choice which, inadvertently or not, promotes heteronormative positions, individuals may be less likely to engage in such behaviour as it would contest with their own beliefs regarding homosexuality, which are demonstrated as largely progressive and accepting (Magrath, 2015).
Given the increased use of homophobic language seen amongst males, this could be significant to the environment created within the weighing room and relates to McCormack’s (2011) theory surrounding homophobic language and how this can influence a given environment. His theory gives weight to several factors when assessing the use of homosexually themed language in order to historically and spatially situate the use of such language and understand how it should be interpreted. In the framework, cultural context is presented as a central function in comprehension, which is complemented with clarification of intent and effect, to present a specific set of circumstances surrounding the language use (McCormack, 2011). This allows categorisation into one of the four realms in McCormack’s model which, on a scale of increasing homohysteria, are; pro-gay language, gay discourse, fag discourse and homophobic language (McCormack, 2011).
Given the variable use of homophobic discourse demonstrated in the findings, particularly amongst male jockeys, the context does not fit solely into any one of McCormack’s (2011) four realms; however, similarities are evident with both ‘gay discourse’ and ‘fag discourse’. There is a mixture of intent present and the cultural homohysteria is reduced. McCormack argues that this context will have negative social effects, including the regulation and restriction of acceptable masculine behaviours, because the intent of the language is not always clear (Anderson, 2002; McCormack, 2011). It is not possible to show a causal relationship between this environment and a resistance to ‘coming out’; however, the results do suggest a link between the variables and based on the explored theoretical frameworks, this will be eliciting negative consequences within the male weighing room.
Other research has demonstrated that banter is claimed not to be serious and is, in fact, considered to increase camaraderie (Roderick, 2006); however, this is difficult to translate due to the mixed use of abuse and humour reported within the male jockey population. Research has also demonstrated that the word ‘gay’ does not have a negative impact on closeted individuals’ choice to open up about their sexuality (Anderson, 2011); however, research has not expanded to the use of other words which may not have undergone societal change, such as ‘poof’ or ‘queer’, which is why these terms were used as examples in the survey questions. These terms of homosexually themed language may still be influential in determining the impact on those experiencing them and could have a bearing on the formation of the environment’s nature.
Discussion
Sport encourages conformity and deviation can lead to bullying and exclusion for anyone challenging these long-held assertions (Dashper, 2012). Research has demonstrated that sport not only encourages the development of masculine traits, but also discourages association with those individuals who do not meet the masculinity threshold of the environment (Anderson, 2009; Plummer, 1999). Fundamentally, openly gay sportspeople challenge the core heteronormative discourse (Eng, 2008). As a result, those who remain in sport commonly repress their sexuality in order to fit in and increase their standing.
Equestrian sports, including horseracing, are highly unusual within competitive sport as they are one of the only spheres in which men and women compete against each other on equal terms, and horseracing has done so since the first mixed-gender race in 1974 (Riley, 2017). It has been considered that this mixed-gender environment could help diffuse the hypermasculinity which may contribute to the high levels of homophobia still evident in many male-only sports (Dashper, 2012).
Given the male dominance within the profession of jockey, it posed an ideal sample population for an exploration of the interaction between sexuality and masculinity in a novel sporting context. The research aims were to better understand the prevalence of sexual minority groups within the population and attitudes relating to sexuality in existence, which were established through a mixed-methods approach of quantitative data analysis complemented by in-depth individual interviews.
Results showed that 21.57% of jockeys and 30.40% of the racing workforce sample identified as gay, bisexual or in some other way not heterosexual. Furthermore, 86% of males in the racing survey and 74.80% of males in the jockey survey would feel neutral or positive about a colleague coming out at work. Thus, this research shows that, for the sample populations studied, those engaged in the sport of horseracing in Great Britain exist at one with the highest percentage of gay and sexual minority men demonstrated in sport, with similarities to Dashper’s (2012) work in other equestrian fields; however, the potential for a research topic bias is recognised. No other research has explicitly shown the percentage of professional athletes who identify as a sexual minority within a given sport.
Despite these findings, jockeys were found to be more likely to remain ‘closeted’ about their sexual orientation than the wider racing sample population; they hold ‘colleagues’ response’ and ‘lack of riding opportunities’ as the two most commonly cited reasons for remaining ‘closeted’. Another key finding is that both populations heard and used a considerable amount of homophobic language, both as abuse and as humour, and the effect of this should be given further examination.
Given the exploration of these results in conjunction with the existing literature, it would appear as though the male weighing room in British horseracing is not inherently homophobic in nature; however, it inadvertently encourages an atmosphere of heteronormativity which can have negative consequences for those located outside of those parameters. Considering the existing well-recorded pressures on jockeys, including weight, travel and mental health (Cullen et al., 2016; Losty et al., 2018), the research highlights an additional aspect of their working environment which could be eliciting further strain. Comprehension can help to reduce an additional burden on what is already a demanding profession; this could realistically improve the mental health of those involved with the introduction of specialised counselling.
This research supports the findings in other studies of Inclusive Masculinity in sporting environments, suggesting that under the prevailing societal attitudes towards homosexuality, the domain of sport reflects an increasingly positive view towards sexual minority participants. The results indicate that, similarly to Magrath’s (2015) research, banter associated with homosexuality is able to exist within these environments, along with banter based on other individual characteristics, whilst interview respondents suggested that the behaviour would be challenged if a threshold was crossed and the use became abusive.
Given one of the key findings of the research relates to the prevalence of homosexually themed language throughout the industry workforce, but more particularly amongst male jockeys, a poster campaign in weighing rooms could be used to raise awareness of the effects of such language use, no matter the intent behind it, in order to ensure that ignorance is not an excuse.
A simple alteration to industry forms and licence applications could include a question relating to sexual orientation; this would help the industry to keep track of the frequency data in this area. It would be suggested that this question be an optional addition for completers to answer; however, any level of data gained would be beneficial to better understanding the population characteristics, including leaver rates.
Another suggestion, supported by all individuals interviewed, was the addition of diversity education on industry qualifications. Highlighting the industry’s diversity—and its importance to the sport’s continuing success—will ensure that individuals are aware of the value of a diverse workforce; specifically, this could increase awareness of the impact of homophobic language (Kulik & Roberson, 2008).
Due to the work being the first of its kind undertaken within the sport, there remains enormous potential to expand on the findings of this research in order to better understand the intricate associations between masculinity and sexuality in the sport more widely; further qualitative research could provide valuable data for comprehending some of the phenomena witnessed in this initial examination of the field.
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The Relationship Between Sport and Masculinity
Historical avenues for the display of physical prowess and heterosexuality in traditional masculine areas, such as combat, manual labor, or business, have slowly eroded since the start of the twentieth century (Roberts, 2018). Sport, however, remains one such avenue for displaying physical prowess and heterosexual domination (Pronger, 1990). As a result, it has traditionally reinforced an orthodox form of twentieth-century masculinity that is linked to those who are white, middle class, able-bodied, and, most important to this analysis, heterosexual (Symons, 2009).
It is now widely recognized, however, that twenty-first-century sport is a social institution that shapes and impacts upon the lives of gay and lesbian athletes too. Since sociologist first began to question the role that sport plays in the production and reproduction of masculine identity in the mid-1980s (Dunning, 1986), there was a slow progression from examining sport as a site of male control over women, to recognizing the intersection between sport and sexuality that results from the largely heteronormative and homophobic culture of professional sport in the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century (Rowe, Markwell, & Stevenson, 2006).
It was this inhospitable period of time that gave rise to sexual orientation-segregated sporting spaces for gay men. One of the most prominent examples is the International Gay Games, a quadrennial multi-sport event. The Gay Games, while inspired by the Olympic Games, were introduced to foster inclusion in response to the “apparent racism, sexism, nationalism, homophobia and elitism” present in the mainstream games (Symons, 2009, p. 1). Beginning in San Francisco in 1982, the Gay Games have been held every four years since that date and have grown to be a significant sporting, cultural, and human rights mega-event. In 2018 Gay Games 10 in Paris featured over 10,000 participants across over thirty-six sports alongside fourteen cultural events and an academic conference (Paris 2018 Gay Games). As gay sporting competitions grew in numbers throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the types of sports upon which inclusive teams were formed around also grew. Concerning the focus of this chapter, rugby, the first sociological investigation occurred in the United Kingdom by Price and Parker (2003) and they found the existence of the country’s first gay club (formed in 1995) was principally organized around escaping perceived or actual homophobia of mainstream rugby.
The new Millennium brought changes in attitudes toward homosexuality, not only to society, but also to mainstream sport (Anderson, 2014). For example, when Welsh rugby player, Gareth Thomas, came out in 2009, he was met with exceptional fan and team support, as will be discussed later. Exemplifying this shift empirically, the first comprehensive investigation of the experiences of gay males playing on ostensibly heterosexual teams was conducted by Anderson in 2005, and he found that matters had begun to change. This was a finding that was affirmed by yet further outlook upon the gay male athletes by straight men in 2011 (Anderson, 2011).
Today, it has been repeatedly shown that heterosexual athletes, generally, are increasingly accepting of homosexuality (Anderson, Magrath, & Bullingham, 2016; Anderson & McCormack, 2015; Bush, Anderson, & Carr, 2012).
The reason for this acceptance has to do with changing attitudinal disposition toward gay men and changing masculinity among heterosexual males. Whereas sport was once a masculinizing practice (Anderson, 2005a), boys and young men are today moving away from orthodox versions of masculinity that are rooted in tenets such as violence, 
                
              aggression, and misogyny. Anderson (2009) has argued that an inclusive masculinity is now the norm for “White, middle class men; both inside and outside of sport” rather than the “domineering, homophobic behaviours and attitudes of orthodox masculinity”. This is now well documented in dozens of studies across the west (cf. the 2018 special edition on Generational Masculinities in the Journal of Gender Studies).
Anderson (2005a, p. 347) was the first to use the term “inclusive masculinity” to describe masculine performances that view hegemonic masculinity as undesirable with a willingness to embrace femininity “less concerned with mitigating homosexual suspicion through homophobia and heterosexism”. Athletes who exhibit inclusive masculinity are found to be more accepting of both women and gay males in sporting environments (Bush et al., 2012). There is also evidence for increasing societal acceptance of gay athletes and a softening of media attitudes toward gay male athletes in both the United Kingdom and United States with a shift toward inclusive masculinity (Cleland, 2014, 2018; Kian & Anderson, 2009).
Rugby and Masculinity
Rugby, which Dunning (1986, p. 81) identified as a combat sport that has traditionally embodied “the expression of macho values in a relatively unbridled form”, has long been associated with masculinity and violence. It has epitomized hegemonic masculine characteristics such as aggressive competitiveness and toughness (Wright & Clarke, 1999) and has traditionally been described as “a leading definer of masculinity among both youth and university-aged English men” (Anderson & McGuire, 2010, p. 249).
The association of rugby with tough and aggressive masculinities is such that, even at school age, talented rugby players are able to exercise greater power and gain favorable self-understandings than their peers who do not participate (or participate well) in the sport. In their research into collegiate rugby, Muir and Seitz (2004) found that a desire to play or associate with rugby often stemmed from a wish to link themselves to the exaggerated form of masculinity that is found in rugby. Given these conditions, it is unsurprising to find that rugby has been recognized as enabling a culture that is pervasive with homophobia and misogyny (Muir & Seitz, 2004; Price & Parker, 2003).
Dunning (1986, p. 84) identified post-match rituals and initiation ceremonies as some of the key traditions that have reinforced traditional notions of masculinity. These activities include drinking to excess, stripping new players naked, singing obscene songs, and the “mocking, on the one hand, of women, and on the other, of homosexuals”. In some instances, the songs move beyond mere mocking and refer to sexually harming women, which takes on an even more sinister tone when females are present (Schacht, 1996). In this manner, twentieth-century rugby players consolidated their masculinity with rugby serving to privilege heterosexuality.
The presence of gay players in the hypermasculine, physical rugby environment may be the ultimate subversion of the myth of gay men being effeminate and un-masculine (Symons, 2010), in a similar manner to the challenges to traditional constructions of femininity that female players present (Wright & Clarke, 1999). This is because the involvement of gay players in a space that has been a fundamental source of heterosexual male power undermines masculinity and challenges the boundary between gay and straight males and ultimately the perceived differences between men and women as a whole (Anderson, 2002).
For example, former Welsh international player, Gareth Thomas—who is one of the most well-known and respected players in Welsh rugby history (McGivern & Miller, 2017; Zhu, 2016)—came out in December 2009, to an “overwhelmingly supportive” response (McCormack & Anderson, 2010, p. 915). His record as one of the most successful players in the sport, combined with his masculine appearance and physical playing style were certainly contrary to the mythical representations of gay males and may explain the positive response. Similarly, Nigel Owens the most celebrated rugby referee (who officiated the 2015 World Cup final) became the first official to come out in professional British sport. He continues to be held in high regard for his skill and talent but is also respected within the sport (Cleland, 2019).
Anderson and Rhidian (2010) use interviews of rugby players to further analyze a recent shift in rugby culture in England. They show more tolerance toward women and homosexuals and a less macho environment. McCormack and Anderson (2010) identified that it was primarily the (older, heterosexual) coaches who made use of homophobic discourse in an attempt to build masculinity in their (younger) players. They found that players were now supportive of gay rights and here had been an observable decline in the frequency of use of homosexually themed language. Thus, there has been a softening of the culture associated with playing rugby, driven by younger players coming through the system who are increasingly rejecting, if not challenging the previously accepted use of homophobic discourse that is used by older members of the rugby community.
However, Thomas remains one of very few male athletes to reveal their sexuality during their rugby careers. This leads to speculation that gay rugby players may have found greater acceptance by playing for inclusive gay rugby teams rather than alongside heterosexual peers. This was certainly the case with research conducted near the turn of the last century. Price and Parker (2003) found that the overriding reason for players joining one gay rugby team was that the inclusive club offered a “safe and friendly sporting environment” (Price & Parker, 2003, p. 118) and a haven for those who had been excluded or ostracized from the mainstream rugby culture.
For their analysis, Price and Parker (2003) examined the Kings Cross Steelers Rugby Football Club, an amateur rugby club based in London and the self-claimed world’s first gay rugby club. Players predominantly identified as homosexual but both bisexual and heterosexual individuals were also present. These players reported to have earlier felt alienated by organized sport at school due to a combination of their sexualities or the distinct “macho” culture that had already been ingrained within sport participation at school level. In the club’s formative years, they played “friendly” matches against those clubs that Price and Parker note as being “willing” to play against an openly gay team. The unsaid, yet implicit alternative is that numerous teams were initially unwilling to play against a gay team. However, acceptance into the mainstream rugby culture has been increasingly found, even if Anderson (2005b, p. 105) highlights that this acceptance was based on the club presenting “an image of ‘normality’ for everything except for their sexual orientation”. Part of his normalization involved refuting notions that the club’s sporting activities were linked to sexual relationship networks, sexual politics, or the wider “gay scene”. However, it is recognized that the very presence of the team in mainstream sport challenged stereotypical views of the effeminate gay athlete. The number of gay rugby clubs around the world has steadily grown, spurred by the creation of The International Gay Rugby Association and Board (IGRAB) in 2001.
In Ireland, the first gay rugby team was founded in 2003. Research on this team suggested that it is identified as having the potential to transform the traditional heteronormative culture acting as “a subversion of gender norms and a threat to the gender order” (Madden, 2013, p. 255). Contrary to the Kings Cross Steelers, the Irish team played on traditional gender stereotypes, particularly in their initial recruitment materials that showed masculine players with feminized props (such as high heels and feather boas). The juxtaposition of the emphatically masculine bodies with the female props associated with drag artists challenged established discourses surrounding rugby and masculinity and yet the club has been widely accepted by the media and rugby administrators.
Australia’s first gay rugby club, the Sydney Convicts have been embraced by the city’s rugby community with its founder Andrew Purchas awarded the Order of Australia medal that recognizes outstanding achievement and service by Australians. The team have also been invited to train with the New South Wales Waratahs team (an elite level professional rugby club), then led by former Australian captain John Eales. The combined sessions allowed hierarchies of masculinity to be reworked and facilitated interactions and discussions between the players (Gorman-Murray, 2013).
Finally, Gaston and Dixon (under review) examined a recently formed grassroots gay rugby team in the United Kingdom, the Liverpool Tritons. In contrast to the experience of the Steelers, the Tritons were accepted and openly welcomed by the straight rugby clubs that they played against.
Significantly, they claim that while the barriers between heterosexual and homosexual men had diminished a greater issue now lies within the gay community. With a narrowing of acceptable behavior in places traditionally associated with gay sociability inclusive rugby clubs may now be affording a more inclusive range of homosexualities in addition to masculinities.
Methods
The central focus of this research was to examine the changing structure of inclusive men’s rugby clubs in the United Kingdom and the members’ associations with the rugby community. Finding participants for this research was not difficult as the number of inclusive men’s rugby teams has grown from less than a dozen clubs one decade ago to eighty-four clubs in the United Kingdom and Western Europe as recognized by and registered with the International Gay Rugby Board. The structure of the English Rugby Football Union’s (RFU) hierarchy and ranking of teams is complex, with 240 clubs in the top six levels and divisions. Teams are relegated to either higher or lower levels based on yearly performance within their divisions. It is at these lower levels that all-inclusive teams’ players, coaches, and administrators were contacted for this research.
One notable exception to this ranking table is that of the King Cross Steelers. As mentioned above, the Steelers are the first internationally recognized inclusive rugby club and compete in the middle of the hierarchy of RFU rankings at Level Eight and field several sides each weekend. The inclusive team members interviewed here hail from clubs that each field just one team each weekend. The level designations continue to the lower-skilled teams (both inclusive and primarily heterosexual participants) including hundreds of teams of varying skills and abilities.
Results of this research cannot be generalized to all sports, regardless of whether those sports are contact or non-contact. Further, few ethnic minorities were interviewed or were members of the inclusive clubs; these ethnic minorities’ responses are included in the results, but any identifying characteristics of these members have been excluded.
Participants
A mixed-methods qualitative analysis of five inclusive rugby clubs in England with a total team membership of approximately sixty players per team was undertaken during a two-month period. Semi-structured interviews of ten players from each team occurred alongside, participant observation and written responses to a participant-requested questionnaire provided insight to the rationale as to why these men seek to become members of these nearly all gay men inclusive clubs.
Communicating with members of the inclusive teams was based on a convenience sample of five clubs located in the English Midlands to southern England. The lead author of this study (a former high-level rugby referee) also participated in a number of practices/training sessions with the players and it was during these sessions that informal discussions were held. The researcher also met with a number of participants at informal gatherings at the conclusion of training sessions. Several focus group meetings were also held, and it was at these meetings that several members also asked for a list of the structured questions to answer. The rational for these requests was simple: many of participants wanted more time to think about the nature of the questions and, perhaps more importantly, they wanted to socialize with their teammates after the training session. These respondents are included in the total of approximately fifty players and administrators surveyed and interviewed.
Participants were overwhelmingly white (98 percent), middle class, and only a few (4 percent) held professional (lawyers, doctors, etc.) positions. No members of this research reported being bisexual although teammates did report a few (less than five) bisexual members of their club. As one gay player said with a laugh, “They just don’t know they’re gay yet”.
Given the nature of inclusive club members who participated in this research we opted to exclude heterosexual members of the clubs (only five heterosexual players were identified over the course of the research). These members were all administrators (managers/coaches) who were recruited by the inclusive club team members to help the players learn, or re-learn, the game and to conduct practices and training sessions. Participation by the gay members of the team, according to each administrator, was sporadic given that training sessions took place from 7 to 9 p.m. twice during the week and, as one player noted, “It’s hard getting out all the time (with) work and family to think about”.
Administrators for the five clubs included here each reported that paid membership for their clubs was sixty members. At each training session attended by the lead researcher, participation ranged from twenty to twenty-five players and the number of players actually dropped to three to thirteen participants on the seven match days the lead researcher attended.
Procedures
Discussions with participants included a focus on their rationale for joining an inclusive rugby club, what membership of the club meant to their development as athletes, the socialization process of joining a collision sport late in their playing careers, and the social aspects of being a member of an inclusive rugby club. Recruiting of players by inclusive clubs presumes that prospective players already identify as gay and are open about their sexual orientation and gender identity. However, three members of one club were out only to their teammates, but not to their families or the larger community. Each of these players separately requested the opportunity to answer the questionnaire via email.
The process of joining a rugby club in their mid-twenties and early thirties is explored in the Results section below but deserves brief mention here. The nature of English rugby is such that most children, boys and girls, begin playing in primary school—both touch rugby and controlled tackle rugby. For various reasons, all of the participants reported leaving the sport during their secondary school years (around age eleven to thirteen) and then not re-joining as active participants until well after graduating from university or until they were well into their early-to-mid-twenties. About ten players had never participated in rugby in their youth and had only taken up the sport after the age of thirty.
Results were initially coded by the first author into thematic categories, using Charmaz’s (2003) notions of grounded theory. Not all of the themes from these interviews are presented in this chapter, but the top occurring and most salient are. In addition to being initially coded by the primary author, 10 percent of the transcripts were co-verified by another author on this chapter, and codes and themes were discussed in relation to these transcripts, and the primary coding.
Ethics
This research has ethics approval and, in following the principles of the British Sociological Association (BSA) Statement of Ethical Practice in conducting human subject research, every effort is made here to protect the identity of the participants. This includes, but is not limited to, changing the participants’ names, hometown or city where their club is located (if specifically mentioned), paraphrasing quotes to omit identifying information about individuals, and including only the barest of geographical identification. In addition to the BSA guidelines, the Appalachian State University’s Institutional Research Board (IRB) approval of human subject research for this project is available by contacting the lead author.
Results
Gay men’s participation in sport, in general, and rugby football, in particular, has been the object of researchers’ interest for years (Anderson, 2002, 2011; Besnier & Brownell, 2012). What is unique, however, is the growing number of inclusive gay men’s sports teams which were, ostensibly, begun to promote the sport of rugby among an overlooked and underrepresented population. Interestingly, the promotion of the sport at the national level in the United Kingdom lags far behind the grassroots organizing of inclusive gay men’s teams begun just over twenty years ago in London (Englandrugby.​com, 2016). Indeed, it only has been in the last five years that gay men’s inclusive teams have begun to gain a foothold in rugby, albeit still somewhat on the borders and not in the mainstream of the rugby world. It was not the purpose of this research to examine homophobia or masculinities as it relates to gay men in rugby football (Anderson & McGuire, 2010). The purpose, rather, was to explore via a grounded theoretical approach the possibly changing structure of rugby in the United Kingdom as it relates to the rise in inclusive gay men’s rugby teams and their impact on the sport in England and beyond.
Naturally, questions of homophobia and masculinities did arise. Anderson has repeatedly argued and shown that while homophobia is rapidly decreasing, as minorities, gay men will always exist within some cultural milieu of homophobia, or at least heteronormativity (Anderson, 2009). However, very few of the participants in this research cited homophobia as a reason for their desire to join an inclusive gay men’s rugby club. That finding alone makes this research novel: This is not the experience of gay men in inclusive clubs previously (Price & Parker, 2003).
In addition, the nature of masculinities as it pertains to the social, cultural, and temporal experience of many of the participants was examined but did not become a central focus of this research. Instead, our thematic coding found three new areas of interest in this investigation: (1) the social capital sought by and gained by many participants on inclusive men’s rugby clubs, (2) clubs’ presence for many gay men as a “safe haven”, and (3) for some gay men their participation with the inclusive rugby club was merely a hobby and a means for them to meet other gay men with similar interests in sport. Each theme is discussed below beginning with an introductory example as to how the theme emerged during the research process.
Social Capital
Michael and David sat at a high-top table at their club’s local pub. The table was full of pint glasses of beer and bottles of Prosecco wine—most were empty but there were a few full and half-full bottles to be found. David scanned the crowd and said that he recognized most of the people in the room. They’re not all regulars, he noted. “Most come for the pub night and karaoke”. By regulars, he added that many of the Hampshire players rarely, if ever, come to the twice weekly training sessions or the home matches. The team administrators, he said, often are hard pressed to find enough players for away matches during the league season. Michael added that it didn’t matter about the number of players traveling to matches on Saturdays that were, at most, only a few hours’ drive away. “The other teams always have extra players”, he said. Asked how the league administration dealt with non-team players in division matches, both shrugged and said it did not matter with the level of rugby their team played with David saying, “I’m just in it for the craic”, which means for fun, gossip, and entertainment.
“Fucking Irish”, Michael laughed and shook his head as both went back to watching the action on the dance floor.
The concept of social capital is an important component of human relations (Nichols, Tacon, & Muir, 2013; Seippel, 2006). As such, social capital was equally important to, though not necessarily recognized by, some of the players when asked. The sense of community was vital to many of the non-players who gladly paid about £80($100) for team membership privileges, such as entrée to club social gatherings. Purchasing team regalia such as jackets, game-day jerseys, T-shirts, and hats could easily set the buyer back another £80–100. As one regular on-field player said, “They’re part of the team and (are) seen that way”.
The team’s colors of blue and gold are starkly and readily different and recognizable from the other local teams. This adds to the sense of belonging and therefore the social capital many of these gay men may feel by being part of the inclusive team. One non-player wearing the Hampshire blue and gold colors this evening explained that he hadn’t thought of “earning” social capital by attending team functions. He said a friend had told him about the gay men’s rugby club and invited him to meet some of the players for drinks one evening about two years earlier. He later wanted to explain that he understood that not only his fellow inclusive men’s rugby teammates saw him as a gay man and member of the club, but that when he wore his Hampshire jersey on non-rugby days while walking or traveling around town other townspeople “probably knew” he is gay. This was especially true if those people followed rugby in this town and many people follow the sport as closely as they would schoolboy rugby up to the English national team level.
Another non-player pointed out that the same phenomenon existed on other teams as girlfriends, wives, partners, family members, and friends also would come to social gatherings and matches wearing their chosen team’s colors in a show of support. He added that he didn’t feel as if he were any less of a member of the team as were those supporters. “We just happen to be gay”, he shrugged, “And they’re not”.
Interview data from several participants support this observation. A few weeks after the Hampshire Harrier Club’s interviews, informal interviews were held following a match between two inclusive clubs. James of the Brexit Exeters said, “the non-players who like the idea of telling people they play rugby, buy all the kit, wear it ad infinitum yet actually have no interest in playing contact and improving themselves at training”. His teammate, David, agreed, saying “Sure … there are those [that James mentioned], but I don’t mind. They give money (and) more recognition to the club”.
Daniel, of the Mayfield Rhinos against whom the Exeters had just played, added that he originally joined his club to find new friends and belong to the rugby community as an observer, but still recognized as a team member. “But then I played some and immediately fell in love with it”, he said. “And”, he said, smiling, “I did find love unexpectedly”.
A Physically Safe Haven
Statler and Waldorf, two pensioners from southern England, sat sipping their pints of ale and watching as the local rugby club did its warm-up routine twenty minutes before kick-off against its cross-county rivals. They were talking about recent trial law changes in rugby football that had been approved by the World Rugby Board for the current season. “They’re trying to protect the players too much, I think”, said Statler, pausing briefly. “Making the game more for sissies”.
Waldorf shook his head and pointed out that the World Rugby administrative board was always changing the laws. He said the tackle law had been recently changed to protect players from concussions and scrums were no longer just two packs of sixteen players crashing together. “Nothing different here”, he said pointing at the field. “Things change”.1
Statler scowled and shook his head in disagreement. In fact, the World Rugby board is constantly testing new laws and implements those trial laws prior to international test matches. The input of referees, coaches and administrators, and players typically decides the merit or worthiness of the new test laws. The conversation with these two spectators/former players was in direct reference to concerns expressed by researchers in regard to concussions and the effect of improper tackling techniques on younger players in England and elsewhere (Pollock, White, & Kirkwood, 2017).
What then followed was a conversation between the two approximately seventy-year-old former Rochester Rugby Club players when asked about changes in the sexual orientation/gender identity of current players, and not the laws of the game, in regard to acceptance of gay men in most levels of the sport.Interviewer: “Were there gay men on your team who played when you did?”
Waldorf: “Sure … a few”.
Statler: “(The) poofs and those light in the boot”.
Waldorf: “That’s not fair … they didn’t bother anybody, and their friends would come out (to the games) to support them”.
Interviewer: “Would other teams’ players target them or single them out for being gay?”
Statler: “They wouldn’t think of it”.
Interviewer: “Why … was the team protective of the gay players?”
Waldorf: “Didn’t matter who it was … you go after any of our lads and the rest (of us) were coming after you”.
Interviewer: “Were these teammates openly gay?”
Statler: “Some. But, those were different times”.
Waldorf: “No one cared, I think … as long as they could play the game”.


A few sub-themes emerged in discussing the rise of inclusive rugby teams with administrators, spectators, gay players, and players from non-inclusive clubs, openly identifying as gay or otherwise, when the first researcher met with members of an inclusive gay men’s club and men from another non-inclusive club. The first of these themes is nearly all participants from the “normal” teams were aware about some rugby counterparts—and teammates are gay—and no one interviewed seemed to give the matter a second thought.
Members of the inclusive teams agreed with that assessment with his teammate adding that the history of English rugby was such that, “if you were good (at the game), it didn’t matter (if you were gay.)” His comments of “normal” teams were particularly striking. Asked if the gay members of the local inclusive team found the use of the term to be offensive, one inclusive team member shrugged and replied “Why?” He added to a round of laughter from both inclusive and “normal” players, “They all know we’re queer”. “There’s always banter (between ‘normals’ and inclusive teams)”, another inclusive club member said. “They call us faggots and we call them breeders. It’s all in good fun”.
This type of dialogue between heterosexual and homosexual men could be viewed suspiciously. Certainly, at one historical time the use of homophobic discourse was laden with antipathy. However, McCormack, Wignall, and Morris (2016) provide a framework for understanding how this discourse can also have value in reducing prejudice and bonding in mixed-sexual orientation friendship groups. At the core of McCormack and Wignall’s argument is intent; and the intent of these men was that of bonding through banter the way McCormack and Anderson (2010) have also shown occurs between gay and straight male athletes.
The concept of the “normalcy” of homosexuality arose a number of times during other interviews with the inclusive rugby team members. It added to the impression many held that the inclusive team community did not feel a need to, as one player said, “Explain ourselves to anyone”. Another player took the point further, “Playing rugby is fun for us. Most would go hang out with the straight guys (during secondary school) and they knew (we are gay). Then they would start dating girls and we were left behind. Rugby was our connection until that point”. Asked why he and his gay teammates did not continue playing rugby with their straight friends, he paused as he looked across at another field where approximately fifty men age seventeen to approximately thirty-five were training while his inclusive team’s group of twenty players worked out on another field, and said, “It just was done that way”.
Before the advent of the first openly all-gay men’s team, the London Steelers, in the mid-1990s and then the San Francisco Fog in 2001, gay men were not seen as masculine enough (Anderson, 2005b), as one inclusive team player said, to play rugby after secondary school and into their university years. This sense of de facto discrimination against gay male athletes has been well documented in previous generations (Price & Parker, 2003; Pronger, 1990). What this separation of straight and gay rugby players effectively did was create a division of active rugby participation between the two groups beginning at age ten to twelve years (from secondary school to university) until well after university years. Interviews with the inclusive team players suggest that most of these gay men did not re-emerge on the rugby scene until they were in their late twenties to early thirties.
Gay men, seeking to find a team for which they could play, would oftentimes, many players said, approach a “normal” team’s club administrator or captain and say they were interested in playing. When asked about the gay person’s previous rugby experience, the player would have to reply that he had not played for about a decade. The player’s skill set and ability to play the game at this new level were different because of that layoff of, in some cases, up to twenty years, one gay player said. Added another, “We had to learn to play again”. Yet another player pointed to a new player who was participating in his first training session with the inclusive team (the player appeared to be in his early twenties.) “He’s gay and scared right now”, he said. “But”, the team captain said, “he knows he’s safe”, adding, “Everyone comes in thinking they’re unique and have a different story”. The group of four men smiled and nodded. “We get it”, the captain said as the four walked back to their training session.
The notion of homophobia, perceived or otherwise, rarely emerged in discussing the “safe haven” concept with the inclusive team players and is discussed below. Rather, the exclusion many felt from the sport as their straight counterparts continued on their path toward acquiring the requisite rugby skills to put them on more and more competitive teams as they grew older appears to manifest itself in the inclusive nature and emerging structure of the inclusive teams. Given the age and experience difference, it is logical that a gay man with few rugby skills would not want to walk on to the pitch with seasoned, more experienced “normal” teammates and begin practicing. One senior administrator, who also played on occasion when his team needed more players, said he had not picked up a rugby ball in nearly twenty years. “Quit in secondary (school)”, he said. “I just turned 38 (years old), came out when I was 35, and have been club administrator (in this mid-size city) ever since”. He added that he would have to have been “mental” to think that he could play with the city’s “normal” club. “They’d murder me (because) I wouldn’t be able to keep up”. He then pointed to the “scared” twenty-something newcomer observing the training session from the sidelines and said that’s why “he’s safe here”.
Several inclusive rugby matches and training sessions were attended during the course of this research. At one match between an inclusive team and a cross-town rival “normal” team several of the new inclusive team members stood together on the sideline watching the game. The coach was asked when the new players were going to get their chance to play their first rugby match he replied, “I already asked them as we were getting kitted up. They don’t want to play”. The three newest players wore the team colors and joked nervously with each other and were the only players on the sideline to jump away whenever play became uncomfortably close to them. When asked why they did not want to play after four weeks of training, one player walked away, another just shook his head, and the third simply said, “I’m not ready for this”.
“Give them time”, a senior player said. “They just need time”.
Rugby as a Hobby
The nearly fifty players of the Williamsburg Highlander Rugby Club stood in groups and waited to hear their names called. The coaching staff studied clipboards with sheets of paper with highlighted notes on them and alternately called a name and sent that player to one or another side of the field. When the two starting sides of fifteen players each were ready, the remaining players whose names had not been called went to sit in the stadium bleacher seats or stand murmuring among themselves as they went to await their turns to play. The coaches said they were looking at what they referred to “possibles” versus “probables”. The latter had the best chance to represent the Williamsburg Highlander Rugby Club’s first fifteen side; the “possibles” would be relegated to substitution status for the First Fifteen and would play for the Second Fifteen side the following week as league play began. The two sides would scrimmage for one hour with substitutes brought on as the coaches deemed necessary.
A group of ten members of the area’s inclusive gay men’s rugby team, the Ruffians, were already situated in the bleachers waiting for the scrimmage to start. This is important, one player explained, as success on the First Fifteen in a city of 50,000 people could lead to an invitation to play higher levels and perhaps even a chance at being recruited for the English national rugby team. This was a high-stake moment and the tension was palatable in the small stadium. The inclusive gay men’s team played at Level Eight while the First Fifteen was hoping to break through to Level Four.
This is what makes us different, one inclusive team member said, looking at the field. “You mean from the obvious?” another said, laughing. “Yeah”, the first responded. “It’s a livelihood to them. For us, it’s a hobby”.
This concept, of playing rugby as a hobby for an inclusive gay men’s rugby team, emerged as the final theme of this research. As noted above, most of the gay men began re-learning the game as participants much later in life than their counterparts. It remains rare to have an openly gay man playing at higher levels of rugby in the United Kingdom and elsewhere; it is not necessarily seen as homophobia or discrimination against gay men, although the homophobia certainly exists in parts of rugby culture. Rather, as noted above, it is the systemic nature of the exclusion of gay men and boys during their school years that apparently is leading to a form of self-segregation by the gay men and boys themselves.
When asked about that possibility, several of the players disagreed and said they had played on other rugby teams that were, at the time, inclusive. “They (my teammates) knew I was gay. I’ve played rugby all my life, the club ethos is inclusivity, something many on my old team didn’t share”. A teammate pointed out the apparent contradiction in his teammate’s comment. “They said they were LGBT friendly team, but weren’t really”, the first player said.
“Not knowing too much about the sport I, too, took it up as a hobby and a way to meet other gay men”, Dean, age thirty-five, wrote in a follow-up email after this initial meeting. “I was not a sporty person and I felt that we were all starting out at the same basic point. It was also nice that the guys aren’t all that serious about the actual game and are more about the friendships”.
Several of these players involved in this unstructured interview group also had asked if they could submit written comments. When asked if they were uncomfortable with the questions, all of the players responded they wanted to further discuss the issue but wanted more time to think about their responses. Besides, another player said, gesturing to the field, “We’re missing the game”.
A sample of responses, below, using aliases and no team affiliation, suggest that these players’ decision to join an inclusive gay men’s rugby team often went beyond the discussions held in focus group interviews. The common theme, however, was that of joining a community of like-minded players and participants without having to explain their sexual orientation/gender identity. The fact that these men knew that their opponents, families, friends, fans, and spectators supported them was enough for nearly all of the men interviewed not to be worried about being judged because of their sexual orientation/gender identity. As Brian, age thirty-five, said:Rugby is an inclusive sport and it is important that we not be ghettoized by only playing other International Gay Rugby (Board) teams at their tournaments. We are ambassadors for the gay community (and) have broken down stereotypes such that we are no longer ‘distant’ but seen as ordinary human beings, just like them.


Finding inclusive gay men’s rugby clubs in England and now in the United States was once very difficult, but players noted that once inclusive teams were advertising for players, their perceptions of the sport and notions of homophobia were dispelled. According to Adam, age thirty from the midlands of England, “It was my dream come true—a rugby club that catered to me as a gay man and, as a total beginner to the sport”. Carl, age twenty-seven and a member of the same team as Adam’s, added, “I originally joined an inclusive team to see whether gay men could actually do sports and since I have become single, I have become more involved in it as a way of meeting people and potential boyfriends”. He paused and smiled, “And I did”.
Inclusivity and Homophobia
The rugby experiences of gay men playing the sport in the United Kingdom and the United States are vastly different. As noted earlier, homophobia and sport are well-researched fields and homophobic experiences of English players were virtually non-existent in this research. With the relatively new and growing number of mostly gay men playing on teams in the United States, however, their experiences are important to compare to the English players’ experiences. Muir (2019) found that nearly all gay men playing rugby in the United States had experienced some form of homophobia either during a match or afterward.
One American player noted that when he first joined his team in the southern United States (in 2012) most heterosexual teams initially refused to play against a gay team. “It was uncomfortable, there were homophobic comments from other teams and from the side lines”, he said. “The worst are those teams with (Pacific) Islanders”. American gay rugby teams are also different from United Kingdom inclusive teams in that most teams are geographically far apart from each other. This necessitates American gay men to search out a team that will welcome them to play. According to the International Gay Rugby Board, there are fifty registered gay teams in the United States. However, unless there are two or more teams in the same city or region, these gay teams have to travel several hours to compete against other gay teams. As mentioned earlier, because of England’s geography, the proximity of inclusive teams is usually less than one hour’s drive away.
For the English players, some players did mention experiencing homophobic assaults—both verbal and physical, but these assaults occurred most commonly in primary or secondary school. What this meant for these players was that they simply left the game for much as twenty years or more. “It was different back then”, one English player said of his playing days in the late 1970s. “Yeah”, added another, “You just didn’t have openly gay players then”.
All but three of the twelve coaches and administrators interviewed identified as straight and, interestingly, these nine coaches and administrators made it a point at the beginning of each interview to state that fact. “As a straight guy”, as one administrator began an interview, “I can tell you that the normal teams don’t care if they play a gay team”. When pressed for an explanation and if he thought homophobia and “homohysteria” had practically been eliminated from rugby in the United Kingdom, he replied, “No there’s still going to be some”. Another coach added, “I think the normal used to think we were a curiosity”. He said that when his team formed just over four years ago the other local “normal” team would sometimes stop their training sessions to come to the inclusive team’s field to watch their training. It only took a “little bit of time” for the “normal” team to want to help the inclusive team with training sessions. “They were very helpful, I think, because they want to help grow the game”, another coach added. Because of the skill level difference between the established team and the newly formed inclusive team, the two sides would practice in tightly controlled scrimmages with a local referee running the scrimmage. Coaches from both teams would be on the field and, if they saw something dangerous, would stop the match and bring all the players together to discuss what had just occurred. “The training didn’t end there, of course”, one inclusive team’s coach said. “We’d take it inside (to the club house) and discuss thing that happened over a few pints”.
Discussion
Rugby has traditionally existed as a leading definer of masculinity in British culture. In the twentieth century, this definition included overt homophobia and sexism. It is for this reason that openly gay rugby players have traditionally chosen to compete for gay rugby clubs. However, cultural attitudes toward homosexuality have improved rapidly in the twenty-first century. This research therefore sought to examine the function and purpose of gay rugby teams in England today.
Gay men’s participation in sport has been the object of researchers’ interest for years (Anderson, 2002, 2011; Besnier & Brownell, 2012). What is unique, however, is the growing number of inclusive gay men’s sports teams which were, ostensibly, begun to promote the sport of rugby among an overlooked and underrepresented population. This research not only contributes to that body of literature but helps inform the social disposition of sport in relation to gay men’s broader perception.
In order to examine the contemporary purposes and structures of a gay rugby team, we conducted fifty interviews with members of five gay inclusive teams and three “normal” teams. We found that the primary reason gay men joined these teams was not to escape homophobia, as previous research found. Instead, it was to gain social capital within and beyond the gay team. Members of these teams proudly wore their jerseys, inside and away from the sporting arena.
Next, we found that gay rugby clubs have transitioned from places designed to protect the physical security of gay athletes from homophobic assault, to one that protects the physical safety of gay men from being less-prepared to play the routine, structured, violent game that is rugby. These clubs provided gay men the opportunity to learn the sport, slowly, and methodically, in order to prevent the types of injuries that might occur if they were to play against highly skilled players on ostensibly heterosexual teams.
The gay rugby clubs studied also serve as a meeting place for the development of gay social networks and culture. This will, of course, be similar to the intent of the establishment of these clubs in the first place. However, the variance between the original intent and now concerns; whereas older research on gay teams (Symons, 2009) suggests that it is to escape the stigma of mainstream sports, the men in this research suggest that stigma against playing rugby as gay men comes not from straight male rugby players, but from other gay men.
Finally, the need for gay rugby clubs may take on new significance in a technological age. Renninger (2018) has shown that physical gay spaces have shifted over the last few decades from bars and clubs, to internet technologies. This leaves less room for socializing and networking. It leaves less room for honest human interaction and the development of social networks and possibly romantic relationships. It is perhaps for this reason that more players pay membership fees than play rugby—a lot more. The rugby club is one of the few places where gay men can meet today.
We suggest that the shift we highlight in the purpose and culture of inclusive rugby teams is a direct result of decreasing cultural homohysteria. Today, it is homophobia which is stigmatized, not homosexuality. Our research therefore adds to the cannon of Inclusive Masculinity Research by examining a social location that it has not yet been examined for homosocial gay rugby teams. Our research also contributes to the scholarship on sport and changing social norms, because we suggest that our findings indicate that, as Anderson (2011) argues, sport reflects the broader culture from which it emerges. Although we cannot generalize beyond this data, it is for this reason that we suggest other researchers examining other gay sport teams are likely to find similar shifts in their purpose and culture.
What we can, definitively, say from this study of five gay inclusive teams is that English inclusive rugby teams no longer exist for the purpose in which they were formed. We are interested to see what the culture of these teams will look like in another decade.
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Footnotes
1According to the World Rugby Board, six law changes were implemented in 2017 for the 2018 season. Typically the law changes are tested for approximately three months before the changes are accepted. The law changes for the 2017–2018 season include changes to rucks, scrums, and open play after a tackle. For the 2019 season, five additional changes to the laws of the game will be implemented; each law change is regarded as minimal and do not directly address player safety.
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The focus of this chapter is on the cultural shift surrounding masculinity, sexuality, and homophobia in professional association male football1 (hereafter football) in the United Kingdom (UK). It does this by engaging with empirical research that reflects a changing cultural context from a period of high cultural homophobia that Justin Fashanu faced when he came out as gay in October 1990. Primarily, this chapter will present evidence of more inclusive attitudes among some of football’s key stakeholders including fans attending games, fans engaging in online fan message boards, the print and online media, and academy players. The final part of this chapter reflects on the current policies seeking to provide a more inclusive culture toward a potential gay player.
Theoretical Context
Football is a sport that has historically symbolized masculinity for hundreds of millions of boys and men all over the world. Strongly linked to the period of industrialization emerging across towns and cities in the nineteenth century, the display of socially acceptable forms of masculinity (including the demonstration of power, courage, strength, skill, and bravery) became a common feature of the culture of football (Dunning, 1999). These expectations subsequently became engrained in generations of boys and men throughout the twentieth century, as expressed by Cashmore and Cleland (2014, p. 30):For boys and men, football became a ‘proving ground’ that gave them a social and physical space to construct, express, and validate masculine notions of identity and embodiment (particularly over women). Masculinity during this period (and into more modern times) was something to be earned: it had to be achieved through deeds, and physically demanding challenges such as sporting competitions were ideal.

For Polley (1998, p. 109), this socially desired masculine identity and embodied presentation as an “idealised, orthodox, heterosexual sign” retained significance throughout the twentieth century. Indeed, despite masculinity being an important component of social scientific knowledge, it was not until the 1980s that increasing academic attention was paid to analyzing masculinity, homophobia, and sexuality in male sports.
In contextualizing the social and cultural environment, Raewyn Connell (1987) advanced Hegemonic Masculinity Theory, which she presented as an intramasculine hierarchical structure that rewarded boys and men with the most social capital and advanced position by aspiring to one hegemonic archetype of masculinity. Locating gay men at the bottom of this hierarchical structure, Connell stated how culturally and economically marginalized boys and men could advance their position by exaggerating practices of violence
                
              , homophobia, and sexism. Heterosexual men who did not conform were marginalized, but not to the extent of gay men (Anderson, 2009).
A case in point was the coming out of Justin Fashanu in an exclusive with the British tabloid newspaper, The Sun, in October 1990. What followed was the presentation of a homophobic sexual order with Fashanu ostracized by his teammates, opposing players, fans, the media, and even his own brother John, also a professional footballer. For example, in an article published by United Press International under the title “Can Gays Play Soccer, Germans Wonder,” Tom Seibert (1990) quoted Dusseldorf player Michael Schuetz’s reaction to the coming out of Justin Fashanu: “One wouldn’t play that hard against someone like that, because there would be a certain fear of AIDS.” Indeed, similar fears surrounding the spread of HIV/AIDS were present in the English Football Association (FA) a couple of years previously (in 1988) when there was an attempt to ban players kissing each other during goal celebrations (Magrath, 2017a).
Summarizing how homophobia regulated the gendered behavior of boys and men, Messner (1992, p. 34) stated: “The extent of homophobia in the sport world is staggering. Boys (in sport) learn early that to be gay, to be suspected of being gay, or even to be unable to prove one’s heterosexual status is not acceptable.” This led to Anderson (2009) describing the period as one of “homohysteria” (the fear by boys and men of the assumption they were gay in a highly homophobic culture that was also reflecting the wider societal concerns of HIV/AIDS being carried by gay men). According to Anderson (2009), homohysteria consisted of three variables: (1) a greater awareness of homosexuality as a sexual orientation; (2) widespread cultural disapproval of homosexuality; (3) the public presentation of heterosexuality by boys and men to avoid the assumption that they were gay, due to the cultural conflation of femininity with male homosexuality.
The heteronormative and homophobic culture football operated in was largely unchallenged until the beginning of the twenty-first century (Anderson, 2002). Since then, however, there have been a number of empirical studies highlighting a more inclusive insight into the culture of football than had been assumed. One theoretical approach explaining this cultural shift is Eric Anderson’s (2009) Inclusive Masculinity Theory. Anderson developed this theory after studying various groups of young sporting men and argued that the hegemonic form of conservative masculinity that Connell’s theorizing propagated did not explain cultures where there was evidence of decreasing homophobia. Moving away from Connell’s intramasculine hierarchical structure where one ideal type of masculinity resided at the top, starting in 2005 Anderson started to demonstrate multiple masculinities co-existing with cultural appeal across a range of different sporting environments. Central to this was the rejection of homophobia, sexism, and compulsory heterosexism by boys and men, with masculinities becoming more fluid and varied (Anderson, 2005, 2009, 2011a; Anderson & McGuire, 2010). That is not to say that more orthodox or traditional views of masculinity have become redundant; rather masculinity is not one-dimensional and can co-exist with those boys and men who demonstrate more inclusive forms of masculinity. In later work, Anderson (2011b) suggested that these changes to masculinity were part of more influential cultural changes that include the widespread use of the internet; how the media has expanded and the influence they have; the rise and success of feminism; the increasing prominence of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) influence, particularly concerning social contact heterosexuals increasingly had with “out” gay men and lesbians.
Football Fans as Homophobic?
In 2010, the English Football Association (FA) made public its decision to drop a national campaign on tackling homophobia due to the perception that the game was not ready for such an intervention. This was met with support from high-profile individuals, including Gordon Taylor, Chief Executive of the Professional Footballers’ Association (the professional players’ trade union), who illustrated: “The Premier League didn’t think it was a big enough issue…we believe the time would be more appropriate when crowds are a bit more civilised” (BBC Sport, 2010) and Max Clifford (at the time, one of the most prominent British public relations advisors) claiming that in December 2009 he had advised two Premier League players to remain in the closet because football “remains in the dark ages, steeped in homophobia” (Harris & Godwin, 2009).
Gordon Taylor’s comments illustrated the lack of academic attention paid to football fans and homophobia and led to Cashmore and Cleland (2011, 2012, 2014) collecting the responses of 3500 fans from 35 countries across the world via an online survey that addressed this exact topic area. Rather than be “steeped in homophobia” as Max Clifford claimed, 93 percent of fans rejected homophobia and stated their support for any player that chose to publicly come out. Given the attachment of fans to their clubs (Cleland, 2010; Cleland & Dixon, 2015; Cleland, Doidge, Millward, & Widdop, 2018; Cleland, Magrath, & Kian, 2018), one of the most consistent themes was the importance of the team’s performance and end result of games. As one Newcastle United fan stated:
I could not give a hoot if a player is gay. If he plays OK what’s the problem, the same way when I get my car serviced I want a good mechanic, I don’t go to the garage and ask about sexuality, I just want someone to do their job well. (Cashmore & Cleland, 2012, p. 378)

Across the data were reflections that as society has become more liberal toward sexuality, so too have fans, as illustrated by this Nottingham Forest fan: “There are still bigots who still cling to ill-conceived personal judgments of people based on their colour or sexuality, but these numbers are few. Football is getting out of the bigoted days, we’re not there yet but we will be eventually” (Cashmore & Cleland, 2012, p. 378). For other fans, this was also a reflection of changes to masculinity, as expressed by this Manchester United fan: “Footballers are global, metrosexual people, it is impossible that some of them aren’t gay…it’s an all-male trade played in front of crowds of thousands with all its exponents held up to this lofty ideal, but now misplaced, concept of masculinity” (Cashmore & Cleland, 2012, p. 379).
Although the vast majority of fans stated support for any gay player, there were orthodox views present in the 7 percent who would not support a gay player, such as this response by a Sunderland fan: “Football is no place for queers. They should come out and be pushed out of the game.” For other fans, traditional definitions of masculinity retained a strong presence in their expectations of players, as highlighted by this Chelsea fan:
The fact of the matter is that sport is not mainstream society, but a rarefied, narrow segment of society where masculinity is highly prized and stereotypes about homosexuality are at their most acute. If a footballer who had played ten years of hard-tackling Premier League football came out I think he would be roundly dismissed as a ‘girly man’, in complete disregard of the ten years he played at the top level, simply because of the voracity of the feminine stereotype attached to gay men. (Cashmore & Cleland, 2012, p. 380)

By way of illustration was the treatment of former players such as Graeme Le Saux and Sol Campbell due to the perception that they were gay. In fact, traditional views surrounding heterosexuality were publicly expressed by leading figures such as the President of Croatian football, Vlato Markovic, who stated in 2010 that while he was in charge, no gay players would represent the national team as “only healthy people play football” (Connolly, 2010), while the former FIFA President, Sepp Blatter, was quoted as saying that gay fans “should refrain from any sexual activities” (Magrath & Anderson, 2017) if traveling to the 2022 World Cup in Qatar (where homosexuality is illegal). Examples like this were reflective of 80 percent of participants in Cashmore and Cleland (2011, 2012) who felt that although it is now in the minority, homophobia will continue to prevent any player from coming out publicly.
Rather than blame the fans for the lack of openly gay players, in Cashmore and Cleland (2012), 84 percent of fans argued that the commercial nature of football was the main reason for the lack of openly gay players, with 45 percent of blaming agents and 46 percent blaming clubs for fear of damage to the brand and potential earnings. These views were supported by the openly gay chairman of the FA’s anti-homophobia advisory group, Peter Clayton, who stated that clubs and agents are “afraid of the potential commercial ramifications” should any player come out (Harris, 2011). Thus, the spotlight should be placed on the internal culture of football with fans often the easiest target to be blamed for the continued lack of openly gay players.
Language
Despite the overall decline in homophobic attitudes outlined in the previous section (see Chap. 1 for a more detailed outline), significant questions remain when considering the nature of language in football. When assessing the homophobic intent used in language, McCormack and Anderson (2010) illustrate the importance of centralizing the context in the meaning and effect of language. This led McCormack (2011) to devise a four-stage model to understand what he calls “homosexually-themed language” in the setting in which it is being used (i.e. low or high homohysteria). At one end of the model is “homophobic language” (language containing pernicious intent with a negative social effect that seeks to degrade or marginalize a person or behavior through an association with homosexuality), while at the other end of the model is “pro-gay language” (language containing a positive social effect through more inclusivity toward homosexuality). Tying this model together, McCormack, Wignall, and Morris (2016) refer to the “ICE matrix,” referring to the intent, context, and effect when judging the utility of homosexually themed language.
The history of football is one that fans see themselves as active contributors in helping their team to victory and part of this is the advantage they can gain by harassing, distracting, and intimidating opposition players (Cashmore & Cleland, 2011, 2012) with chants and songs. Magrath (2018a), for example, categorizes this football language into three broad narratives: (1) supporting, celebrating, and attempting to encourage a team to sporting success; (2) confirming collective identities as “fans” of a particular club, often by denigrating another; (3) vilifying match officials or opposition personnel for thwarting their team’s success.
In some cases, however, this language becomes paradoxical, as fans claim to support for an openly gay player, yet engage in discriminatory behavior. Giulianotti (1999, p. 155) outlines the traditional use of “idioms of masculine identity through an uncomplicated public emasculation or feminization of the ‘others’ (such as opposing players, supporters and match officials). Supporters aim epithets such as ‘poofter’, ‘fanny’ and ‘nonce’ at the allegedly weak masculinity of players and officials.” This can also be applied to certain clubs, such as the link Brighton has as the LGBT capital of the UK, with fans of the club (Brighton and Hove Albion) regularly facing chants such as “we can see you holding hands” and “does your boyfriend know you’re here?” Indeed, during the Premier League match between Leicester City and Brighton and Hove Albion during the 2017–18 season, two fans were arrested for homophobic chanting although Ramsay and Davies (2017) outline that the number was closer to 50 out of a crowd of 32,000. Fans engaging in this practice will likely defend it as “banter,” but its continued presence provides substance to the argument that football remains a homophobic environment.
Anderson, Magrath, and Bullingham (2016) therefore suggest that football chants surrounding homophobia remain a complex social issue. Magrath’s (2018a) research on homosexually themed football language confirms this. He found that despite espousing positive and inclusive attitudes toward homosexuality in football and wider society, some fans still engaged in homosexually themed chanting. While this was a rare event—and not an endemic issue in the game (c.f. Caudwell, 2011; Dick, 2009)—fans still engaged in homosexually themed chanting. This, he argued, was especially evident in matches involving two rival clubs2 and was evidence of cultural lag; fans’ language does not reflect their positive attitudes. Thus, such language should be understood as a consequence of “the organization of elite football and its damaging presence of intense rivalry and competition” (Magrath, 2018a, p. 723). Other recent research has also focused on the greater complexities of homosexually themed chanting in football outside of the UK (see Rodriguez, 2017).
As well as at matches, since the early twenty-first century the number of platforms available on the internet has transformed the opportunity to engage in synchronous (debating and responding to online communication in real time) and asynchronous communication (debating and responding to online communication outside of real time). As Cleland (2018a, p. 417) illustrated about the growth of online platforms relative to the culture of football fandom: “they can reveal the extent of homophobic language, masculine capital and heterosexual identity operating in an environment that is widely assumed to be homophobic.” For example, in a study on the language used in one American football fan message board (rivals.​com), Kian, Clavio, Vincent, and Shaw (2011, p. 694) claimed that uncontested homophobic posts were evidence of a “performance of hegemonic masculinity” that “seemed to be mutually reinforced or policed by subsequent postings, possibly meaning that the main board serves as a haven for men trying to attain masculine capital and acceptance from like-minded peers.” To compare this to message boards in football, Cleland (2015a) analyzed over 3000 comments across 48 fan message boards for evidence of homophobic language and the reaction by fellow message board users to it. Although orthodox views were present, he found that any posts deemed to contain pernicious homophobic intent were often challenged or contested with comments focusing on any gay player’s on-field performance, not their sexuality. To provide an example of this for the purposes of this chapter, below is the contestation of a homophobic post made on a Cardiff City fan message board by Cardiff City fan 20 that is then challenged by other fans who locate their thoughts within wider social and cultural changes (Cleland, 2015a, p. 136):
Cardiff City fan 20: Homosexual culture is detrimental to a cohesive family based society.
Cardiff City fan 21: How exactly do homosexuals affect family based culture? By not having children? There are plenty of childless heterosexual couples that I know. I would argue that there are far more pressing and serious issues affecting this utopian family based society that you speak of—alcoholism, unemployment, divorce, domestic abuse etc.
Cardiff City fan 62: People are free to act however the fuck they want regardless of sexuality! I have no problem with ‘laddish’ heterosexuals, I have no problem with camp gays (or metrosexuals for that matter) or anyone in between…your views belong in a previous era.

More so, in assessing the reaction to the coming out of Thomas Hitzlsperger in January 2014, Cleland, Magrath, and Kian (2018) captured 5128 posts from 35 football message boards as well as 978 comments that responded to an online Guardian newspaper article published on the same day he came out (see Christenson, 2014). Of the total 6106 comments that were captured, only 2 percent contained pernicious homophobic intent and when homophobia was deemed to be present it was wholly challenged, contested, and resisted by the online fan community. This, they argued, was further evidence of personal and social change, with homophobic language almost non-existent on a culture that has contained traditional definitions of masculinity since its inception as a regulated sport in the nineteenth century.
The Role of the Media
The representation of masculinity, homophobia, and sexuality by the media since the start of the twenty-first century has played another important role in decreasing cultural homophobia in male football (Magrath, 2018b). Throughout the twentieth century, hegemonic representations of masculinity were “reproduced through messages embedded in sport media” (Shakib & Dunbar, 2002, p. 355), with those not conforming to these traditional values often misrepresented (Harris & Clayton, 2002). Since the negative coverage given to Justin Fashanu’s coming out (Gaston, Magrath, & Anderson, 2018), the aesthetic coverage given to modern footballers such as David Beckham and Cristiano Ronaldo has led to the emergence of what are referred to as “metrosexual” men (a man who displays behaviors and styles stereotypically associated with homosexuality). Thus, there has been a move away from traditional descriptions of masculinity, with the media now playing an important gatekeeper role in the messages presented to their audience (Cleland, 2015b). This has subsequently taken the emphasis away from traditional masculinity to one that now focuses on the appearance and look of male sportsmen as well as their performance on the field of play.
Using Beckham as an example, throughout the late 1990s not only did the media try to emasculate him, but he was also blamed for England’s exit at the 1998 World Cup after he was sent off against Argentina in a game England lost on penalties. What followed was a remarkable turnaround with Beckham receiving hero status after scoring an equalizing goal against Greece that meant England qualified for the 2002 World Cup in Japan and South Korea. For Clayton and Harris (2009, p. 132), from this moment was a period of “acclamation and imitation, in what appeared to be the dawn of a transformation of male footballing identity.” In a 2003 article in The Sun newspaper, Beckham was referred to as “the perfect role model for every generation. A clean-living, honest, decent, caring, gentle bloke…on the outside he is 21st Century man personified, a glamorous, handsome fashion icon” (Clayton & Harris, 2009, p. 135).
This changing narrative surrounding masculinity in male team sports was tested in March 2011 when Anton Hysén, a lower league player based in Sweden, came out. In an analysis of print media coverage in the month following Hysén coming out, Cleland (2014) analyzed 17 tabloid and broadsheet articles that provided a feature on him and found that the coverage and representation were further evidence of a cultural shift in the way the traditional print media engaged with masculinity, sexuality, and homophobia. Rather than be hostile to his decision, like Justin Fashanu faced, what was evident instead was a challenge to football’s stakeholders (fans, players, coaches, administrators, and the media) to only judge any player on their performance on the field of play, rather than their sexuality (Cleland, 2014). However, Hysén did face some negative comments that led to a Swedish TV channel removing an online article due to the volume of hate-filled comments being directed to him and gay men.
Following Hysén’s coming out has been the example of footballers such as Robbie Rogers and former German international, Thomas Hitzlsperger, as well as British referee, Ryan Atkin. As well as the perceived negative reaction by fans, Cleland, Magrath, et al. (2018) found that the media are also a concern for players who are considering coming out (for an analysis of the coming out of former National Basketball Association player, John Amaechi, in 2007 see Kian & Anderson, 2009). In illustrating this, Hitzlsperger told Sean Gallagher of the Daily Mail Online (8 September 2014): “It would have been impossible had I still been playing—not because of the fans or the other players, but because of the media.”
With regard to the coming out of Ryan Atkin, Cleland (2018b) analyzed 11 sport media articles that featured his coming out and found overwhelming support for the decision he made to go public with his sexuality. By way of illustration was an article in The Independent newspaper written by Douglas Robertson (13 August 2017), who stated:

              Of course there is simply the powerful message that Atkin is sending out—not only that he is gay, but perhaps even more significantly that football in the UK today is in fact largely accepting of LGBT people, with only pockets of abuse and homophobic ‘banter’. This is pleasantly surprising. It is a new and positive message that surely deserves to be celebrated. It also means so much more when we hear it from an LGBT person with real experience in the industry, rather than from some cishet suit—however well-meaning they may be.


            
Players
As the previous sections of this chapter have demonstrated, a plethora of research has documented the changing nature of the British football industry in the twenty-first century. However, while issues of access have made it near impossible for empirical investigation into the attitudes of elite players (see Humphries, Gaston & Anderson, this collection)—Magee and Sugden (2002, p. 423) describe elite football as an “impregnable world”—Liam Rosenior, Kevin Nolan, Eddie Howe, Joey Barton, and Anders Lindegaard are examples of recent high-profile players or managers who have publicly lent their support for a gay professional footballer to come out of the closet. Others, however, such as Arsenal player Héctor Bellerín, Chelsea player Olivier Giroud, and former German national team captain Philipp Lahm, have urged gay players to remain in the closet, because the football industry remains a hostile environment for sexual minorities.
Aside from this anecdotal evidence, we might point toward evidence from football at other levels. Perhaps most significantly, Magrath’s (2017a) research has examined attitudes toward homosexuality among English Premier League academy footballers (see also Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017). Unlike older research emanating from these levels of play (Parker, 1996, 2001), these players were broadly supportive of sexual minorities, equal marriage, and openly gay teammates. For instance, players adopted a relaxed approach when answering these questions during interview: “I would support him…I wouldn’t have anything against him because he’s gay,” said one participant. Another said that, “Being gay wouldn’t really change anything…It doesn’t change who a friend is” (Magrath et al., 2015, p. 812). Others were more detailed in their responses; one participant referred to his progressive upbringing:

              I have had a liberal education and was brought up to think for myself. It’s just equality; sexual orientation is just a part of someone’s personality, so it affects your minds in very strong ways, so obviously that’s important, and equality, and being comfortable with who you are is very important. (Magrath, 2017a, p. 108)


            
Interestingly, aside from their often-simple declarations of support for social and civil equality for sexual minorities, some players even spoke of the “extreme lengths” they were willing to go to if a gay teammate was being homophobically victimized. Some players even spoke of retribution strategies should such a situation occur, such as “going in physically” on the perpetrator. Others spoke of intimidation: “I’d go straight to him and try to intimidate him…I might take it further then talking. I’d foul him, put him on the floor and say ‘Listen, shut-up—don’t talk to him.’” Others even went as far to say that they would “probably punch the other guy” (Magrath, 2017a, p. 127). Thus, although there were no openly gay players in these settings, these findings suggest “the hypothetical inclusivity articulated by these men serves as a roadmap for when one of their teammates does come out” (Magrath, 2017a, p. 169). It is perhaps most striking, however, that where gay athletes were once the recipients of violence, especially in sport (see Pronger, 1990), ostensibly heterosexual teammates now speak of adopting these same measures in support of them.
These positive attitudes also had an effect on these young men’s expression of masculinity. Previous research on young sporting men has shown that they maintain emotional and physical distance from one another (see Curry, 1991)—due to fears of being thought weak or feminine. But these young men were often physically tactile and emotionally intimate with one another. Indeed, many of the participants spoke of how their time socializing with teammates was often characterized by hugging, cuddling, and intimate conversations. Describing one of his friendships with a teammate, one participant said that: “We’ve become very close…Over the summer we caught up with each other on the phone a lot” (Magrath, 2017a, p. 135). Others declared their “love” for their friends, such was the closeness of their friendship. However, as Roberts et al. (2017) show, these young men’s friendships were more restricted than men outside of elite sport (e.g. Anderson & McCormack, 2015; Magrath & Stott, 2019). They argue that this is because,
being too emotionally open might make a player be perceived or actually feel something less than entirely focussed, and might harm their future job prospects. The academy players suggested that they compete with one another in terms of making the team, making the grade as a professional, generally being ‘better than the other guy’, and that necessitates a degree of emotional distance. (Roberts et al., 2017, p. 351)

Accordingly, while these sporting men are more emotionally intimate than athletes from yesteryear, their friendships remain nonetheless complex.
Away from those men who expressed their support, however, there were important caveats preventing others from declaring their inclusivity. Magrath (2017b) shows that this is chiefly the case among players who identified as strongly religious. While 10 of the 17 men who identified as such aligned their attitudes with the vast majority of their teammates, seven espoused more conservative perspectives. All of these men had migrated from countries where attitudes toward homosexuality are less progressive than the UK. They had also been socialized into these religious environments by their families, attending church regularly in their adopted home nation. Accordingly, their parents (and other family members) had been influential in shaping their religious perspectives. Some of these participants simply commented that, “God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve” (Magrath et al., 2015, p. 814), while others said that same sex was wrong because it prevented procreation (Magrath, 2017b). One participant referred to the Bible’s anti-gay doctrine, though was unsure of the specific verse: “It doesn’t say anything in the Bible…I’ll have to ask my Mum and see if I can find it.” This is, perhaps, evidence of how “indoctrination into a fundamentalist belief system—such as Christianity—necessitates the relinquishment of individual agency” (Magrath, 2017b, p. 420).
Applying these arguments, while it may seem that the largely positive attitudes presented here should result in numerous openly gay players, the reality is far different. As noted earlier, there have been very few openly gay footballers at the elite level of the game. When all factors are dissected, this is hardly surprising. It is, for example, worth noting here that the cosmopolitan make-up of English professional football—particularly in the English Premier League—mean that similar conservative attitudes may be adopted by professional players at the top level of the game. Indeed, the Premier League is an international proposition, with levels of migration increasing exponentially since the league was created in 1992 (Elliott & Weedon, 2011). Indigenous players now make up only approximately 30 percent of players in the league (White, 2018). Hundreds of players from over 100 countries worldwide have migrated to England to further their careers—some from countries of high homophobia and/or religious conservatism. Thus, it is a possibility that a gay player may fear rejection from hyper-religious teammates—such as those outlined above. This is what Magrath and Anderson (2017) describe as the effect of the “international hypothesis” impacting professional football.
An extension of this hypothesis also incorporates the impact of football’s increased internationalization. This is best evidenced through the regularity of European club competitions—such as the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) Champions League and UEFA Europa League—in which clubs from all across Europe participate. Of further relevance, albeit less frequently, are international competitions such as the UEFA European Championships and the FIFA World Cup. Being a gay player who is either contractually obliged or selected by their country to travel and participate in football activities is therefore a problematic proposition; one which is likely (at least) contributing factor to the lack of openly gay players in European football’s top leagues.
Policy
What must not be underestimated in contemporary football is the influence of anti-discrimination policy. Originating to the early-1990s, Kick It Out (initially called Let’s Kick Racism Out of Football, and renamed in 1997) has been the most high-profile example of a campaigning body attempting to eradicate discrimination in football. Their focus was initially restricted to racism—an attempt to remove the widespread racist abuse, which was a key part of the English game in the 1970s and 1980s (Cleland, 2015b, 2016; Cleland & Cashmore, 2014, 2016)—but broadened beyond this to include all forms of discrimination, including homophobia, in 2012. This was a response to the dropping of the national campaign by the English FA in 2010 for, over the past decade, there has been an added emphasis sexual equality in football.
Alongside Kick It Out’s work, this has been most evident through an annual Football v. Homophobia “month of action” as well as the Rainbow Laces campaign introduced by LGBT advocacy group Stonewall in 2013 to raise awareness and support the LGBT community in tackling homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia. While other organizations such as The Justin Campaign, Football v. Homophobia, and Gay Football Supporters Network (GFSN) have attempted to raise the awareness and visibility of LGBT people in football, the FA has been slower at tackling issues of sexual discrimination. Concerns from key figures within the organization are evident, too; in 2016, its chairman, Greg Clarke, stated that, “I don’t think we have corrected the problem [of homophobia in football] yet” and, consequently, he “wouldn’t recommend” a gay player coming out of the closet as they would suffer “significant abuse” (Herbert, 2016).
The FA’s anti-homophobia policies have also been severely criticized. Their 2010 campaign, Irrespective of Sexual Orientation, was criticized as lip-service (Magrath, 2017a), later leading to the production of Opening Doors and Joining In, in 2012. This four-year plan, devised in association with all major stakeholders in English football—the Professional Game Match Officials (PGMO), Premier League, Football League, and Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA)—acknowledged the FA’s previous failings in addressing and understanding of discrimination. The policy claimed to address issues of homophobia, biphobia, and transphobia through six key delivery themes: education, visibility, partnerships, recognition, reporting discrimination, and monitoring. It also introduced harsher punishments for players and staff guilty of discriminatory incidents; some players, such as Colin Kazim-Richards and Chris Stokes, have faced disciplinary action due to these regulations.
But there have been significant critiques of this policy. By combining policy analysis with semi-structured interviews with “carnival” football fans3 (see Pearson, 2012), Magrath and Stott (2019) show that there are significant flaws. First, they are critical of the “devolution of responsibility” of delivery themes to external organizations; this, they argue, has diluted the effectiveness of the policy. Second, and most notably, interviews with fans documented considerable issues regarding a lack of visibility, and a lack of confidence in the relevant authorities to suitably address and punish allegations of discriminatory behavior. A statistical analysis of Kick It Out’s data ratifies these concerns, with a low rate of prosecution. Magrath and Stott (2019) also raise other significant concerns with definitional ambiguity, as the broad nature of the policy in governing fans, players, and coaching staff across all levels of the game.
More recently, though, more productive governance changes have been proposed regarding professional football. Fronted by former rugby union international, Gareth Thomas, and British Conservative Member of Parliament, Damian Collins, there were proposals for “homophobic and transphobic abuse [to be] on par with racial abuse at sporting events” (BBC, 2018)—effectively outlawing such abuse.
Conclusion
In the case of the culture of British football surrounding masculinity, homophobia, and sexuality, we have presented evidence that attitudinal change is genuine with a more enlightened culture of important stakeholders that include fans at matches, fans engaging in online platforms, academy players, and media journalists. Previous traditional definitions of masculinity, while still present for some at all levels of the game, are not wholly reflective of the culture of football in the twenty-first century. Of course, our research findings do not capture all fans’, players,’ administrators,’ or journalists’ views and we make no claim that homophobia has been fully eradicated, but we argue that it is reflective of Bauman (2005) when he described how people are increasingly operating in more fluid structures—which he terms liquid modernity. Behaviors that would once have led to homosexual suspicion and widespread stigmatization are no longer a threat to male heterosexual identity. As illustrated by Pringle and Hickey (2010), boys and men do not carry the same homophobic hostility of previous generations. Instead, our evidence concurs with the thoughts of Thorpe (2010, p. 202) when she states how masculinities “are multiple and dynamic; they differ over space, time, and context, and are rooted in the cultural and social moment.”
Thus, the emphasis remains on the internal culture of football (i.e. players, agents, managers, clubs, and football’s national, continental, and international governing bodies) to provide an environment that supports any player who wants to come out. Indeed, one of the conclusions from the British government’s Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee’s report into homophobia in sport, released in February 2017, stated how football needed to tackle homophobia and demonstrate a more sexually inclusive culture. Of particular concern was the alleged continuation of homophobic abuse at matches—though Magrath’s (2018a) research has questioned the frequency with which this occurs. More problematically, however, the increase in discriminatory posts on social media (e.g. see Kilvington & Price, 2019) constitutes a serious issue, in addition to the requirement to implement a zero-tolerance approach emphasizing better training and education for staff at all levels of football.
But, despite these concerns, contemporary football culture has evolved considerably. As we have already acknowledged, changing attitudes is a significant step in improving the sporting climate for all fans. There is also some improved visibility of LGBT inclusion in football; Premier League and Football League clubs are now regularly “aligning their brand image with sexual minorities and are now actively involved in a range of LGBT activities” (Magrath & Anderson, 2017, p. 160), such as Pride Events. The increase of officially recognized LGBT+ Pride groups aligned with clubs also continues to grow, with almost half of the professional league clubs in England having sanctioned a Pride group.4 Visibility has also grown elsewhere, including British video game developer Sports Interactive which introduced a new feature on its Football Manager game permitting gay players to come out (Sulleyman, 2017).
However, there must be further investigation into whether these changes in contemporary football culture have had a significant effect on LGBT’s general inclusion in the game. For instance, we know little of LGBT football fans5 and their experiences inside stadia. Similarly, but for some exceptions (see Jones & McCarthy, 2010; Willis, 2015), we know little of the experiences of gay players involved in non-elite and grassroots football—and whether the climates in these contexts reflect those described in this chapter. Further investigation is also required for judging anti-discrimination policy. We therefore argue that the next phase of research in this area could focus on these areas, and assess the extent to which football continues to demonstrate greater levels of inclusivity.
References
	Adams, A., Anderson, E., & McCormack, M. (2010). Establishing and challenging masculinity: The influence of gendered discourses in organized sport. Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 29(3), 278–300.

	Anderson, E. (2002). Openly gay athletes: Contesting hegemonic masculinity in a homophobic environment. Gender & Society, 16(6), 860–877.

	Anderson, E. (2005). In the game: Gay athletes and the cult of masculinity. New York: University of New York Press.

	Anderson, E. (2009). Inclusive masculinity: The changing nature of masculinities. New York: Routledge.

	Anderson, E. (2011a). Updating the outcome. Gay athletes, straight teams, and coming out in educationally based sports teams. Gender & Society, 25(2), 250–268.

	Anderson, E. (2011b). The rise and fall of western homohysteria. Journal of Feminist Scholarship, 1(1), 80–94.

	Anderson, E., & McCormack, M. (2015). Cuddling and spooning: Heteromasculinity and homosocial tactility among student-athletes. Men and Masculinities, 18(2), 214–230.

	Anderson, E., Magrath, R., & Bullingham, R. (2016). Out in sport: The experiences of openly gay and lesbian athletes in competitive sport. London: Routledge.

	Anderson, E., & McGuire, R. (2010). Inclusive masculinity and the gendered politics of men’s rugby. Journal of Gender Studies, 19(3), 249–261.

	Bauman, Z. (2005). Liquid modernity. Cambridge: Polity.

	BBC. (2018, June 25). Gareth ‘Alfie’ Thomas bids to outlaw homophobic chanting. Retrieved from https://​www.​bbc.​co.​uk/​news/​uk-wales-politics-44577213

	BBC Sport. (2010, February 12). PFA chief says homophobia not high on football agenda. Retrieved from http://​news.​bbc.​co.​uk/​sport1/​hi/​football/​8513284.​stm

	Cashmore, E., & Cleland, J. (2011). Glasswing butterflies: Gay professional football players and their culture. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 35(4), 420–436.

	Cashmore, E., & Cleland, J. (2012). Fans, homophobia and masculinities in association football: Evidence of a more inclusive environment. The British Journal of Sociology, 63(2), 370–387.

	Cashmore, E., & Cleland, J. (2014). Football’s dark side: Corruption, homophobia, violence and racism in the beautiful game. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Caudwell, J. (2011). ‘Does your boyfriend know you’re here?’ The spatiality of homophobia in men’s football culture in the UK. Leisure Studies, 30(2), 123–138.

	Christenson, M. (2014, January 8). Thomas Hitzlsperger announces he is gay in newspaper interview. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://​www.​theguardian.​com/​football/​2014/​jan/​08/​thomas-hitzlsperger-gay-announces-homosexual

	Clayton, B., & Harris, J. (2009). Sport and metrosexual identity: Sports media and emergent sexualities. In J. Harris & A. Parker (Eds.), Sport and social identities (pp. 132–149). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Clayton, B., & Humberstone, B. (2006). Men’s talk: A (pro) feminist analysis of male university football players’ discourse. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 41(3–4), 295–316.

	Cleland, J. (2010). From passive to active: The changing relationship between supporters and football clubs. Soccer & Society, 11(5), 537–552.

	Cleland, J. (2014). Association football and the representation of homosexuality by the print media: A case study of Anton Hysén. Journal of Homosexuality, 61(9), 1269–1287.

	Cleland, J. (2015a). Discussing homosexuality on association football fan message boards: A changing cultural context. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 50(2), 125–140.

	Cleland, J. (2015b). A sociology of football in a global context. London: Routledge.

	Cleland, J. (2016). Racism. In E. Cashmore & K. Dixon (Eds.), Studying football (pp. 64–80). London: Routledge.

	Cleland, J. (2018a). Sexuality, masculinity and homophobia in association football: An empirical overview of a changing cultural context. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 53(4), 411–423.

	Cleland, J. (2018b). Britain’s first openly gay football referee: The story of Ryan Atkin. In R. Magrath (Ed.), LGBT athletes in the sports media (pp. 125–146). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Cleland, J., & Cashmore, E. (2014). Fans, racism and British football in the 21st century: The existence of a colour-blind ideology. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 40(4), 638–654.

	Cleland, J., & Cashmore, E. (2016). Football fans’ views of racism in British football. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 51(1), 27–43.

	Cleland, J., & Dixon, K. (2015). Black and whiters’: The relative powerlessness of ‘active’ supporter organization mobility at English Premier League football clubs. Soccer & Society, 16(4), 540–554.

	Cleland, J., Doidge, M., Millward, P., & Widdop, P. (2018). Collective action and football fandom: A relational sociological approach. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Cleland, J., Magrath, R., & Kian, E. (2018). The internet as a site of decreasing cultural homophobia in association football: An online response by fans to the coming out of Thomas Hitzlsperger. Men and Masculinities, 21(1), 91–111.

	Connell, R. W. (1987). Gender and power. Cambridge: Polity.

	Connolly, K. (2010, November 14). Croatia football chief Vlatko Markovic hit by gay group’s backlash. Guardian. Retrieved from http://​www.​theguardian.​com/​football/​2010/​nov/​14/​gay-backlash-croatia-football-chief

	Curry, T. J. (1991). Fraternal bonding in the locker room: A profeminist analysis of talk about competition and women. Sociology of Sport Journal, 8(2), 119–135.

	Dick, S. (2009). Leagues behind: Football’s failure to tackle anti-gay abuse. London: Stonewall.

	Dunning, E. (1999). Sport matters: Sociological studies of sport, violence and civilization. London: Routledge.

	Elliott, R., & Weedon, G. (2011). Foreign players in the English Premier Academy League: ‘Feet-drain’or ‘feet-exchange’? International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 46(1), 61–75.

	Gaston, L., Magrath, R., & Anderson, E. (2018). From hegemonic to inclusive masculinities in English professional football: Marking a cultural shift. Journal of Gender Studies, 27(3), 301–312.

	Giulianotti, R. (1999). Football: A sociology of the global game. Cambridge: Polity.

	Harris, N. (2011, March 20). Hendry management are snookered over cash claims by Inside Sport. Mail on Sunday. Retrieved from http://​www.​dailymail.​co.​uk/​sport/​article-1368022/​Nick-Harris-Hendry-management-snookered-cash-claims.​html

	Harris, J., & Clayton, B. (2002). Femininity, masculinity, physicality and the English tabloid press: The case of Anna Kournikova. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 37(3–4), 397–413.

	Harris, N., & Godwin, H. (2009, December 20). Two top footballers stay in closet. The Independent. Retrieved from https://​www.​independent.​co.​uk/​sport/​football/​news-and-comment/​two-top-gay-footballers-stay-in-closet-1845787.​html

	Herbert, I. (2016, October 17). ‘It would be impossible for a gay Premier League player to come out,’ admits new FA chairman Greg Clarke. The Independent. Retrieved from https://​www.​independent.​co.​uk/​sport/​football/​premier-league/​football-association-select-committee-greg-clarke-gay-homosexual-homophobic-abuseabuse-premier-a7365841.​html

	Jones, L., & McCarthy, M. (2010). Mapping the landscape of gay men’s football. Leisure Studies, 29(2), 161–173.

	Kian, E. T. M., & Anderson, E. (2009). John Amaechi: Changing the way sport reporters examine gay athletes. Journal of Homosexuality, 56(7), 799–818.

	Kian, E. M., Clavio, G., Vincent, J., & Shaw, S. D. (2011). Homophobic and sexist yet uncontested: Examining football fan postings on Internet message boards. Journal of Homosexuality, 58(5), 680–699.

	Kilvington, D., & Price, J. (2019). Tackling social media abuse? Critically assessing English football’s response to online racism. Communication & Sport, 7(1), 64–79.

	Magee, J., & Sugden, J. (2002). “The world at their feet”: Professional football and international labor migration. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 26(4), 421–437.

	Magrath, R. (2017a). Inclusive masculinities in contemporary football: Men in the beautiful game. London: Routledge.

	Magrath, R. (2017b). The intersection of race, religion and homophobia in British football. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 52(4), 411–429.

	Magrath, R. (2018a). ‘To try and gain an advantage for my team’: Homophobic and homosexually themed chanting among English football fans. Sociology, 52(4), 709–726.

	Magrath, R. (Ed.). (2018b). LGBT athletes in the sports media. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

	Magrath, R., & Anderson, E. (2017). Football, homosexuality and the English Premier League. In R. Elliott (Ed.), The English Premier League: A socio-cultural analysis (pp. 150–164). London: Routledge.

	Magrath, R., Anderson, E., & Roberts, S. (2015). On the door-step of equality: Attitudes toward gay athletes among academy-level footballers. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 50(7), 804–821.

	Magrath, R. & Stott, P. (2019). ‘Impossible to implement?’: The effectiveness of anti-homophobia policy in English professional football. International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 11(1), 19–38.

	McCormack, M. (2011). Mapping the terrain of homosexually-themed language. Journal of Homosexuality, 58(5), 664–679.

	McCormack, M., & Anderson, E. (2010). The re-production of homosexually-themed discourse in educationally-based organised sport. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 12(8), 913–927.

	McCormack, M., Wignall, L., & Morris, M. (2016). Gay guys using gay language: friendship, shared values and the intent context effect matrix. The British Journal of Sociology, 67(4), 747–767.

	Messner, M. A. (1992). Power at play: Sports and the problem of masculinity. New York: Beacon Press.

	Parker, A. (1996). Chasing the “big-time”: Football apprenticeships in the 1990s. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Warwick, Warwick, UK.

	Parker, A. (2001). Soccer, servitude and sub-cultural identity: Football, traineeship and masculine construction. Soccer and Society, 2(1), 59–80.

	Pearson, G. (2012). An ethnography of English football fans: Cans, cops and carnivals. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

	Polley, M. (1998). Moving the goalposts: A history of sport and society in Britain since 1945. London: Routledge.

	Pringle, R. G., & Hickey, C. (2010). Negotiating masculinities via the moral problematization of sport. Sociology of Sport Journal, 27(2), 115–138.

	Pronger, B. (1990). The arena of masculinity: Sports, homosexuality, and the meaning of sex. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

	Ramsay, G., & Davies, A. (2017, August 24). Ryan Atkin: ‘I came out because football needs it,’ says England’s first openly gay referee. CNN. Retrieved from https://​edition.​cnn.​com/​2017/​08/​24/​football/​ryan-atkin-football-referee-homophobia/​index.​html

	Roberts, S., Anderson, E., & Magrath, R. (2017). Continuity, change and complexity in the performance of masculinity among elite young footballers in England. The British Journal of Sociology, 68(2), 336–357.

	Rodriguez, N. S. (2017). # FIFAputos: A Twitter Textual Analysis Over “Puto” at the 2014 World Cup. Communication & Sport, 5(6), 712–731.

	Seibert, T. (1990, October 25). ‘Can gays play soccer’, Germans wonder. United Press International.

	Shakib, S., & Dunbar, M. D. (2002). The social construction of female and male high school basketball participation: Reproducing the gender order through a two-tiered sporting institution. Sociological Perspectives, 45(4), 353–378.

	Sulleyman, A. (2017, November 8). Football Manager 2018 introduces feature allowing players to come out as gay. Retrieved from https://​www.​independent.​co.​uk/​life-style/​gadgets-and-tech/​news/​football-manager-2018-gay-player-feature-footballers-newgens-regens-release-date-a8044716.​html

	Thorpe, H. (2010). Bourdieu, gender reflexivity, and physical culture: A case of masculinities in the snowboarding field. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 34(2), 176–214.

	White, T. (2018, September 3). Premier League stats back up Gareth Southgate’s fear over dwindling number of English players. The Independent. Retrieved from https://​www.​independent.​co.​uk/​sport/​football/​premier-league/​premier-league-stats-gareth-southgate-england-manager-player-numbers-dwindling-a8520171.​html

	Willis, T. (2015). Kicking down barriers: Gay footballers, challenging stereotypes and changing attitudes in amateur league play. Soccer and Society, 16(2–3), 377–392.


Footnotes
1For an analysis of amateur/semiprofessional football see Adams, Anderson, and McCormack (2010), Clayton and Humberstone (2006) and Jones and McCarthy (2010).

 

2Rivalries in football come in numerous forms; the most common, however, relate to geographical location, where clubs reside in either the same city/town (e.g. Liverpool vs. Everton) or the neighboring area (e.g. Norwich City vs. Ipswich Town).

 

3The justification for focusing primarily on fans was because they were deemed to be affected by this policy more than any other football-related stakeholder.

 

4This statistic was accurate at the time of writing (November, 2018).

 

5At the time of writing, limited academic work has focused on the experiences of LGBT football fans. However, one of the authors is currently in the process of a funded project investigating this. See @LGBTfansproject on Twitter for further information.
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Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to analyse issues surrounding masculinities, heteronormativity and homophobia in sport, using queer theory as a theoretical framework. Heteronormativity refers to the presumption that everyone is heterosexual and that this is the only legitimate sexual orientation. It is argued to be a system of oppression which serves to regulate people’s lives (do Mar Castro Varela, Dhawan, & Engel, 2011), and is evident in individuals’ beliefs and attitudes, as well as in institutions such as the media, music, family and education (Clarke, 1998; Kivel & Kleiber, 2000). Heteronormativity is also used to promote traditional gender roles, for example, masculinity for men and femininity for women, which are argued to be unchosen social categories imposed onto people from elsewhere (Butler, 2004). Despite the ‘naturalization’ of traditional gender ideologies, some men may enact femininity better than some women, as outlined by Butler (2004) in her evaluation of men in drag.
These ideas are important, as there is evidence that traditional gendered ideologies are linked with traditional views about sexuality (Anderson, 2015). In other words, homophobia is manifested from wider gender socialization, policing and regulation (Formby, 2015), and there is evidence that those who advocate traditional gender roles tend to be more homophobic (Engh, 2011). Heteronormativity is therefore closely linked to patriarchy (endorsing traditional gender norms), promoting the idea that the only legitimate sexual relationships are between men and women, whose power and status are unequal (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2012). According to Lenskyj (2012), sport is one of the last spaces in Western societies where homophobia may still exist prominently, although a body of recent research has indicated that this may have changed in recent years (e.g. Anderson, Magrath, & Bullingham, 2016). Sports have traditionally been a product of a patriarchal society, were historically male-dominated and subsequently were cemented as a masculine and heterosexual territory. They have thus been used to promote patriarchy and encourage boys to resist femininity (Messner, 2002). Sport therefore has the potential to play a role in constructing and endorsing a hypermasculine culture, including aggression, violence, competitiveness, misogyny and homophobia; consequently, sport may endorse homophobic and heterosexist beliefs (Worthen, 2014).
The data presented in this chapter formed part of a broader study on LGBT+1 inclusion in university-based sport, which consisted of a nationwide survey directed to student union officers across the UK, as well as case-studies at four student unions based in England. Here, I draw upon case-study data, incorporating perspectives and experiences of student union officers and LGBT+ students.2 The chapter starts with an overview of the literature on LGBT+ inclusion in sport, which acknowledges different perspectives about the extent of homophobia and heteronormativity in this context, speaking to theoretical debates in the area. Next, an analysis of some of the key concepts from queer theory (namely heteronormativity and the heterosexual matrix) is provided. An outline of the methods used within the research is then detailed before the findings of the study are analysed. The chapter ends with a summary which includes the implications derived from this research as well as the limitations.
Literature Review
Sport in the university context is considered an important area to study, as it is often considered an integral and significant part of student life. For instance, universities are often places where students try new sports for the first time and they may play an important role in making students feel part of their new environment. Sport participation, under the right conditions, has also been associated with a variety of educational values and qualities, including team work, prioritization of time, leadership, character building, assertiveness, increased self-esteem and respect for others (Shehu & Moruisi, 2010). In a study by British Universities and Colleges Sport3 (BUCS) in 2013, 94 per cent of graduate employers believed that regular sport participation had a positive impact on developing employability, as it was linked to motivation, competitiveness, commitment and dedication, factors which were often believed to positively affect work ethic. Sport is also considered to be a major way in which students engage with their student unions, which are often a centralized focus on campus, and are therefore a basis to meet and network with other like-minded students (Crossley & Ibrahim, 2012). Thus, it is important that university-based sports are inclusive to all.
Findings from studies in the sport context more broadly have ranged from highlighting inclusive practices to various discriminatory behaviours. In terms of discriminatory behaviours, research has suggested gender stereotypes may impact sexual minority men and women more broadly. However, these may be particularly prominent in sport, as this arena has historically celebrated (men’s) physical strength and masculinity, including aggression, pain tolerance and toughness, yet gay and bisexual men are often linked with femininity (or subordinate forms of masculinities), creating stereotypes that they are unsuited to sport or simply do not participate at all (Grindstaff & West, 2011). Moreover, men’s sport is often considered a heteronormative environment and a proving ground for heterosexuality, with homosexuality negatively situated in comparison (Carless, 2012). Therefore, gay and bisexual men may feel pressure to keep their sexual orientation private within sport environments to avoid discrimination or tension within teams (Elling & Janssens, 2009).
In the Netherlands, Elling and Janssens’ (2009) research on sport participation rates for sexual minorities found a lack of openly gay and bisexual men involved in mainstream team and contact sport. Instead, it was found they were more likely to be involved in health and fitness. As well as generally being considered heteromasculine spaces, Elling and Janssens (2009) argue that team and contact sports are often intimate environments for teammates which may cause constraints for sexual minorities. For example, some regard rugby as homoerotic due to the physical contact in the sport, male bonding, emotional expression and shared changing areas off the pitch; consequently, homophobia may be used by both sexual majority and sexual minority players to ‘pass’ as heterosexual, in a bid to alleviate homosexual allegations (Price & Parker, 2003). Sexual minority men may also allow homophobic and heteronormative language to occur and not tackle heterosexist bullying.
Other gay and bisexual men may reject sport entirely if they believe it is a heteronormative space (Waitt, 2003). This is supported by Zipp (2011) who analysed sexual minority youth’s sport participation using a large-scale US-based survey, arguing there is a decline in participation rates for all men with age, but this decline is more significant for gay and bisexual men. Similar findings are apparent in university settings, with Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson, and Lee’s (2007) large-scale survey data revealing that heterosexual men are more likely to be involved in sport (including recreational sport) compared to gay and bisexual men. Some arguments suggest that gay and bisexual men are apparent in these settings, and are silenced through heteronormativity; however, alternative explanations, often drawing on a biological determinist perspective, suggest very few sexual minority men exist in certain sports and they are less likely to reach professional standards (Ogawa, 2014). Ultimately, little conclusive evidence yet exists for either of these hypotheses.
As men are expected to play sport—especially ‘masculine’ sports—to conform to traditional gender roles and the heterosexual matrix, the opposite is true for women. Griffin (2002) states that, historically, women were subject to the ‘lesbian label’ if they played sport, particularly those considered masculine. More recent research also suggests the lesbian label may still be apparent and used as a tool of sexism (Engh, 2011; Travers, 2006). As Engh (2011, p. 147) argues, ‘the labelling of women who seem to transgress heteronormativity and the compulsory sex/gender/sexuality order forms part of the widespread homophobia in sport.’ The lesbian label and ‘butch’ image of some women’s sports can be exclusionary and victimizing for all women regardless of sexual orientation; for instance, research by Kokkonen (2014) highlighted that sexual minority women’s physical skills are often linked to their sexual orientation, with one athlete in the study being told she was only a good boxer because she was a lesbian. Heterosexual women may also drop-out from sport to avoid stigma (e.g. Zipp, 2011).
Despite this evidence of resistance, Davis-Delano’s (2014) interview data indicates that overall there are fewer instances of homophobia in women’s sport clubs than in men’s. It was found that same-sex bonding can be manifested in women’s sport and heterosexual women may become more comfortable with sexual minority women as a result. Heteronormativity may therefore be less evident within the culture of some women’s sports, especially when more sexual minority women are ‘out,’ either as coaches or athletes (Roper & Halloran, 2007). Within their quantitative research, Elling and Janssens (2009, p. 73) argue that ‘lesbians more often seem to find a sort of refuge in mainstream competitive (team) sports’ compared to gay and bisexual men. This is not to say that lesbians do not experience serious and overt homophobia, but often lesbian women find competitive team sports a safe and inclusive space to be ‘out’ and transgress gender norms (Elling, de Knop, & Knoppers, 2003).
Regarding the university-based sport context specifically, examples of homophobic discrimination and evidence of ‘lad culture’ can be found in Dempster (2009) and Muir and Seitz’s (2004) research, as well as a National Union of Students4 (NUS) report (2012a) ‘That’s What She Said.’ According to Phipps, Ringrose, Renold, and Jackson (2018), sexist practices in UK universities came to light with a rise of media attention and national media debate in 2012, focusing predominantly on the phenomenon of ‘lad culture.’ The NUS (2012a) states this is a form of masculinity which involves sexism, misogyny and homophobia, and is often associated with university sport teams. It has been described as a template of masculinity for young British men (Phipps & Young, 2014) and can include heavy alcohol consumption, sexualization/objectification of women and chants demeaning people of sexual minorities to prove oneself as both heterosexual and masculine (NUS, 2012a).
‘Lad culture’ can often be found in sport club initiations, which often have sexist and homophobic overtones, displaying the importance of heterosexual identities and masculine superiority (Dempster, 2009; Sparkes, Partington, & Brown, 2007). For instance, the hockey team in Dempster’s (2009) research had been disciplined prior to the study for using homophobic language against their opponents. Although it was acknowledged by participants that ‘laddish’ behaviours were not always desirable, and they did not always conform, these behaviours were highly influential within sport teams. This suggests that culture is pervasive even in contexts where individuals do not necessarily agree with homophobia and misogyny. Similar findings were also evident in interviews and focus groups with 40 women students as part of the NUS (2012a) report; the findings suggest that the heteronormative and homophobic nature of ‘lad culture’ may discourage LGBT+ students from taking part in university-based sport (NUS, 2012a).
Drawing on focus groups and a survey of 845 students, a separate NUS (2012b) report found 24 per cent of LGBT+ students did not participate in any sport.5 In terms of barriers and influences, students acknowledged that traditional notions of gender often informed their choices around sport participation (NUS, 2012b). This highlights a heteronormative culture and potential fear of participation in sports, which lie outside gender norms. Regarding individual sport and fitness, these activities were most popular amongst all groups, although lesbian women were more likely to play organized team sport, and gay and bisexual men were more likely to go to the gym. Gay and bisexual men were, however, underrepresented in mainstream club and ‘masculine’ team/contact sport, with football especially unpopular with bisexual men. This highlights the social construction of gender and prevailing gender norms, particularly evident in sport. In addition, the culture, structure and environment of sport were often considered deterrents; although it was rare to feel victimized individually, 46.8 per cent of students found sports environments intimidating, citing examples such as ‘lad culture,’ homophobic ‘banter,’ derogatory chants and heterosexism during social events (NUS, 2012b). This study outlined several recommendations to address concerns within the context of sport at further and higher education institutions in the UK (NUS, 2012b).
Despite these largely negative findings, it must also be noted that there is also a body of work, predominantly using Inclusive Masculinity Theory, suggesting university-aged men may embody ‘softer’ masculinities due to a decline in homophobia in an era of increased inclusion (Anderson, 2009; Anderson et al., 2016; Magrath, 2017). These ‘softer’ masculinities include men emotionally bonding with other men and engaging in other behaviours traditionally associated with femininity, with less fear of being homosexualized or stigmatized (Anderson, 2014). Much of this work has therefore suggested that progressive sexual politics has begun to undermine hegemonic masculinity which has traditionally upheld homophobia and heterosexism in sport (Anderson, 2012, 2015; Anderson & McGuire, 2010; Dashper, 2012; McCormack & Anderson, 2010).
An example of inclusive masculinities is evident in Anderson’s (2011) ethnographic research within a US university, where it is indicated that tolerance and acceptance are apparent for gay men in sport. Although men in team sports valued and displayed hypermasculine characteristics such as athleticism and binge drinking, they also stigmatized homophobia, indicated they would accept a gay teammate, expressed ‘softer’ emotions and rejected violence, gendered behaviours which were once taboo. Moreover, in a separate study, those who had expressed homophobic tendencies in the past claimed they were able to ‘work through’ them after meeting a gay man (Adams & Anderson, 2012). Similar findings were reported in Anderson’s (2012) ethnographic research involving 17 heterosexual male sixth form students in the UK, who considered homophobic comments immature and were happy to associate with gay men; they also cited enjoyment as their main motivation to play sport, with no conscious effort to increase their ‘masculine capital’ through participation.
Despite Inclusive Masculinity Theory’s popularity in studies on masculinities since its conception, there are arguments it may be overly optimistic regarding attitudes towards sexual minority men. For instance, other studies still show high rates of abuse and assault towards sexual minorities, with men most likely to be both the defendants and victims (de Boise, 2015). Arguably, the methodology used in some studies may have contributed to overly positive findings. For example, as Ralph and Roberts acknowledge in Chap. 2 of this handbook, many studies have used relatively small, homogenous samples of white, heterosexual, young, middle-class and university-educated men, and thus any apparent cultural shift across the whole society may be misleading (de Boise, 2015). Cleland (2014) argues that more research with a larger range of social demographics is needed to fully understand masculinities in current Western societies.
This chapter does not draw on Inclusive Masculinity Theory explicitly, although this body of research is acknowledged due to its prominence in the area of sexuality studies. Instead, this chapter uses concepts from queer theory to analyse issues surrounding masculinities, heteronormativity and homophobia in sport.
Queer Theory
It has been suggested that queer theory developed from the gay liberation movement following the AIDS crisis in the 1980s, which created a largely right-wing backlash against homosexuality, particularly against gay and bisexual men. This crisis created a need to reconsider gay politics and revive the gay and lesbian movement, which was arguably dominated by white communities and represented a false unity between men and women (Butler, 1993). Although queer theory is most associated with studies on sexualities and may be a useful perspective to analyse power balances related to sexual orientation and gender identity, it also moves beyond this and has many dimensions; a lack of LGBT+ participants in research is not a barrier to using a queer approach (Allen & Rasmussen, 2015; Gowlett & Rasmussen, 2014). Regardless, queer theory has been used extensively as a theoretical and methodological tool to inform research exploring gender and sexual orientation, and is prominent to explain the relations between sex, gender and sexuality (Carlson, 2014).
A key area of queer theory is exploring heteronormative and heterogendered societies and how people (LGBT+ as well as heterosexual/cisgender people) are affected and restricted by heteronormativity, as well as the power relations that are reproduced through heteronormative environments. According to queer theorists, heteronormativity is largely engrained in most societies, while same-sex attraction is infrequently acknowledged. This upholds a hierarchical binary between heterosexual and homosexual, with heterosexuality regarded as normal, natural, superior and privileged, and homosexuality regarded as ‘other,’ illegitimate and deviant, potentially leading to prejudice, marginalization and discrimination for LGBT+ people (Chappell, 2015). Ultimately, queer theory critiques the cultural bias towards and the superiority of heterosexuality, which is currently largely unquestioned (Lapointe, 2015; Seidman, 2013). Using a queer interpretation, heterosexuality is considered the ‘naturally’ dominant sexuality, and heteronormativity may therefore be considered a common sense, taken-for-granted norm. As heteronormativity is naturalized, this may consequently make it difficult to challenge.
It is also important to note that from a queer perspective, the normative and deviant statuses of sexual orientations are simply social constructs, and non-heterosexuals are considered deviant due to their failure to perform heterosexual gender norms, as opposed to their sexuality per se (Appelrouth & Edles, 2008). From this perspective, heterosexuals who fail to perform appropriate gender norms would also be scrutinized and marginalized (Elling & Janssens, 2009). Thus, homophobia and heteronormativity have the potential to negatively affect sexual majority and sexual minority men and women, as well as those with normative and non-normative gender identities, through oppressive and regulatory regimes (Elling & Janssens, 2009). The concept of ‘performativity’ and the ‘heterosexual matrix’ may be useful to analyse this.
Spargo (1999, p. 75) argues the term ‘performativity’ is used ‘to describe the way in which gender is produced as an effect of a regulatory regime that requires the ritualised repetition of particular forms of behaviour.’ To explain this further, masculinity and femininity are socially constructed; they are not natural or normal, but instead people are disciplined to be masculine or feminine through acts and performances that must be learnt (Engh, 2011). According to Butler (1993), identities are performed, and a key area of queer theory is to understand regulated performances of gender and sexuality, alongside other identities. Gedro and Mizzi (2014) add that gender and sexuality performances may change depending on the social rules of the environment. Importantly, gender performances do not necessarily relate to sexual orientation; a variety of combinations of sex (male/female/intersex6), gender (masculinities/femininities
                
              /non-binary7) and sexual orientation (lesbian/gay/bisexual/other) exist.
Using these ideas, it is argued that homophobia may be used as a method of social control to keep men and women in traditional gender role boundaries and pressured to conform to traditional gender ideologies (e.g. man/masculine/heterosexual and woman/feminine/heterosexual) out of fear of their sexuality being questioned (Britton, 1990; Clarke, 1998; Few-Demo, Humble, Curran, & Lloyd, 2016). Butler (2006) refers to the heterosexual matrix as a useful way to conceptualize these performances of gender and how they interrelate with sexualities. It is a tripartite system; where sex and gender are the known characteristics, a particular sexuality is assumed. As an example, femininity is a code word for heterosexuality for women, and masculinity is a code word for heterosexuality for men (Butler, 2006), and the links made between woman/feminine/heterosexual and man/masculine/heterosexual have been normalized through heteronormative discourses (Engh, 2011); therefore, gender non-conformists—such as men who embody femininity or women who embody masculinity—are often assumed homosexual by default (Worthen, 2014). However, it is important to note that neither masculinity nor femininity is static, and it is therefore difficult to pinpoint their exact attributes.
Tredway (2014) has also argued that the heterosexual matrix is too simplistic and added another dimension to it; when sex and sexuality are the known characteristics, a particular gender is assumed. For instance, a female athlete may be marked as masculine through public discourse if she is ‘out’ or suspected of being a lesbian. To counteract this, some female athletes (possibly more frequently in traditionally masculine sports) may engage in the ‘female apologetic’ (discussed in the literature review section), a means to maintain a visible heterosexual performance (Tredway, 2014). This involves the emphasis and exaggeration of typically feminine characteristics, such as long hair, feminine clothing, the use of make-up and giving credit to men for athletic performances. As male athletes are usually considered masculine, they typically do not have to consider supposed contradictory identities of gender and athleticism in the same way that women do. These are all examples of heteronormativity in action. These concepts from queer theory, namely heteronormativity and the heterosexual matrix, are used to analyse the findings from this study, of which the methods are detailed below.
Methods
As stated previously, the findings discussed in this chapter form part of a larger study on LGBT+ inclusion in university-based sport. The data presented here is specifically derived from the case-study aspect of the research, in which four student unions took part. The case-studies included focus groups with student union officers and a combination of focus groups and individual interviews with LGBT+ students. Questionnaires with LGBT+ students were then conducted as an additional method, alongside document analysis which was used to consider the effectiveness of equality and inclusion policies at the student unions. However, these additional aspects of the data collection are not presented here.
It was decided that there should be a clear rationale for targeting student unions, ideally creating some variance in terms of geographical location and type of university, amongst other factors. Purposeful, criterion-based sampling was therefore used, which is valuable to collect rich data and interpret findings meaningfully. This is something that has proven difficult in previous research, with Renn (2010) arguing research on LGBT+ people has relied too much upon convenience sampling, producing limited data. Although purposeful sampling was used, student unions agreeing to take part ultimately became the main deciding factor to determine where the data collection would take place. In October 2015, after email communication with four student union presidents, the case-study sample was finalized. Student union presidents also agreed to contact the LGBT+ societies at their respective student unions to arrange separate focus groups on the same date.
Data collection initially took place at a post-19928 university in the South West of England in December 2015 (Student Union A). In terms of the student union officer focus group, there were seven people in attendance, with the focus group lasting just under one hour. The separate focus group with LGBT+ students was in fact conducted as a one-to-one interview because only one person attended, with the interview lasting just under 30 minutes.9 Focus groups then took place at a red brick10 university in the East Midlands in January 2016 (Student Union B). There were three people in attendance at the student union officer focus group, with this lasting around 45 minutes. The separate LGBT+ focus group lasted around 45 minutes and consisted of three students, all of whom had experience playing university-based sport.
Next, data collection took place at a red brick university in the South West of England in February 2016 (Student Union C). There were three officers present at the first of these focus groups, lasting just under one hour. The latter focus group, with LGBT+ students, again turned into a one-to-one interview with a lesbian woman who currently played university-based sport; this lasted around 40 minutes. The final focus groups took place at a post-1992 university in the South East of England in April 2016 (Student Union D). There were three officers present in the focus group, and it lasted just under one hour. The second focus group took place at a later date with three students and lasted around 45 minutes. Within the focus groups and interviews, a variety of questions were asked to consider different aspects of LGBT+ inclusion, including policies, facilities, upcoming student union campaigns/initiatives, as well as participants’ own experiences/perceptions of university-based sport. The focus groups also allowed comparisons to be made between student union officers’ and LGBT+ students’ views.
Data analysis was an ongoing process, taking place while data was gathered. This created a reflective process whereby new techniques for generating data were considered for continuous improvement. After transcription of the focus groups and interviews, thematic analysis was used to organize, describe and report themes evident within the data set. A number of general dimensions were created, of which three themes are reported below: The influence of heteronormativity on sports participation for LGBT+ students, ‘lad culture’ in university-based sport, and evidence of heteronormativity and homophobia within sports environments.
Heteronormativity and Homophobia Within University-Based Sport Environments
In the focus groups with both students and officers, questions were asked about language-use within the sports context. There have been a number of recent theoretical debates about the context and effect of homosexually themed language (e.g. Magrath, 2018; McCormack, 2011), as well as if this dialogue is truly homophobic. Regardless, use of language may act as a means to perpetuate heteronormativity and has the potential to be restrictive for anyone, irrespective of sexual orientation or gender identity. In terms of language-use witnessed by officers and students, this was predominantly described as ‘informal banter.’ As Liam (President, Student Union C) pointed out:I think it depends what you define as homophobia. So in some teams the fact that there are LGBT+ people on the teams is accepted and acknowledged yet there is still informal banter about it and whether that person doesn’t mind, whether the person I guess who’s at the brunt of the banter doesn’t mind that and joins in, I don’t know whether you’d consider that homophobia. But it’s certainly signalling them out as different because of their sexuality. I think that happens quite a lot.


Other officers also acknowledged that language-use can be problematic, contributing to heteronormative environments which may deter LGBT+ students from sport. However, they also emphasized that it is often a difficult issue to tackle, as language is very much engrained in our society. For example, Luke (LGBT+ Officer, Student Union A) discussed heteronormative and misogynistic language he had heard, but emphasized the problems with tackling it effectively:They will call each other gay or faggot or you throw like a girl. And there are things that we can do but they are very basic things that wouldn’t have that much effect like ‘why say this when you could say that’ because it’s engrained in them.


By using terms like these as insults in the sport context, this has the potential to reiterate unhelpful and inaccurate stereotypes that sexual minority men (and women) are too feminine to be suited to sport (Grindstaff & West, 2011). Despite expressions and ‘humor’ often being used in a casual way, the language highlights subtle discrimination which is often harder to address (Willis, 2012), but which works to isolate a section of the community (Long, 2000). ‘Banter’ and ‘jokes’ may be difficult to challenge, as doing so may lead to accusations that the victim has little sense of humour; this may serve to keep LGBT+ people in a complicit position. It also highlights that ‘othered’ groups are tolerated as opposed to accepted (Long, 2000). From a queer perspective, this language is understood as heteronormative because it may be effective in creating social divisions based on sexuality and gender, reiterating sexual and gender-based norms, and differentiating between heterosexual and non-heterosexual people (Willis, 2012). This commentary displays the potentially privileged status of heterosexual men, highlighting the naturalized and normalized status of certain groups in sport, and the ‘other’/deviant status of those who do not fit into those identities (Willis, 2012).
As this language is so engrained in sport—and often other areas of society such as workplaces and schools (e.g. Formby, 2015; Willis, 2012)—it may be taken for granted as ‘natural’; however, language has the potential to be a subtle form of discrimination helping to maintain power differentials between groups (Whitson, 1984). As Kate (Welfare Officer, Student Union B) summarizes, ‘people overlook the use of language and it can really go a long way because it becomes so engrained in your thought processes.’
Although some research has suggested heteronormative language may not be an effective measure of attitudes towards homosexuality (Anderson, 2009), Bridges and Pascoe (2014) have suggested this type of language may still act as a form of gender policing and a socialization tool to abide by normative masculine behaviours. Negative effects of heteronormative language may include anxiety about ‘coming out’ amongst LGBT+ students in sport, due to the fear of teammates’ reactions and abuse. Furthermore, Ramirez and Sterzing (2017) found LGBT+ participants may contribute to the heteronormative environment further by engaging in this ‘banter’ and inventing stories which align with heterosexuality, although this study did not take place within the sport-context. Ramirez and Sterzing (2017) suggest this can negatively impact mental health; in turn, this also reiterates sport as a space where heterosexuality is the norm and reinforces/naturalizes the subordinated status of sexual minorities.
‘Lad Culture’ in University-Based Sport
Although the vast majority of examples provided by officers and students in the focus groups could be classed as ‘casual’ or ‘informal banter,’ some participants described more overt forms of discrimination which potentially demonstrates homophobia and ‘lad culture.’ For women in the student focus groups, despite the perceived ‘norm’ of their participation in ‘masculine’ sports such as rugby and football (due to their sexual orientation often being associated with masculinity, in line with the heterosexual matrix), this resulted in several instances of verbal abuse. In each instance, they considered this abuse to be connected to their sexual orientation/perceived sexual orientation, alongside their participation in traditionally masculine sports. Abuse seemed particularly prominent during sport tours, a social event in which sports clubs travel abroad to compete against other teams. This was highlighted within a conversation between Emily and Anna, both students at Student Union B:You know the sport tour, yeah that was the worst. Our sport team were sharing our coach with a lads’ team, I think they were like rugby or something like that, and all the way there they were like, they were just like disgusting. They were constantly harassing us and a lot of it was to do with our sexuality like hands up if you’re straight, stuff like that (Emily, Student, Student Union B).



              Yeah, we had [another university in close proximity] men’s hockey on our tour bus and they were not very nice. They were like screaming at us, like people with short hair, it’s a stereotype isn’t it like girls with short hair get stereotyped don’t they, and every time I stood up, they would yell like ‘gayyyy’ and there’s no point (Anna, Student, Student Union B).


            
The examples above could be perceived as evidence of ‘lad culture’ due to the homophobic and misogynistic nature of the abuse outlined (NUS, 2012a). ‘Lad culture’ was perceived to be a particular problem in men’s rugby, but other sports (including badminton) also engaged in similar behaviours:I think we’ve got a long way to go with certain clubs. So, for example, rugby, yeah I gave you the example of cancelling the drag socials which is great but I know for a fact some of the chants that they do and some of the games and stuff are misogynistic (Beth, Sports Officer, Student Union B).



              Badminton get the piss taken out of them for being the opposite of laddy and really accessible and inclusive but in reality I’m from the badminton club and I’ve been on socials before where especially the men in the club are misogynistic and they’re homophobic and some of the things that students in the club do don’t make it an accessible place (Cara, Student, Student Union C).


            
This data also aligns with the NUS (2012b) report, which indicated that intimidating environments and derogatory chanting can deter LGBT+ students from sport. These discussions also highlight the differences between some LGBT+ students and student union officers’ perceptions within the focus groups. Several officers (as well as one gay male student) explicitly argued that no abuse or discrimination exists based on sexual orientation or gender identity within sport at their respective student unions. Although there is potential that this may be the case at their institutions, these LGBT+ students’ experiences differ significantly, as they have clearly been the victims of discrimination and harassment.
Specific on-pitch problematic behaviours were also outlined by Emily (Student, Student Union B) who discussed a varsity match whereby ‘the other team were shouting homophobic chants at specific players on our team’ and Cara (Student, Student Union C) who explained there had been an ‘argument with the boys’ rugby team like a homophobic argument, lesbian comments.’ Ben (Student, Student Union B) was the only student to reveal physical abuse, which occurred during a Wednesday night sport social with the women’s rugby team:A guy came up to our group and started grinding on people and so I put myself between them and a guy started on me and punched me in the chest and he called me a fucking dyke and it’s like, what do you think you’re doing?


Despite this, Anna, Emily add Ben argued that women’s rugby and football were very inclusive sports, with Anna (Student, Student Union B) stating ‘no one cares about your sexual orientation or anything like that.’ This is supported by much previous research on sexual minority women in ‘masculine’ sports, which are often considered safe and inclusive environments, and a space where women can break gendered expectations and transgress gendered norms through their sport choices (Davis-Delano, 2014; Elling et al., 2003; Linghede & Larsson, 2017). However, from the focus groups it was clear that these sports were inclusive only within the teams themselves. In other words, sexual minority women in ‘masculine’ sports may be accepted and even embraced, but possibly predominantly by others within the team.
Despite previous literature suggesting that universities are relatively safe and inclusive places for sexual minorities (Garvey & Rankin, 2014), evidence of heteronormativity (and in some cases more overt forms of homophobia and abuse) may still exist for sexual minority men and women, particularly when their sport choices fall outside of gendered expectations. Interestingly, none of the women discussed engaging with the ‘female apologetic’ to counteract their participation in supposedly ‘masculine’ sports, which has been evidenced in previous research (Tredway, 2014).
The Influence of Heteronormativity on Sports Participation for LGBT+ Students
In the focus groups, several questions were also asked regarding the visibility of LGBT+ students in university-based sport, as well as ways to tackle potentially low participation rates. Officers discussed how some LGBT+ students may have become disillusioned with sport from a young age, making this a difficult issue to tackle at university level. For instance, John (Student Experience Officer, Student Union A) outlined the challenges of changing pre-conditioned behaviour:Starting before they get to university because it starts in primary school if you ask me. I have a few male friends back in school who came out when they were 17, but since they were 13 or 14 they hadn’t really got involved in sport. They just didn’t feel like it was their scene and they weren’t accepted and things like that. It’s quite heavily programmed behaviour to try and change when they get to university.


As sports have historically been labelled as heterosexual, masculine spaces (Carless, 2012; Cashmore & Cleland, 2011; Grindstaff & West, 2011), this may potentially impact sexual minority men’s perceptions and participation rates. Gareth’s (Student, Student Union D) experiences also align with John’s perceptions that further action should be taken earlier. Drawing on his own experiences, he stated:I hated PE at school. I attended an all-boys grammar school and my experience of sport there put me off participating for the whole of my childhood. Sport seemed to be a very straight domain.


Thus, in line with Waitt (2003) and Zipp (2011), some LGBT+ people may have rejected sports entirely. Alternatively, they may have been socialized into specific types of activities. In line with past statistical research, students (particularly sexual minority men) may be more likely to take part in individual sport/physical activity (Elling & Janssens, 2009), or engage in arts-based clubs and societies (Kivel & Kleiber, 2000). Students often try new sports for the first time whilst at university. However, LGBT+ students who consider some sports to be homophobic or heteronormative spaces may be less likely to engage in a wide range of activities due to these presumptions. Some students may instead gravitate towards sports they perceive to be more welcoming. For example, Dan (LGBT+ Officer, Student Union D) stated that gay/bisexual men often ‘do these individual activities because they don’t necessarily perceive that they can engage in the often-masculine parts of rugby.’ These perceptions were also highlighted by Emily (Student, Student Union B) in relation to sexual minority women; she explained that her identity as bisexual influenced the type of sport she considered participating in:I didn’t know I was LGBT+ before I started playing sport but I think that might have had an impact on the sport I chose to play. The same as rugby, football has a high proportion of LGBT+ people so I got thinking do I want to play football or rugby? Like they were the two that I was choosing between and there was no reason particularly why it would be those two. I remember thinking I wouldn’t fit in playing netball, I wouldn’t fit in playing hockey, so I think that did have an impact on the choice of sport that I did.


Aligned with research by Roper and Halloran (2007), Emily’s quote indicates that heteronormativity may be less evident in the culture of some women’s sports compared to others, with potential that more sexual minority women are ‘out’ in sports like rugby which have historically been labelled as masculine. Thus, like past research (e.g. Elling & Janssens, 2009), some sexual minority men and women hold particular perceptions about sports and activities considered appropriate or even safe, with potentially fewer sexual minority men and more sexual minority women involved in ‘masculine’ team and contact sports. Clearly, stereotypes about appropriate sports can also affect heterosexual people’s participation rates, highlighted by Amy (in relation to men) and Ben (regarding women):I did cheerleading at uni and I think a lot of men who do cheerleading are stereotypically gay…some people are scared of doing it because they aren’t gay and they don’t want to appear like that (Amy, Clubs and Societies Officer, Student Union A)

I think some people at fresher’s fair, you can see them thinking about joining (women’s
                    
                   rugby) and some people are scared to join because they don’t want to be seen as gay, like oh that’s a lesbian’s sport (Ben, Student, Student Union B)


As stated by Grindstaff and West (2011), sports like cheerleading have clear links to femininity which may discourage men from participating. In addition, Ben’s quote indicates the ‘lesbian label’ is still apparent and affects heterosexual women’s sport participation (e.g. Travers, 2006). It also aligns with the NUS (2012b) report which suggests traditional notions of gender often inform sports participation among students. Although it is difficult to support these statements with statistics (as data concerning the demographics of students who participate in university-based sport is rarely collected), the perceived lack of sexual minority men/women in some sports may correlate with the perception among student unions that homophobic discrimination is rare. In other words, a lack of homophobic abuse (as well as the naturalization of heteronormativity which is therefore rarely recognized) may indicate that sports clubs are tolerant and accepting of LGBT+ students in sport. However, this approach fails to take into account that some LGBT+ students may not consider taking part in university-based sport in the first instance. Some LGBT+ people may be socialized out of sport entirely or only participate in sports they consider inclusive—which may depend on their identity within the LGBT+ spectrum—potentially meaning fewer instances of discrimination are evident. This was also highlighted by Robbie (LGBT+ Officer, Student Union C), who stated in relation to sexual minority men:I think if you were dead certain that you were going to join the football club you would just join the football club and realistically you probably wouldn’t have any massive cases of discrimination against you because of your sexuality. But it doesn’t take into account all those students that just won’t have joined because they think that football is innately homophobic.


Adopting a queer theorist’s perspective, heteronormativity in society is a matter which needs to be addressed, although this is clearly difficult due to its normalized and non-aggressive form. It is not isolated within sport, but possibly more prominent and visible due to sport historically being a space for men to prove their masculinity and heterosexuality, and where men and women have traditionally held two distinct roles (Ingrey, 2012; Messner, 2002). Queer theory provides the framework to challenge the hegemony of heterosexuality, which situates non-heterosexuals outside of the norm (Abes & Kasch, 2007). To achieve this, resistance by LGBT+ people and allies is necessary, with confrontation being the primary force behind queer theory (Abes & Kasch, 2007). Heteronormativity has a fixed and deep-rooted position in society; thus, tackling it on a wider scale was considered the only way to truly make a change, although many officers and students were sceptical that this could be achieved.
This was clearly articulated by Joel, a student from Student Union D:Again, it’s like the whole systemic problems within sport…I can’t imagine anything that could be done unless there was a whole like shift in consciousness do you know what I mean? If the whole of society completely changed but I don’t know what could be done within sport like on the short term.

Joe, the president of Student Union D, agreed that heteronormativity was not isolated within student unions, and therefore any attempt to tackle it separately could be a wasted effort, stating, ‘we’re talking about grass roots upwards about how you establish sport.’ Thus, heterosexual power and privilege in sport, whether perceived or real, is a problem some students and officers considered a difficult one to dismantle, as it is partly due to images of sports as heterosexual spaces. Although heteronormativity is clearly evident on a much wider scale than universities alone, this should not mean student unions are exempt from acting. Joe’s quote indicates student unions may adopt a ‘fall back’ position, whereby officers are complicit in acting due to the perception there is little they can do.
Conclusion
The aim of this chapter was to analyse issues for sexual minority students within the university-based sport context, using queer theory as a theoretical framework. For a variety of reasons, it is important that university-based sport is inclusive to all. However, data collection with LGBT+ students and student union officers at four student unions based in England reveals there are still issues to be resolved to increase accessibility. The results outlined here revolve around themes linked to heteronormativity, homophobia and gender norms (particularly ideas around masculinity). Firstly, an analysis of heteronormative (and in some cases, potentially homophobic) environments is considered with examples of language-use. Next, an analysis of ‘lad culture’ is provided, considering the effect this potentially has on LGBT+ students who are currently involved in sport, and those who may be deterred from participation. Finally, the impact of heteronormativity on students’ initial perceptions of sport is considered.
Data collection with officers and students reveals that heteronormative environments and stereotypical notions of masculinity and femininity may deter some students from participating in sport altogether or may influence them to partake only in certain types of activities. Although ‘barriers,’ per se, were not identified explicitly, gendered perceptions of sport (in line with the heterosexual matrix) may restrict students’ participation to sports which align with gender norms, or alternatively to those perceived to be more inclusive. Thus, subtle but restrictive practices in sport are outlined. For those students who currently participate in university-based sport, some inclusive practices were revealed (particularly in women’s rugby), as well as heteronormative language, evidence of ‘lad culture’ and intimidating environments. On-pitch examples were provided alongside behaviours that took place in sport social events. As officers often act based on concerns brought to their attention, in certain cases no real action was undertaken by student unions, as heteronormativity and gender stereotypes are usually naturalized and engrained into society; therefore, they are difficult to challenge and question.
This research may be useful for those involved in the provision of sport in universities and more widely. However, the limitations of the study should also be acknowledged. Although case-studies were useful to gather in-depth information from a small sample of student unions, it is unclear how widespread these issues are across the university-based sport context. Student union provision is also a useful means to gather information on sport practices. However, not all student unions control university-based sport; in some cases, the universities themselves, or other institutions such as athletic unions—which are sometimes separate entities—regulate and govern sport. In other instances, sport is controlled by both the student union and the university combined, which was apparent at Student Union B within this research. Thus, certain student unions have greater autonomy and influence over university-based sport and inclusive practices, with some potentially facing constraints—or assistance—from other bodies to implement inclusion. For these reasons, the data presented here does not provide a fully representative view of LGBT+ inclusion in university-based sport. Despite the limitations, this research is unique, as it acts as a key starting point to build awareness of these various complex issues in the university-based sport context, making them visible. It also provides the initial foundations to develop long-lasting strategies for positive change.
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Footnotes
1LGBT+ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender, with the ‘+’ sign representing any other non-normative sexual orientations and gender identities.

 

2Although transgender students were part of the data collection process (with some of their views outlined here), issues for sexual as opposed to gendered minorities are the predominant focus of this chapter.

 

3BUCS is the national governing body for higher education sport in the UK (BUCS, 2019).

 

4The NUS is a voluntary membership organization, with a confederation of around 600 further and higher education students’ unions across the UK, which aims to represent the interests and views of students (NUS, 2019).

 

5Later research by the NUS (2014) involving surveys with both heterosexual and LGBT+ students found LGBT+ people were marginally less likely than their heterosexual counterparts to be involved in university-based sport.

 

6The term intersex is a generic term used to describe hypoandrogenism/hyperandrogenism and disorders of sex development (Teetzel, 2014). Intersex bodies do not conform to the male/female sex binary (Gleaves & Lehrbach, 2016). Sports’ dualistic division of athletes into male and female categories is therefore problematic for those who are intersex (Teetzel, 2014).

 

7People who are non-binary question binary sex categories. They often do not want to identify as a man or a woman, instead identifying with non-dichotomous gender identities (Travers, 2006). Alternatively, they may have changing gender identities. Gender-neutral pronouns have been developed for those who like to use them, such as ‘ze’ and ‘hir’ (Pearce, 2012).

 

8Post-1992 universities are classified as those which received university status as part of the educational reforms in the 1980s and 1990s and were often originally polytechnics or further education colleges (The Student Room, 2017).

 

9This is a potential pitfall to using focus groups in any research; focus groups can be difficult to organize and it is common to over-recruit to allow for participants who may drop out or not turn up. Focus groups should also be used with caution if sensitive and potentially discomforting situations may be discussed (Bryman, 2016).

 

10Red brick universities were founded in the 19th century in major industrial cities (The Student Room, 2017).
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Introduction
Until relatively recently, the panoptic gaze of homophobic and emotionally distant peers has dramatically limited the frequency and intensity of close relationships between men (Morman, Schrodt, & Tornes, 2013). During the late twentieth century, academic enquiries highlight that cultural homophobia imposed severe restrictions on how men were permitted to interact (Connell, 1995; Pleck, 1981). Specifically, the stigma attributed to homosexuality pressured men toward extreme caricatures of heterosexuality, engaging in archetypes based on aggression, athleticism, and homophobia (Anderson & White, 2018). Simply, men became extremely homophobic and aggressive to avoid any suspicion of being thought of as gay (Anderson, 2009).
Increasingly, however, young men in the twenty-first century are experiencing closer and more intimate friendships than previous generations, which has been widely attributed to the declining prevalence and tolerance of homophobia (Anderson, 2014; McCormack, 2012). These newly practiced friendships, which often embrace impassioned emotional affection demonstrated in both physical and verbal ways, have recently been popularized under the rubric of the “bromance.” Furthermore, sport in particular appears to be a context that helps foster these types of relationships.
This chapter explores how male friendships have been constructed over the past 50 years and how they have come to change. Comparing contemporary male friendships to those from the 1970s onward, research suggests there to be a stark contrast in how some men now construct their friendships. No longer being constrained by a need to demonstrate one’s masculinity via homophobic discourses means that men may now enter into supportive friendships—ones which may, in contrast to previous decades, guard against some of the negative effects associated with emotional distance (Hruschka, 2010; Scourfield, 2005).
A Short History of Male Intimacy
The honest expression of emotional support between friends has long been recognized as an integral element of a fulfilling friendship (Hruschka, 2010; Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995; Reisman, 1990). However, in the past, men’s ability to express and emotionally relate to one another has been severely limited by a culture obsessed with hypermasculine ideals, homophobia, and restrictive gender stereotypes (Anderson, 2009; Caldwell & Peplau, 1982; Ibson, 2002; Kellner, 1991). In such cultures, emotionality has traditionally been associated with femininity (Kring & Gordon, 1998), and men’s desire to associate with heteromasculinity has meant that they have distanced themselves from this feminizing and thus homosexualizing behavior (Pleck, 1981).
The level of physical and emotional intimacy expressed between heterosexual male (same-sex) friends is, however, dependent on a number of socio-cultural variables (Lipman-Blumen, 1976; Sedgwick, 1985). For example, there was a time when homosocial intimacy flourished (Deitcher, 2001). Indeed, before the turn of the twentieth century, heterosexual men were able to develop highly intimate same-sex friendships which Rotundo (1989) described as romantic friendships. Exemplifying comfort with (physical) intimacy, the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century men saw many examples of men posing for photographs in physically intimate manners such as being sat on each other’s laps or in a close embrace (Ibson, 2002). Hruschka (2010) has suggested that “one of the most honest ways of accepting vulnerability is getting close enough to a person to touch him or her and, perhaps even more important, to permit oneself to be touched” (p. 42). In other examples, Tripp (2005) highlights that, for four years, President Abraham Lincoln shared a bed with his intimate male partner, Joshua Speed, and that President George Washington wrote intimate letters to other men.
However, these displays of intimacy that Tripp (2005) describes started to become more strictly policed during the twentieth century as the awareness and fear of homosexuality grew. This is a trend that continued long into the latter stages of the twentieth century. Writing in the late 1970s, for example, Lewis (1978, p. 108) suggested, “Cultural prohibitions in America, as well as many other Western nations, frown strongly upon the demonstration of intimacy between men.” Other research from this period also demonstrated severe restrictions for male friendships. Jourard (1971) showed that self-disclosure—a significant component of emotional intimacy—was lacking between men. Moreover, Pleck (1975) found that 58% of men had not told their closest male friend that they even liked him. Problematically, men who did enjoy close same-sex friendships were subject to significant levels of peer ridicule (Komarovsky, 1974). Despite men reporting greater numbers of same-sex friendships than women at this time, they were not comparable in terms of closeness or intimacy (Olstad, 1975).
As men were compelled to avoid emotional intimacy with other men, they instead sought legitimate intimacy and companionship only through the confines of heterosexual relationships. The cultural fear of homosexuality and subsequent emphasis on masculine stoicism led men to depend almost entirely on women for the little emotional disclosure they were socially permitted. It is perhaps understandable that men during this time were more likely to have a woman as a confidante (Komarovsky, 1974).
The restricted nature of male friendships intensified throughout the 1980s, as growing levels of homophobia in the Western world (Loftus, 2001)—primarily facilitated by the spread of HIV/AIDS, which became intimately associated with the gay community—resulted in narrower definitions and displays of masculinity (McCormack & Anderson, 2014). During this epoch, Cancian (1990) suggested that society has “a feminine conception of love. We identify love with emotional expression and talking about our feelings” (p. 69). Accordingly, male youth of this time and men in general would refrain from even using the word love to detract homosexual suspicion (Williams, 1985); instead, they were structured into exceptionally narrow masculine identities that rejected emotionality (Kellner, 1991).
This abstention from intimacy in same-sex friendships continued into the 1990s. Exemplifying this restriction, Pollack (1999) showed that fathers of this era would withhold their love and affection from their children, and before boys even reached their teenage years, they could be subjected to abuse and shaming from peers and teachers for performing feminine behaviors, such as skipping or reading poetry (Pollack, 1999). While fathers would withhold emotional care from their children, young boys would equally separate themselves from their mothers, being rather bereft of any emotional attention from either of their parents (White & Vagi, 1990). Nayak and Kehily (1996) suggest, for example, that discussing personal and emotional issues was problematic as it “fractures the hard face of conventional masculinity” (Nayak & Kehily, 1996, p. 224).
Thus, the rejection of emotionality and the purging of men’s emotional and physical freedoms fostered a generation of men with relatively few intimate connections, having never been allowed to achieve the same extent of intimacy afforded to women (Collins & Sroufe, 1999; Connell, 1995; Tognoli, 1980). This had drastic consequences for the masculine landscape, as the fear of homosexuality enforced a stratification of the male hierarchy, characterized by intense aggression and homophobia toward those that presented as anything but upmost stereotype of perceived heterosexuality (Anderson & White, 2018; Connell, 1995; Kimmel, 1994).
Furthermore, the social restrictions placed on male friendships may have also subsequently impacted on how men have tended to structure their same-sex friendships. Previous research has suggested that men’s friendships have, in the last several generations of Western male culture, been predominantly based on shared activities (Migliaccio, 2014). Drinking, gambling, and playing sport were all common (Caldwell & Peplau, 1982; Seiden & Bart, 1975), and interactions would follow particular patterns—such as joking, teasing, and competition—in order to generate intimacy (Bird, 1996: Kaplan, 2006). In contrast, women have been more likely to maintain friendships through sharing emotions and disclosing secrets (Caldwell & Peplau, 1982).
Changing Attitudes, Changing Friendships
Since the turn of the millennium, however, attitudinal homophobia has significantly decreased in Britain and the United States (Clements & Field, 2014; Twenge, Sherman, & Wells, 2016). As a result, men have been afforded a more diverse range of behaviors—including greater same-sex emotional intimacy—which would have previously coded them as gay (Anderson & McCormack, 2015). Indeed, there is mounting evidence to suggest the erosion of the previously tightly policed bonds between men. For example, Anderson and McCormack (2015) document the prevalence of hugging and gentle forms of tactility among British university students, while Scoats (2017) showed similar levels of homosocial tactility in his analysis of British undergraduate men’s Facebook photographs. Other recent research has shown boys and men willing to engage in emotional support (Baker & Hotek, 2011; see also Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017) and kissing (Anderson, Adams, & Rivers, 2012; see also McCormack, 2011).
Anderson (2009) has argued that young university-attending men are now “rapidly running from the hegemonic type of masculinity that has been privileged for the past twenty-five years” (p. 115). Many contemporary studies are also finding data that supports the central arguments of Inclusive Masculinity Theory (Anderson, 2009). This theory purports that multiple forms of masculinity can now co-exist alongside each: no longer part of a single hierarchy exalting a hegemonic form of masculinity (Adams, 2011; Anderson, 2014; Blanchard, McCormack, & Peterson, 2017; Magrath, 2017; McCormack, 2012; Morris & Anderson, 2015; Robinson, Anderson, & White, 2018). Although not universal, many men now have a greater social entitlement to express themselves through a diverse spectrum of behaviors and emotions that would have previously socially coded them as gay (McCormack, 2012; Weeks, 2007). In an inclusive culture, those who have been traditionally marginalized by hegemonic masculinity are now no longer subject to the same stigmas as men of previous generations. Nor are all men compelled to support and attempt to embody a single version of masculinity.
Inclusive masculinity, that is, masculinity that embraces rather than rejects homosexuality, can now be observed with prominence in mainstream arenas such as education (McCormack, 2012; White, Magrath, & Thomas, 2018), sport (Adams, 2011; Magrath, 2017) and social media (Morris & Anderson, 2015; Scoats, 2017). Young men in these fields align themselves away from orthodox tropes of masculinity and are less concerned about whether others perceive them to be gay or straight: masculine or feminine. Embracing and performing inclusive behaviors are suggesting that male youth have little fear of homosexualization for their performance of “femininity” through homosocial behaviors (Savin-Williams, 2009; Scoats, Joseph, & Anderson, 2018). Simply, the decline of cultural homophobia has diminished heterosexual men’s burden to police their gendered behaviors.
To give more in-depth examples, in this newly inclusive environment young men are increasingly free to engage in physical intimacies with other men that controvert the avoidance behaviors of previous decades (Anderson, 2009). Lilleaas (2007) notes that in 2004, two professional football players kissed each other on the lips in celebration after scoring a goal and the media were quick to question their sexuality (see Magrath, 2019). However, Lilleaas (2007) also recognized the erosion of stigma of same-sex kissing. Since receiving significant media attention in 2004, research has shown that when two men kiss each other, people do not definitively classify them as homosexual, nor condemn them for being so (Anderson, 2008a, 2008b; McCormack, 2012; Peterson & Anderson, 2009)—as the example of Gary Neville’s kiss on Paul Scholes in 2010 demonstrated (see Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015).
Further highlighting the changing meanings related to same-sex kisses between men, Anderson, McCormack, and Lee’s (2012) study on sports team hazing found that same-sex kisses were initially used as a form of humiliation for young men. After a number of years, however, the power of kisses to humiliate had severely diminished as more and more men were willing to engage in them. In other studies, Anderson (2008b) has found that 40% of heterosexual ex-high school football players, turned college cheerleaders, in the United States engaged in some same-sex behavior, with kissing representing milder behavior. Other research found 29% and 10% of heterosexual undergraduate Australian, and North American men respectively had kissed another man on the lips (Anderson, Ripley, & McCormack, 2019; Drummond, Filiault, Anderson, & Jeffries, 2014). In the United Kingdom, a multi-institutional survey found that nine out of ten heterosexual male students (89% of 145 participants) between the ages of 16 and 25 had, at one time or another, kissed their male friends on the lips (Anderson, Adams, et al., 2012). Anderson (2014) notes that prolonged kissing is not uncommon, often occurring when one has consumed alcohol (see also Roberts et al., 2017). In all of the studies, the majority of men do not proclaim to be acting out of sexual desire, or even to consider a same-sex kiss a sexual act. Instead, they consider the kiss to be a symbol of affection for their friends.
Throughout the studies conducted on male same-sex kissing, it is broadly concluded that this behavior happens more frequently among athletes which Anderson (2014) suggests occurs because “they maintain high degrees of heterosexual capital, and because sport promotes increased camaraderie and emotionality” (p. 135). Indeed, this is consistent with other research that recognizes competitive sports as a space for exclusive social bonding and privileged friendships (Geary, Byrd-Craven, Hoard, Vigil, & Numtee, 2003), whereby quick and powerful levels of association are formed between men in a way that few other activities can manage (Anderson, 2009; Russell, 1999). It enables the creation of primary relations that take precedence over other friendships because of the high frequency of interaction between athletes and homogeneity in the group (Booth & Hess, 1974). Kissing does not represent the only way of showing physical affection for a friend, however.
Beyond kissing, some of the above-mentioned studies also identify cuddling and spooning behaviors occurring between straight identifying men in Anglo-American societies (Anderson & McCormack, 2015; Drummond et al., 2014). Research shows that heterosexual undergraduate male athletes in Britain engage in prolonged intimate activities including cuddling, hugging, spooning, and bed sharing (Anderson & McCormack, 2015). All of the men in Anderson and McCormack’s (2015) study that had shared a bed with another man said it was not out of homosexual attraction, but heterosexual affection and convenience. One participant’s experience was representative of the majority:
Basically, my house is nearest town. When we go for a night out, those that haven’t pulled come back to mine and we share a bed. We don’t have spare sheets and shit like that, so it’s just less hassle. (Anderson & McCormack, 2015, p. 220).

Of the 40 student athletes interviewed, 37 had spent the night in bed with a heterosexual male friend and cuddled him. One participant said, “we’re always cuddling, my lot. We’re all comfortable with each other” (Anderson & McCormack, 2015, p. 221) and others highlighted that cuddling occurs during the day too. “I spoon, yeah … It is very common for us to go out [late], and then the next day after class receive a text from someone saying something like ‘do you want to come and nap?’” (Anderson & McCormack, 2015, p. 222), one participant explained.
This cuddling was not restricted to the private space of the bedroom. In interviews conducted by Magrath et al. (2015), it was found that 16–18 years old soccer players in a Premier League academy cuddled in larger groups when watching movies (see also Magrath, 2017; Roberts et al., 2017). Furthermore, McCormack (2012) observed cuddling in British schools and others have found men intimately dancing with one another in nightclubs (Peterson & Anderson, 2012; Scoats, 2017).
Accordingly, recognition that some young men are now creating and engaging in intimate same-sex friendships has led to the rise in a term used to describe these sorts of relationship: bromances. As will be shown, however, bromances go much further than simple displays of emotional vulnerability or physical tactility.
The Rise of the Bromance
The majority of scholarly attention on bromances has been focused on popular television and film (Boyle & Berridge, 2014). While “buddy movies” have existed since the late 1980s (Fuchs, 1993), the relationships between the two leading male characters have become more compassionate than ever before in mainstream cinema. Hansen-Miller and Gill (2011) describe a new type of film called the “Lad Flick” or “Lad Movie,” explaining that these films are a hybrid of the “buddy movie” and “romantic comedy” genre that depict intimate male friendships. Blockbuster films such as 21 Jump Street (2012), Due Date (2010), and I Love You, Man (2009) have drawn attention to men’s capacity to constitute complex and dynamic relationships grounded in male closeness, trust, and homosociality—at least in movies. Hollywood movies in particular have begun to favor two male characters that have an intimate friendship with tactile chemistry to play the leading role in films (Boyle & Berridge, 2014). As Kusz (2011) argues, the narratives and relationships played out on-screen generally reflect the way we understand our own lives. Accordingly, the on-screen bromance likely resonates with many men for the way it portrays a desirable friendship.
The bromance term was popularized among the mainstream media around 2005 when there was a sharp rise in the amount of on-screen bromances (Boyle & Berridge, 2014; DeAngelis, 2014; Hansen-Miller & Gill, 2011). Of the minimal academic work conducted around the concept, it is nearly all movie and celebrity focused. As the expression would suggest, these relationships embody cross-characteristics from two types of relationships: the loyalty, kinship, and trust found in a brother (companionate love); and the excitement, infatuation, and intimacy found in romantic relationships (Fisher, 2004). The term was adopted in an attempt to account for the increasingly intimate and emotional affection being displayed between heterosexual men on the silver screen and in celebrity culture (DeAngelis, 2014). Accordingly, the vast majority of scholarly attention paid to the bromance revolves around media analysis; work that highlights the changing nature of male friendships in movies and television (DeAngelis, 2014).
Bromantic films often carry the same narrative as traditional romantic comedies, except instead of the ending being characterized by the man and women falling in love, the films often conclude with the two male leads bearing shared hardships to achieve a stronger, more intimate, and close friendship (DeAngelis, 2014). Indeed, the word love is often used between the two leading men. This cannot be generalized to all movies, however, as some continue to exercise a cultural lag, being reluctant to discard the macho discourses of the 1980s (see Kellner, 1991).
Some scholars, however, have problematized the bromance by noting that almost all filmic representations end in heterosexual resolution; a conclusion that confirms that while the men express same-sex love and intimacy, they are definitively heterosexual (DeAngelis, 2014). This apologetic approach to same-sex touch highlights a certain cultural unease that may remain regarding homosexuality, as we leave a period of heightened homophobia. Indeed, Bridges and Pascoe (2014) argue that increasingly intimate same-sex interactions between men may only represent a stylistic change in the way that men behave, which does not assume that men’s attitude toward homosexuality has improved.
Nevertheless, the cultural adoption of the bromance term represents an increased recognition that young men are permitted to have more diverse and homosocial masculine identities. Their behavior shows that, contrasting to the 1970s (Komarovsky, 1974; Olstad, 1975), 1980s (Askew & Ross, 1988; Pleck, 1981), and 1990s (Kimmel, 1994, 2004; Pollack, 1999) research, young heterosexual men are now able to confide in each other, and develop and maintain deep emotional friendships based on intimacy, and the expression of once-taboo emotional sentimentality. The next section will move away from the fictional on-screen representation of the bromance and explore what real-life bromances mean to the men that have them.
The Sporting Bromance
Although the research into actual men’s bromances is still minimal, the context of sport, particularly in a university setting, appears to be a field in which bromances flourish. There is a clear recognition that sport provides men with a social space for accelerated social bonding, as well as homosocial and bromantic development (see: Adams, 2011; Anderson & McCormack, 2015; Anderson, McCormack, et al., 2012; Baker & Hotek, 2011; Morales & Caffyn-Parsons, 2017; Magrath, 2017). We now explicitly focus on two studies on sporting men’s bromances (Robinson et al., 2018; Robinson, White, & Anderson, 2017): exploring the significance that bromances have for men, and how these intense friendships come to be.
These studies, conducted by Dr. Stefan Robinson and colleagues, aimed to explore and examine the ways in which young men experience and act out their masculine identities within the context of a British university sports team. Specifically, the focus was on how men invoked physical tactility, emotionality, and comradery to facilitate and pioneer closer, more intimate, and loving same-sex friendships. Focusing on a university dodgeball club, his ethnographic work found participants fostering passionate, both emotionally and physically, same-sex friendships. Critically, his participants recognized these relationships as real, tangible, and important to their social and emotional wellbeing rather than a Hollywood creation solely depicted in popular culture (Boyle & Berridge, 2014).
Each of the 30 men interviewed for this research described themselves as having at least one bromance and at least one romance, either historically or presently. When describing what he understood a bromance to be, Bruce suggested it was similar to a romance, “We are basically like a couple…we get called husband and wife all the time” and Martin provided a similar response, “It’s like having a girlfriend, but then not a girlfriend.” Hamish went as far to say that, “It’s your best friend. You are closer to him than anyone. They are like a guy girlfriend.” It was clear from the participants that similar behaviors and feelings existed in both bromantic and romantic relationships, which complicate the differentiation of the two.
As the central theme of enquiry, all participants were directly asked to explain what the difference is between a bromance and romance. Most described this as a difficult question:
That’s a very hard question to answer. I feel like I’ve got to say that there is a difference. But I really don’t know. I can’t really identify a clear difference. There is a different feeling, but nothing I can particularly describe. Oh! A romance is with a girl and a bromance is with a guy [he laughs]. (Chris)

Participants proposed that the core difference between a bromance and a romance was based on their desire for sex with their romance, but not their bromance. Aaron suggested three aspects to consider:
Sexual, emotional and personality. A bromance needs the last two and a girl needs two including sexual…When you have a bromance with a friend, it’s motivated by your interest in that person, love and friendship, and not because you want sex.

Bob put it more succinctly: “Sex, really. That’s all.” Indeed, sexual desire is frequently seen as the missing link between friendship and romantic relationships (Thompson, 2015). For these men, beyond the need for sex, bromances performed a very similar function to romances.
Almost unanimously, however, these men found it easier to open up and express their feelings to their bromances than their romances. Consistently, bromances were described as being judgment free, and having a lack of boundaries, allowing them to push to margins of traditional masculinity. Conversely, many of the men did identify boundaries in their romances. Often, they could not talk fully about their interests, anxieties, health, and sexual desires. In addition, with a romance, participants suggested a state of constant self-monitoring, in order to achieve desired heterosexual sex and to prevent relationship problems. Participants reasoned that they perceived women held onto grudges longer than men and were more unpredictable in their emotional responses, often recalling and reusing historical instances of conflict in later arguments.
The vulnerability and connection demonstrated by these men to their bromances were intense enough that many spoke openly of love for these friends. Jack said: “I love him to bits, he’s my man crush,” and Theo said: “I can happily say, ‘oh I love him.’” This declaration of love disregards the compulsory heterosexual vocabulary of previous decades when men even avoided using the word “like” to describe their relation to each other (Lewis, 1978). Conversely, these men expressed much deeper affection. Max, for example, said: “I feel free to tell him I love him, because I do. There is no attraction, but also no embarrassment.”
In combination with being emotionally intimate, participants also valued homosocial intimacy as an integral benefit of having a bromance. Although this physicality was seen as nonessential to the creation or maintenance of a bromance, physical intimacy was a norm which these men enjoyed. Many spoke about their desire to cuddle and hug with their bromantic friends. Robbie said: “You can lie in bed with your bromance, have a cuddle and just talk.” Similarly, Patrick said: “Part of my understanding of it [a bromance] is having a cuddle buddy.” Martin also thought physical embracement was central to a bromantic friendship. “It’s cuddling, hugging, sex jokes…you have the emotions, feelings and the hugging [again].”
In explaining how bromances came to be formed, all participants believed that having shared interests (such as sport) was a necessary prerequisite. However, simply sharing the same context of was it not itself enough to develop a bromance. Regi explained: “A bromance works best when those involved share similar interests and personalities.” Samuel agreed: “For me, you have to have extremely similar interest and it has to build from that.” Harvey said a bromance is formed “when two boys meet and they get on well and have similar interests. They bounce off one another…they will be similar in personality.” Hamish said: “We share interests and like the same things.”
Teamsports served as one space where males had the potential to meet to develop emotional bonds (Anderson, McCormack et al., 2012; Baker & Hotek, 2011). Martin, for example, was a member of the university rugby team, and he suggested that most of his relationships with teammates are also bromances: “I have lots of bromances…I’ve never seen more penises and bollocks in one space, it’s very much more open.” Gavin also thought rugby was a catalyst for bonding: “I went from a school where touching guys was stigmatized, to men’s rugby where they are all in the showers intentionally dropping soap. I think the stigma is changing with youth.” Jay agreed: “I think the fact that I play rugby encourages it… they [bromances] are a lot more common among rugby players.” Jack has a bromance with his housemates who all share an interest in rugby:
Sometimes, like three of us will have a lecture that finishes at 6 pm on a Monday, and the fourth lad will have dinner ready for us: it’s cute, it’s thoughtful… when I finish [lectures] before them, and we go clubbing, I have pizzas ready for them. It benefits all of us. (Jack)

Accordingly, it is having shared interests that normally leads to the friendship creation (Parks & Floyd, 1996; Seiden & Bart, 1975) which may subsequently advance into a bromance. Samuel said: “Quite honestly, it can only work with someone who shares the exact same interests on the exact same level: whether you’re into sport, films, studying the same stuff, or whatever.” This emphasis on interests and shared experiences was articulated by participants as being pivotal to the start of a bromance and, as Ben said, “Before you know it, you are doing everything together.” Through sharing interests and social spaces, these men were able to cultivate close and intimate friendships with their analogous peers.
Discussion
Thus, as men—particularly university attending, white men—appear to be opening up to emotional and physical intimacy with their male peers, having bromances seems to have become a distinct possibility. These platonic relationships, based in vulnerability and openness, and often closer than even romantic relationships, appear to have significant importance for the men that have them. It is recognized among scholars that sharing emotional and physical closeness with others serves an important purpose in maintaining one’s mental wellbeing (Hruschka, 2010; Scourfield, 2005). Indeed, an absence of meaningful friendships can cause great distress, and even physical pain (Eisenberger, 2012). Thus, the capacity to form bromances may help men guard against the negative health outcomes associated with emotional distance.
It is, however, important to recognize that bromances may not be a possibility for all men. The context of shared interest, such as sport, appeared to be an important underlying factor preceding the formation of bromances. Sport in particular appears to be a context where bromances can be fostered (Anderson, 2014). Engagement in sport alone, however, is not enough in itself. For example, Adams and Carr’s (2017) research on male, adolescent, footballers found that the competitive nature of the football academy led to much shallower friendships with their teammates, seeing them as competitors rather than real friendships. Similar findings regarding the potentially negative impact of competitive sporting environments on friendship formation have also been found in other research, although not to the same extent (Roberts et al., 2017).
It is also worth noting that bromances may be linked to particular life periods. Although research in this area is sparse, Magrath and Scoats (2017) interviewed men about their university bromances approximately ten years after graduating. Although participants fondly remembered their university bromances, maintaining them in the same way after university had become logistically difficult. For some participants, having moved further away from their university bromances and no longer living with them was something they sorely missed. This was potentially exacerbated by the fact that some went on to form close relationships with other men, whereas others did not. For those that did not form new close relationships, however, they still tended to attempt to maintain their previous friendships. Thus, although the nature of these friendships often changed, rarely was this change necessarily desirable.
Nevertheless, the growing literature on bromances are consistent with Anderson’s (2009) notion of inclusive masculinity, and resonate with other recent findings on young men (Hammarén & Johansson, 2014; Zorn & Gregory, 2005). It appears that some millennial men do not hold back on embracing their capacity for emotional versatility; rather, they are able to develop deep connections with other men, providing them with “valuable, tangible and socio-emotional support” (Zorn & Gregory, 2005, p. 211). Of importance, engagement in sport might help facilitate these important relationships for some.
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Introduction
As the cultural fabric of the Western world (in particular, as the literature describes, the Anglo-American world) shifts toward the acceptance of homosexuality, so too does the academic literature describe a significant change in the gendered expression of adolescent boys; in Anglo-American cultures, they are rejecting homophobia, maintaining friendships with gay peers, and engaging in behaviors that were once coded as gay (Anderson & McCormack, 2018; McCormack, 2011; Ralph & Roberts, 2018; White & Hobson, 2017). This emerging body of work lies in stark contrast to previous research on high school masculinities, which described homophobia to be the primary mechanism by which boys’ gender was policed toward hypermasculinity (Frosh, Phoenix, & Pattman, 2001; Plummer, 1999; Thurlow, 2001). Significantly, this body of work centralises adolescent boys’ and men’s team-sports, an institution described by the literature as one of the most homophobic throughout the twentieth century.
Work in Britain has documented the rise of inclusive masculinities in 16- to 18-year-old English footballers, approximately the age of high school juniors and seniors in the United States (Gaston, Magrath, & Anderson, 2018; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b). Prior to the research outlined in this chapter, however, no recent work has described the prevalence of these behaviors among high school athletes in the United States, with a few notable exceptions (Michael, 2015; McCready, 2010).
Considering the aim to describe and explicate modern adolescent athletes’ gendered behavior, this research is best framed within the conceptual lens of Inclusive Masculinity Theory (IMT). Developed by Anderson (2009), IMT developed within the masculinities scholarship in the late 2000s as a novel way by which to describe a widening range of socially acceptable masculine expression. IMT describes the way positive cultural attitudes toward homosexuality contribute to the softening and widening of heterosexual men’s gendered expression, in gay-friendly social contexts.
The research outlined in this chapter contributes to the scholarship on masculinities, sport, and schools through an empirically grounded approach that documents the gay-friendly attitudes and gendered behaviors of adolescent, male, high school athletes in the United States. The results from this study are drawn from an ethnically diverse, middle-class, cross-country team from a traditionally conservative county. I will describe the way by which participants display consistent gay-friendly attitudes and varying homosocial behaviors including holding hands, hugging, cuddling, and emotional disclosure. By understanding these athletes’ attitudes toward gay people, their homosocial behaviors, and how they reconcile those behaviors with these attitudes, one may better theorize about how gendered behaviors evolve in the transition from boyhood to manhood, particularly in sporting contexts.
Theorizing Adolescent Masculinities in Sport
Inclusive Masculinity Theory
To fully theorize contemporary male adolescence in sport, we must first theorize a historical process which may not immediately seem directly related to sport, but is: the processes behind the formation of gendered behaviors of men, in an era of decreased cultural homophobia. To achieve this, I use Inclusive Masculinity Theory (IMT). IMT was developed by Anderson (2009) as a theoretical successor to Connell’s (1995) Hegemonic Masculinity Theory (HMT). HMT describes a hierarchical ordering of masculinities based on cultural power, and the way orthodox masculinities (traditional, more stereotypically masculine expressions) were closely related to homophobic behaviors and attitudes. Anderson developed IMT when Connell’s influential theorizing of “hegemonic” masculinity could not account for the weakening of masculine hierarchies, the proliferation and celebration of diverse masculinities, and gay-friendly attitudes Anderson encountered in his fieldwork with young men, beginning in the early 2000s (Anderson, 2005b).
IMT provides a robust, overarching explanation for how men’s gendered behaviors have changed, according to social trends related to attitudinal homophobia and the cultural awareness of gay people in society (Baunach, 2012; Twenge, Sherman, & Wells, 2016). These changes will best describe the current sporting context for adolescent boys. Central to IMT is homohysteria—a concept defined as the fear of being socially perceived as gay. IMT conceptualizes the changes that occur concerning masculinities within various cultural zeitgeists: moments of homoerasure, high cultural homohysteria, diminishing cultural homohysteria, and inclusivity (Anderson, 2009).
The relationship between masculinity and homophobia is deeply interwoven with the history of contemporary sports, particularly team-sports. In the United States and Britain particularly, team-sports developed cultural ubiquity in the early twentieth century as a part of a society-wide project to turn boys into men—heterosexual men, in particular. Anderson (2014) argues that the emergence of sport was the result of two phenomena related to the second industrial revolution. First, sport was an efficient, popular way to teach boys and men the values of the new industrial, capitalist paradigm: hard work, discipline, and obedience for the sake of efficiency. Most pertinently here, though, it came as a result of a moral panic.
As industrialization served to increase the separation of gendered spheres between men and women, and men were the primary workforce in factories, child-care was left to women, primarily. The socialization of boys by woman created fears within society that industrialization was creating soft, feeble, and feminine boys. Adding to these fears, Sigmund Freud’s Three Essays on Sexualities (1905) began to explain the supposed emergence of homosexuality as the result of a boy raised in overly feminized domestic spheres. Homophobia, then, arose in tandem with the emergence of homosexuality—more specifically, a gay identity—in the popular imagination.
While homophobia conceptualizes the character and impact of discrimination on sexual minorities (McCormack & Anderson, 2014), homohysteria explains contexts in which homophobia polices gendered behaviors. Homohysteria has three social conditions: (1) mass awareness that homosexuality exists as an established sexual orientation within a significant portion of that culture’s population; (2) significant disapproval of homosexuality (i.e., homophobia); and (3) the conflation of gender and sexuality (McCormack & Anderson, 2014).
Under the homohysteric cultural zeitgeist of the 1980s and 1990s, Kimmel (2004) described homophobia as synonymous with masculinity, and the expression of femininity was unacceptable for men. This phenomenon was characterized by the ubiquity of orthodox masculinities and strong shift toward various socio-negative gendered traits associated with hypermasculinity, including: physical and emotional isolation, the expectation to sacrifice one’s body (endorsed by a rising sports culture), increased sexism, and symbolic and actualized violence (Messner, 1992; McCreary, 1994). Throughout much of the twentieth century, but particularly during homohysteria, homophobic discourse was the primary policing agent in maintaining the gender hierarchy (Burn, 2000). Importantly, in homohysteric zeitgeists, heterosexual boys are unlikely to openly befriend gay or feminine peers, for fear of being cast as gay themselves. In 1993, in a national survey of 15- to 17-year-old boys, only 12% indicated they felt confident they could befriend a gay person (Marsiglio, 1993).
As a result of the emergence of identity politics from the HIV/AIDS crisis, social activism, and a gradual increase in the number of openly gay males, attitudinal homophobia has gradually declined since the 1990s (Baunach, 2012; Twenge et al., 2016). IMT argues that this gradual decrease of homophobia has led to a decrease in homohysteria in much of Anglo-American culture, since heterosexual males are not concerned with being seen as gay in areas where homosexuality is not stigmatized (Anderson, 2014). In cultures of diminished homohysteria, such as the United States and Britain, inclusive masculinities and orthodox masculinities proliferate without cultural hegemony (Anderson & McCormack, 2018; Roberts et al., 2017; White, Magrath, & Thomas, 2018). However, this is not to say the mechanism of hegemonic masculinity is dead in all cases; it is important to note that Anderson’s theory is best applied in locales in which the cultural decline in homophobia is most salient. Furthermore, the implications of Anderson’s theory regarding the erosion of hegemony are best understood from a cultural standpoint, particularly since much of Anderson’s (and the rest of the field’s) recent work emphasizes the proliferation and cultural prominence of the “bromance” (Robinson, White, & Anderson, 2017).
Changes in Heteromasculine Behavior
In the current period of diminished homohysteria in the United States, the reduced ability for homophobia to regulate gendered behavior has been theorized to create socio-positive effects not only for men who display inclusive (soft, gay-friendly) masculinities, but for a diversity of young men, since the pressure to conform to particular manifestations of masculinities (particularly those manifestations which previously held more prestige) is mitigated. These theoretical considerations have since been studied and observed by a plethora of researchers. The research of Anderson and others has documented a number of characteristics to the homosocial behavior of mostly (but not restricted to) white, middle-class, heterosexual males (Anderson, 2009; Adams, 2011; Murray & White, 2015; Blanchard, McCormack, & Peterson, 2017; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b).
First, heterosexual men in settings of inclusivity are not afraid to associate with their lesbian, gay, and bisexual peers, and have been documented to maintain friendships with them (Drummond, Filiault, Anderson, & Jeffries, 2015; McCormack, 2013; Stotzer, 2009). Second, heterosexual men are able to embrace artifacts once stigmatized as feminine (and thus, coded as gay). Research has also described the rise of increased emotional intimacy, including among ethnic minorities (Luttrell, 2012; Baker & Hotek, 2011; McCormack, 2011; Murray, White, Scoats, & Anderson, 2016). Fourth, inclusive men have been shown to reject violence as an effective solution to solving problems (Anderson, 2009). Fifth, the one-time rule of homosexuality—defined by Anderson (2008a) as a prohibition against even one homosexual act for fear of being homosexualized—was found to have lost traction among youth, evidenced by the heterosexual legitimacy afforded to males who had engaged in same-sex sexual acts and identified as “mostly heterosexual” or “heterosexual” (Anderson, 2008a, 2008b; Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2013).
Research that has documented same-sex behavior among heterosexually identifying men (Anderson, 2008a, 2008b; Baldwin et al., 2015) has been recently quantitatively corroborated with the most recent General Social Survey (GSS) data, which documents a significant increase in same-sex behavior overall, increasingly positive attitudes toward same-sex behavior, and suggests the increase of same-sex behavior among heterosexually identifying men (Twenge et al., 2016). The same GSS data show that concurrently, the acceptance of same-sex behavior has risen substantially; in 1973, only 11% of Americans believed same-sex behavior was “not wrong at all,” and by 2014, that number had risen to nearly half of the population (Twenge et al., 2016). Unsurprisingly, the biggest change in attitudes came from the Generation X cohort, many of whom grew up during what Anderson (2009) described as the height of homohysteria. As broader cultural attitudes toward same-sex behavior have changed, Generation Xers have changed their expressed attitudes as well.
McCormack (2013) has documented tactility (inclusive of long hugs, lying a head on another male’s lap, spooning, and cuddling) among high school aged adolescents in the United Kingdom, but until now, no systematic investigation has observed tactility among high school aged adolescent athletes in the United States. Settings of low homohysteria are unlikely to be uniform throughout the United States, considering its heterogeneity of cultures and range of attitudes relating to homosexuality based on geography (Twenge et al., 2016). However, the increasing prevalence of inclusive attitudes, tactile behaviors, and emotional intimacy among men in the English Sixth Form (McCormack & Anderson, 2010) indicates possible changes in the range of accepted gendered behaviors for high school athletes in the United States.
Adolescence in Inclusive Cultures and Sport
Unlike previous research that documented the hypermasculine and homohysteric posturing of previous generations (Frosh et al., 2001; Plummer, 1999; Pollack, 1999), recent research has documented substantial changes in the attitudes and behaviors in Anglo-American cultures (Adams, 2011; Anderson, 2013, 2018; Baker & Hotek, 2011; McCormack, 2010). While masculinities in the 1980s and 1990s were characterized as avoiding the specter of “the fag” (Anderson, 2013), young men today are documented to increasingly accept homosexuality, and not base their ideologies in homophobia (Baunach, 2012; Twenge et al., 2016), maintain friendships with gay peers (McCormack, 2011), and engage in previously unacceptable tactile behavior (Anderson, 2009; Anderson, Adams, & Rivers, 2012; McCormack & Anderson, 2010). Plummer (1999) highlighted that homophobia was most likely to dominate in spheres where men were likely to be physically close (sport being a primary example, at the time). As Anderson and McGuire (2010) noted, rugby athletes at an elite university not only exemplified pro-gay attitudes, valued emotionality, and engaged in homosocial tactility, but also rebuked their coach’s orthodox approaches to masculinity. In another study, Anderson and McCormack (2015) found cuddling and spooning highly prevalent among male athletes in a British University.
This influx of qualitative data on young male athletes at the university level in the United States and Britain has allowed social scientists to form an increasingly clearer picture of the changing nature of masculinities among young men. However, recent studies on the masculine expression of high school aged boys—between the ages of 14 and 17—are few in numbers. Various studies discuss the value in the development of boys’ emotional expression, the increase of safe spaces for them to express those emotions, and “the deepening and broadening of boys’ friendships resulting from their self-disclosure and mutual support” (Reichert, Nelson, Heed, Yang, & Benson, 2012, p. 55). Within inclusive masculine locales and cultures, and as sports team settings devalue hypermasculinity and stoicism, team-settings often provide the sort of safe safes described in the literature as being necessary to express those emotions (Reichert et al., 2012). Boys are displaying increased sensitivity and homosocial behavior consistent with the inclusive masculinity research, which better allows them to manage injury (White & Robinson, 2016). It should be emphasized, though, that inclusive masculinities in secondary and high school settings will not necessarily be uniform, and that traditionally orthodox masculinities will be reproduced in some school environments (Stoudt, 2012).
Reflecting shifts in the fabric of homophobic gender policing, inclusive attitudes have even been documented to proliferate among adolescent athletes of various levels. Among one group in which these attitudes were expressed were American high school wrestlers, a sport heavily coded as orthodox masculine (Michael, 2015). Considering the inherently tactile nature of their sport, it is particularly significant that those athletes’ maintained heterosexual maintenance boundaries and heteronormative posturing not predicated on homophobic discourse. Inclusive attitudes were also found salient among 16- to 18-year-old English football players (Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015). Magrath et al. (2015) explain the inclusive attitudes and homosocial banter these academy players express to be indicative of the broader inclusive culture, theorizing the erosion of homophobia in UK professional sports. Still this area of research remains sparse, particularly in the United States. While no late work on otherwise tactile behavior by male high school athletes has been conducted in the United States, the trends and similarities among the inclusive attitudes of high school and university aged men in the United States and United Kingdom (Adams, 2011; Michael, 2015; Morales & White, 2019) indicate likely changes in the expressed tactility and emotionality of high school boys in American locales.
Methods
Procedures
The research outlined in this chapter utilizes observational data, along with 10, in-depth, individual interviews, to record homosocial behaviors, along with attitudes toward homosexuality and homosocial behaviors, among a 28-person boys’ high school cross-country team in the state of California. Contrary to certain portrayals in the popular media (e.g., in the popular coming-of-age movie Juno), these youths are not all stereotypical epitomes of the “uncool,” homogenous in their dispositions, and socially distinctive as cross-country athletes. While cross-country as a sport has been traditionally coded as more feminine than other, hyper-masculine sports such as football, they asymmetrically trafficked in reserved, soft behavior, as much as in boisterous, flippant behavior. Thus, despite all being cross-country runners, the different values and masculine posturing they possessed allowed for a more well-rounded account of inclusive, youth masculinities than one might expect when studying the stereotypically softer distance runners. The participants in the structured interviews were aged 16 to 17 years and all self-identified as heterosexual, while the ages of the larger 28 persons ranged from 14 to 17.
Observational data was collected for the period of a week, and ten individual interviews conducted. While the research period was relatively short, the intense degree to which data was collected and rapport formed within athletic and social team activities makes this research an example of a “blitzkrieg” ethnography (Rist, 1980). The participants in the formal interviews were recruited from within the team via snowball sampling of willing participants. Since the nature of cross-country means running to and from various locals for workouts and distance runs, observations were taken from various social settings, from the school and track, to parks, local neighborhoods, busy pedestrian areas, and the beach. While much data was collected during official practice time, the socializing that took place with the athletes before and after official practice became an especially rich source for illuminating data.
The questions utilized throughout the in-depth interview process were designed to facilitate the recall of personal experiences and meanings regarding attitudes toward gay men, perceptions of popularity among peers, and homosocial situations. My past experience as a competitive runner allowed me to reliably form rapport with the subjects, serving to obtain accurate behavioral information, and facilitating the collection of data with particular regard to observations. The coding process yielded the following themes: views on friendship and popularity, bonding experiences with other boys, awareness and perception of homosocial behaviors, and perspectives on homosexuality. Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes. All participant names have been changed.
Researcher Effect and the Research Process
Primary data collection and interviews were conducted by an openly gay research assistant, who was, along with myself, able to immerse himself in the runners’ environment and obtain cultural capital and respect, even while coming out to the team immediately when originally disclosing the purpose of his for research. The research assistant’s acceptance into the team’s environment was further facilitated by his age (18), British background (of intense interest to the athletes), shared media knowledge, and social interests. This research assistant was trained in collecting and coding data, while the collection of non-participatory observational data was complimented by my previous experience in high school and collegiate cross-country running. By understanding the dynamics of cross-country cultures in various geographical settings and age cohorts, I was able to distinguish ideal sites for observation and better recognize tactility as it occurred, positioning the observed group’s experience against my own experience as a high school cross country athlete. I conducted note-taking by immediate recall as to minimize the visibility of the research process (Spradley, 1988). These techniques helped to enable the runners to forget that research was being conducted, facilitating as close to a natural ethnographic setting as possible.
In light of the intricate relationship between researcher and student, we reflexively examined our position as formal adult researchers throughout the data analysis process (Carspecken, 1996; Davies, 1999). To otherwise account for the extent to which the researchers—one of them openly gay—influenced the participants to act differently than they might have otherwise, we spoke with coaches and other members of staff that maintained watch (albeit little social control) over the students to check for difference between their behaviors throughout the research process and otherwise. All independently confirmed that the boys’ observed behavior was consistent with their usual behavior.
Setting
The high school in question is located approximated 35 miles from Los Angeles, in a middle-class suburb within a historically majority-white, conservative county that has gradually become more liberal in its socio-political leanings, largely from an increased number of first- and second-generation immigrants, particularly within the last 30 years. It is considered a large high school, with an enrollment of over 3600, drawing students not only from the 55,000-person city in which it is located, but from neighboring cities as well. Further, it is well ranked, consistently outperforming the schools within its district in most academic measures. Finally, it has an ethnically diverse population with 14% Hispanic, 47% Asian, and 32% White students at the time of conducting the research. Black respondents, at 1%, are largely underrepresented compared to the county’s proportion of African-Americans. Class does not appear to affect friendships at this high school, but its socioeconomic and cultural standing classifies it as in an effectively privileged or prestigious position relative to other schools in the area. Of course, the individual experiences of students vary.
Results
Inclusivity
The most consistent finding from this research was the unanimous and unwavering acceptance for gay people among the whole of the team. It is also the finding by which we can contextualize the rest of the observed tactile behaviors on the team. I examined for this in multiple ways. First, all interactions with the openly gay researcher were positive and welcoming from the beginning of the research period. The homosocial tactility present on the team (discussed later) did not markedly differ from the sort of tactility the runners engaged in with the research assistant‚ despite knowing he was gay.
In interviews, participants were asked how they would feel if a teammate came out as gay. Some of the boys reacted very neutrally to this hypothetical question, saying something similar to Gary, “I would be okay with it.” John flatly stated, “I wouldn’t care.” When asked to clarify what he meant by the word “care,” John responded, “I just wouldn’t mind at all if they were gay, it doesn’t make a difference to me. I’d support them.” William expressed, “Nothing would change, I would still feel the same way about them.” Interestingly, Zach said, “I would expect it, considering how normal it is in society.” As McCormack (2013) found in the three English Sixth Forms he collected data from, the students’ attitudes are not defined by homophobia, but rather by inclusivity.
Other runners expressed celebration and proactive support as hypothetical reactions. Grant said he would “welcome them with open arms.” Abbad said, “I would be happy for them because their family is supportive of them. And because it shows he is comfortable around me, can trust me and be himself.” Unsure how Abbad used the word “family,” the interviewer asked him to clarify. “We are a team, but also a family. If someone came out they would be totally accepted here.”
Some of the runners reported that they would be surprised if a teammate came out. When asked, Dennis expressed a bit of confusion, saying, “I’d be surprised, I don’t know, I just wouldn’t expect them to be gay.” Gary also indicated he’d be surprised, and when asked why, he said, “I don’t know, it’s just not something I think about happening.” This is explained both by participants presuming heterosexuality (a form of heterosexism) but also because, as Zach notes, “I feel like I would know them enough that I would have a hint that they were gay or bi.” The most significant finding regarding inclusivity in this locale was the athletes’ inclination to present their heterosexual identity utilizing anti-homophobic discourse, leveraging this on the prestige that accompanies being tolerant to gay people (Dean, 2013). In other words, pro-gay attitudes equip these young men with cultural capital, and they are keen to capitalize on those attitudes.
Homosocial Tactility
The observations demonstrated that the boys engaged in a great deal of physical tactility—much of it homosexually themed. These boys framed much of their tactile behaviors as a mechanism of banter, unlike studies of adolescents engaging in tactility in England (McCormack, 2011), but consistent with Magrath et al. (2015) on 16- to 18-year-old English footballers. In this study, I observed a clear difference between stated tactile behaviors and observations of tactile behavior. For example, when asked about how often they hug another teammate, responses ranged from “not at all” to “as an occasional occurrence” to “very frequently.” The purpose of these hugs was stated to be for a greeting or farewell, or for the expression of emotional intimacy. However, the observations indicated that physical tactility in this peer group, including hugging, was much more common than any of the participants indicated—even the individual who said he does not hug male teammates at all hugged his teammates. In fact, the frequency of touch between the boys’ bodies was so great that it was difficult to capture in field notes.
While more conservative gestures were semi-frequently utilized by those who were not as comfortable with frequent hugging or tender touching, it is significant to note that different social situations will be interpreted by the athletes as appropriate for touch, and that those instances of physical tactility may not always be predictable. For example, Gary, who happened to not hug his teammate Marco on one occasion (instead opting to give him a fist bump) was willing to hold hands with Mason in public on a separate occasion (discussed later). However, in general, the degree of expressiveness of hugs used by the various athletes correlated with their degree of expressed inclusive behaviors—the most tactile of the boys, such as William and Abbad, were most eager to engage in long hugs.
In this research only two of the eight boys who described themselves as frequently giving hugs said that they concluded those hugs with strong pats on the back, a symbolic indication of masculine distance. The other six described their hugs as a “full embrace” or “full frontal” without the need to pat. This diversity in expressed tactility not only highlights that different social situations code for variations of expressed tactility, but that inclusive masculinities are not monolithic. Behaviors traditionally coded as orthodox may not reflect orthodox attitudes when considering ancillary behaviors and a larger context.
Mason was among the most affectionate participants, stating, “We [teammates] are just so comfortable with each other.” The most physically tactile member of the group, though, was William, who was apparently not aware of the frequency of his same-sex tactility. William not only hugged and high-fived, but he also kissed other boys on the cheek and neck. Mason believed that William’s holding hands in public and playful groping of buttocks was “just to get a reaction.”
Not all tactile behaviors, however, were normative, or accepted. Buttock-groping—the most overtly homosexually themed humor observed—was sometimes looked upon unfavorably. The research assistant assigned to this project noticed this after a group of the runners described William’s behaviors as “going too far” sometimes; William’s behaviors, in this case, may have crossed the heterosexual maintenance boundaries these boys created for each other, later discussed. When the second author asked William if he knew that some of his teammates found his touching overly effusive, William smiled and exclaimed, “it’s just a joke!” Other teammates, such as Matthew, agreed that his tactile behaviors were designed to provoke a reaction. Even though William and his teammates suggest that these tactile behaviors are designed to be funny, I noted multiple times in which the humor of the situation was not played upon, and genuine tactility for homosocial bonding took place.
Adding to the complexity of the use of touch in friendship formation, the most affectionate and tactile boys on the team explained that they tried to make their friends feel uncomfortable for short periods so that they may feel more comfortable in the future, a technique they employed on the second author when he arrived to the research setting. Upon arriving, William played with his hair, seemingly without fear of boundary-crossing. A few days later, when asked how he felt so comfortable being so tactile with a person he had just met (as to not risk posing that question as judgment), William responded, “It’s because I wanted you to feel like you could act how we act, even if weird for a second. We [more affectionate teammates] do it when someone seems uptight, not that you did.” As the research period progressed, William escalated his level of tactility with the openly gay adolescent researcher: feeding him chocolate in a sexually explicit manner, and resting his head on his shoulder for a long car ride. At least in this instance, the tactics described as originally meant to assist in comforting a new group member evolved to reflect the everyday levels of tactility present on the team. Thus, we suggest these tactics may be meant to normalize high levels of physical tactility.
Occasionally, the researchers would see the boys holding hands. Sometimes these behaviors were designed for the expression of homosocial affection only, like when Mason held Gary’s hand at a restaurant, and other times it was designed to be seen as a joke. For example, it was once used as a social experiment. Here, Gary asked Mason to hold his hand while walking down the street, in order to see how a woman walking the other way would react (she just smiled). A further example was observed when two of the friends began to hold hands, and others joined in, clasping their hand around the others. Many of the runners laughed when we discussed their tactility in the interviews. Many found it difficult to explain why they engaged in tactile behaviors, mostly highlighting their humorous nature. While somewhat different from Anderson and McCormack’s (2015) research that documented young men’s touching being explicitly more about love, this observational data is rich in instances where teammates used hugs and other forms of tactility to genuinely show affection, such as following Marco’s rejection and in the following bed sharing context. The athletes’ difficulty in explaining their tactile behaviors may further highlight the normalized status of those behaviors in this setting.
Research shows that cuddling in bed with a same-sex friend is now a common activity for some heterosexual adolescent boys in England (Anderson, 2014; Anderson & McCormack, 2015). While cuddling in bed was not as prevalent in this sample of American high school students, all ten indicated in the interviews that they had slept in bed with another male. Little planning would go into sleeping arrangements when friends spent time together during the day (as is common during the summer for these boys) and stayed overnight. Not wanting to sleep on the floor, the simplest option for the boys was to sleep as many friends together in a bed as possible, rather than separating or returning home. In addition, after a hard practice they would go and rest together, finding comfort in lying together while stretching on the grass or returning to an athlete’s house to rest. They explained that resting and sleeping together enhanced their comradery and bond as a team—“we work hard out in the sun and then we can come back and just chill together.”
Unlike straight male athletes of the 1980s and 1990s (Kimmel, 2004; Connell, 1995), for these runners, there is no fear of being thought gay for bed sharing. This extends to cuddling in bed, too. While not all of the boys have cuddled, four of the ten boys say that they have held another friend while lying in bed (or on the sofa). This type of physical proximity is mostly described as a genuine aspect of friendship. Resting a head on each other was described as being common and natural. Yet, some asserted that efforts are made to sustain distance—“there is always something between us.”
Kissing
All of the participants were unfamiliar with the idea that heterosexual male friends would kiss on the lips to show affection, as found in the United Kingdom among university aged students (Anderson et al., 2012). When asked the question, “What would you think if you saw two friends kissing on the lips?” the reactions ranged from shock to confusion, all vocalizing the conjecture that their friends were necessarily in a same-sex sexual relationship, even while it had been previously established that the friends were heterosexual. This indicates that the one-time rule of homosexuality is still at play for these boys, and indicates the persistence of heterosexism. While not as prevalent as adolescent kissing in the United Kingdom (Anderson, 2013), 40% of the runners said they could imagine kissing their friends on the lips, though none were enthusiastic about the idea. Abbad was the only one to have kissed a friend on the cheek, although he explained it was a “dare” and happened when he was much younger with a very close friend. Essentially, men in the United Kingdom have coded kissing as non-sexual, while these boys have continued to code it as sexual, both groups behaving within an inclusive paradigm.
In the interviews, the runners were asked how they would feel about seeing an ostensibly straight teammate kiss another teammate on the lips. All 10 runners said they would be highly suspicious of whether their friend had same-sex desire, even when both had previously affirmed that they were straight. William stated kissing “represents lust,” while John said, “I would respect their confidence for coming out like that. I would be proud of their relationship.”
While answers such as John’s were generally inclusive, they indicated that the teammates still code kissing as a sexual activity that would occur between gay or bisexual men. This is unlike research on males aged 16 to 25 in England (Anderson et al., 2012). Yet, their answers also highlight that, when explained, they are comfortable with the idea of two males kissing, regardless of their perceived or actual sexual orientation. John explained that he might be shocked, but that this shock did not connote disgust. “I would be proud of his confidence, regardless.”
This situation represents the way by which heteronormativity can continue to proliferate in inclusive settings (Ripley, Anderson, McCormack, & Rockett, 2012). Relatedly, heterosexism was observed in the runners’ preoccupation with the idea that only a gay or bisexual man could kiss another on the lips. The runners coded kissing as sexual, and so their avoidance of the act was (like their answers on hypothetically seeing two teammates kiss) indicative of their assumption that a straight teammate would not engage in that behavior—the dynamic was predicated on the heterosexual norms. Thus, it is necessary to examine the process of heteronormativity, even in inclusive settings, because of its power to marginalize and other gay communities.
Emotional Intimacy
When the athletes were asked whether they verbally expressed love to each other, almost all began describing Mason’s habit of addressing the group and saying, “I love you.” This was reported to be met with groans, and remarks such as “Here he goes again!” Two runners reported that they did not tell each other “I love you” at all, while those who did say “I love you” described nuance in their manner of expression. Matthew commented, “I put the ‘I’ in when I mean it.” It was observed to be uncommon for the boys to use “I,” and to not use a masculinizing word at the end such as “man,” or “guys.” Instead of stating clearly “I love you,” it was very common to hear, “I love you, guys” or “Man, love you.” It was uncommon for teammates to address each other by their names when expressing love, instead using “brother,” a reminder of platonic or fraternal love.
In addition, it was reported that expressions of love tended to be said in a “joking” or “teasing” manner. Dennis explained he uses “Luv u” distinctly from “I love you” online as “semi-serious,” because he feels uncomfortable using the entire phrase. My research assistant and I interpreted the reluctance to express love without masculinizing the situation as heterosexual boundary maintenance. The boys, for all their tactility and openness, had not lost their sense of sexual identity. Their behaviors indicated that they would only comfortably engage in tactile behavior so far as in to not cross a homosexualizing boundary. That boundary was not firm, but laid somewhere along kissing and expressions of love not coded as fraternal. Still, the boys expressed significant flexibility in dealing with behaviors that crossed normative boundaries of expression, as evidenced by their tolerance of William’s overt tactility. Furthermore, while some of the runners expressed discomfort with using the term “I love you” per se, they would still use the slightly more masculinizing version of the phrase to express the far wider range of gendered behaviors that would have been allowed during periods of high or moderate homohysteria (Pollack, 1999).
As with physical tactility, even prior to interviews, the runners expressed love and emotion in practice far more than they admitted formally, as if they were not aware of how often they engaged in these behaviors. I, along with my research assistant, observed many of these instances and declarations of love, for example, one instance where Zach—who later said that he did not declare his love—addressed the group and said, “I love you, guys.” Beyond loving disclosure, there was a noticeable openness to emotions. The boys were comfortable in showing vulnerability, and their friends were quick to listen and sooth their emotions.
The way these boys expressed emotionality is further reflected in their problem resolution tactics and values. For the first few days of the short ethnography, there seemed to be a split between many of the runners and another not a part of the interview group, whom I will call David. A few days into the observation period, Dennis explained that David had hurt Mason’s feelings when joking too roughly on an online group chat with the team. While Dennis did not explain the exact words used, he admitted, “they weren’t a huge deal” but also that, “we’re still upset with David because he should apologize to Mason anyway.” Instead of hypermasculine posturing, the teammates familiar with the small conflict observed in the field made it clear that they did not approve of the “aggressive” language that had hurt Mason’s feelings. David was not warmly welcomed to the group gatherings because he had not apologized, and apologizing was highly regarded within the team’s culture. This is significant, considering that apologizing has not been traditionally coded as masculine behavior. Thus, the team’s culture reflected one in which they were protective of feelings and emotions, further evidence for high sensibility and greater emotional tactility in an inclusive culture. A lack of compassion and tenderness was seen as negative, far removed from the masculinity scholarship of the 80s and 90s that described athletes as emotionally stoic.
Discussion
A plethora of contemporary research has shown the prevalence of kissing, cuddling, loving, and other homosocial behavior among heterosexual men and adolescents the United Kingdom in recent years (Anderson et al., 2012; Blanchard et al., 2017; McCormack, 2013). While there has been a significant growth in the inclusive masculinity literature, no recent research has explored the prevalence of homosocial behaviors on high school athletes in the United States. While these adolescent runners studied in the United States did not display homosocial behavior as intensely as British athletes have been recorded to, they nonetheless displayed a clear preference toward inclusive behavior including, but not limited to touching, bed sharing, emotional disclosure, and non-violent conflict management. These boys were able to engage in these behaviors without recourse, homophobic discourse, without being homosexualized, and without the hegemony of a uniform masculine ideal. Furthermore, despite the prevalence of inclusive attitudes and homosocial behaviors, heterosexism remained by privileging heterosexuality as the assumed sexual orientation, their “boundary maintenance” (McCormack & Anderson, 2010) predicated on that assumed heterosexuality.
These observations are all consistent with theorizing on the effects of declining homohysteria (McCormack & Anderson, 2014), the partial exception being the erosion of the one-time rule of sexuality, regarding the runners’ attitudes on same-sex kissing—the runners generally coded same-sex kissing as sexual, and hence, conflated it necessarily with homosexuality. Otherwise, the one-time rule of homosexuality did show to be corroded, as the runners did not conflate other homosexualizing behavior such as bed sharing with necessarily reflecting homosexuality.
The physical tactility and emotional intimacy recorded in the field are consistent with the socio-positive effects Anderson (2009) theorizes arise contemporaneously with diminished homohysteria in an inclusive culture. The intention of some of the most physically affectionate boys to create a comfortable and open setting by exaggerating their behaviors at first reflects care for the experience of their teammates. Though some of the athletes expressed displeasure at the most overt homosexually themed play, they agreed that their experiences together allowed them to build and maintain intimacy. Physically exemplified intimacy allowed the young men to more easily engage in a kind of emotional bonding and disclosure that would not have been found in the 1980s or 1990s, due to the highly homohysteric culture of the time (Messner, 1992; Kimmel, 2004; Anderson, 2005a).
Interestingly, the most overt tactile behaviors were not typically coded as genuine affection in interviews; on the other hand, the participants could not easily ascribe motive or meaning to their tactility. They mostly offered that their behaviors were a joke, and did not generally articulate tactility as a genuine expression of homosocial love. Yet, observations of these behaviors indicate that it is used as a bonding mechanism between close friends. William was, for example, not kissing teammates on the cheek who he was not a good friend of. Furthermore, these observations left us with the sense that the tactility is, even if funny, designed to show friends that they love them. In other words, the technique of using tactility as a vehicle for humor is part of a process of normalizing these behaviors among close friends as a way to both build and maintain homosocial intimacy. The same mechanism for expressing affection extends to the use of “I love you, guys.” While masculinizing elements were utilized to maintain heterosexual boundaries, they are still able to engage in behaviors that allow them to express remarkable levels of affection, physically and verbally. I argue, within the framework of IMT, that it is the culture change toward the acceptance of homosexuality that has granted many adolescent boys the ability to expand their gendered behaviors.
While I recognize that dynamics of class and race often influence gendered behavior, I do not focus centrally on those variables in this research because they did not overtly impact on these young athletes in any significant sense—race and class were not recorded to have prevented any of the boys from engaging in homosocial behavior in this setting. The athletes in this study, despite likely differences in family culture and individual wealth, all attended a middle-class high school which provides them with a level of privilege inextricably tied to the observed behaviors observed as well as to their personal cultural and financial influences (McCormack, 2014). The impact of race, class, and religion is an area that requires further research, especially in locales of minority homogeneity and in cultures where orthodox masculinities may predominate or have traditionally prevailed.
Overwhelmingly, as McCormack and Anderson (2010) found among students at an English Sixth Form college, the centrality of maintaining a heterosexual identity was not predicated on homophobia, hypermasculinity, or shying from previously homosexualizing behavior for these high school athletes. While these results should not be generalized to all American sporting youth, the demographics of the group reflect much of the pluralism present and growing in the United States today. Therefore, these results are not only significant in that they provide a lens into the way the exposure of high school aged athletes to an inclusive culture has impacted expressions of physical tactility, but that those behaviors occur within a relatively ethnically diverse middle-class demographic. Accordingly, this research raises questions about whether the inclusive behaviors that have been found among mostly Anglo-American youth will also proliferate in other ethnically diverse settings, and if so, in what contexts. Further, this research expands the understanding of the way by which modern-day adolescence is changing for many adolescents in inclusive settings, and provides a lens to the process by which boys may emerge into adulthood, and hence, the process by which men may go on to express inclusivity and homosocial behaviors at university and beyond.
While more data on high school and college aged male athletes should be collected to establish a robust, nuanced, and complete understanding on the transformation of homosocial behaviors in the transition to adulthood, this ethnographic data provides a comprehensive case study as to the way a diverse set of heterosexual boys form their gendered identity. In patching the increasing literature on the changing social landscape of adolescent masculinity, we may better understand the nature of the change, and why it may vary from locale to locale. Ethnography—along with other means of qualitative research—proves to be particularly effective in providing data with high validity, since the complex nature of these masculinities—shifting, contextual—necessitates in-depth research which can capture behavioral and attitudinal nuance.
While other social and cultural factors will continue to play a part in shifting masculine dynamics (such as class and race), this research provides a first look at a diverse set of American male youth (no less, American youth at the intersection of a profound demographic change) enacting softer masculinities, engaging in un-ironic forms of tactility, and slowly eroding heterosexism. These changes are significant: what it means to be a man, to these youth, is not what it meant to be a man for previous generations. Furthermore, the way they become men is unique to the relatively gay-friendly culture they have known most of their lives. While sport was previously ground zero for the social experiment to create heterosexual, orthodox men, it is now, ironically, a potential space for boys and men to learn homosocial behavior, with positive socio-positive implications, rooted in the acceptance of homosexuality.
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Part V
International Sporting Masculinities
Part V Introduction
Thus far, the primary focus of The Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport has centered on the relationship between masculinity and sport across the world’s most dominant English-speaking nations: the UK, the US, and Australia. This is largely because these are the countries where recent changes in masculinity are most palpable. In the final part of the Handbook, however, our contributors focus on how matters differ across other parts of the world, including the Maldives, Spain, Sweden, Zimbabwe, Peru, Poland, and Scandinavia more broadly, and how this intersects with a range of factors, including sexuality, disability, fandom, and literature. While we recognize that this does not represent a truly global variation, the information in this part still provides a fascinating outlook of how masculinity and sport intertwine across non-English-speaking nations.
Opening the part, in Chap. 23, Kerry Wardell reflects on her experiences of delivering a six-month project which sought to introduce rowing to the Maldives. Utilizing an ethnographic approach to data collection, Wardell explores the various challenges and considerations of introducing a ‘Westernized’ practice into a non-Western culture. Adopting Eric Anderson’s Inclusive Masculinity Theory—and associated concept and stage-model of ‘homohysteria’—she presents evidence that the Maldives exist in a complex state of homoerasure, where acceptance of, and attitudes toward, homosexuality differs significantly in comparison to the Western world. Thus, this analysis enabled a unique, comparative study of two different cultures, as well as how masculinity and sport intertwined here.
In Chap. 24, Joaquín Piedra, Daniel Gallardo, and George Jennings analyze the experiences of a group of boys, parents, and trainers who practice rhythmic gymnastics in the South of Spain. Through 21 qualitative interviews, Piedra, Gallardo, and Jennings show that these men received high levels of support when deciding to compete in sport traditionally deemed to be feminine. However, they also show that many of the gymnasts were also mocked and insulted by other boys, and sometimes even by members of their own family. Thus, the authors point out the importance of working with families to eliminate the persistence of stereotypes and prejudices.
In Chap. 25, Connor Humphries, Lindsey Gaston, Rory Magrath, and Adam J. White examine the experiences of Anton Hysén, an openly gay semi-professional footballer currently competing in the fourth-division of Swedish football. While previous research has already focused on the media response to Hysén’s coming out, this research uses an online survey to investigate his current teammates’ attitudes toward homosexuality, and having an openly gay player on the team. Their results indicate that the vast majority of participants espouse positive attitudes toward homosexuality, both in football and wider society, and suggest that they even go to great lengths to support Hysén. This research thus contributes to a body of existing work documenting the football industry’s growing tolerance, acceptance, and inclusivity of homosexuality in the game.
Sticking with the theme of masculinity and sport in Scandinavia, in Chap. 26, Håkan Larsson and Jesper Andreasson describe the ‘doing’ of masculinity in Swedish sport and Physical Education (PE) and provide an analysis of how this has changed over time. Larsson and Andreasson show that gender equality in Scandinavia is largely a socio-cultural ideal, and although there is an increasing movement toward equality among PE teachers, athletes, coaches, and other key figures in sport and PE, this often fails to materialize in day-to-day life. They conclude by arguing that the Swedish welfare system plays a central role in shaping how boys and men ‘do’ masculinity and physical activity in relation to more gender-inclusive figurations.
Next, in Chap. 27, Tafadzwa Rugoho provides a fascinating account of Zimbabwean disabled athletes. He outlines how men with disabilities have been marginalized in numerous areas of Zimbabwean society; this includes being frequently treated as objects of pity and being viewed from the medical and charity perspective of disability. However, some improvements have been evident in recent years, particularly with the introduction of the UN’s Convention of People with Disabilities. In his chapter, Rugoho seeks to understand how Zimbabwean men with disabilities express their masculinity. He shows that these men’s participation in disability sport can have positive—even life-changing—effects for disabled people. Indeed, participants in Rugoho’s study reported how disability sport has transformed their expectations and opened up new and exciting opportunities. Accordingly, he argues that the current lens through which disabled people are viewed is inadequate in its theorizing, and fails to account for the positive experiences disabled athletes can enjoy.
In Chap. 28, Tom Fabian outlines how wrestling is the oldest and most basic form of human physical culture. Through its association with control, strength, determination, and courage, it is often seen as a symbol of dominant and celebrated masculinity. In his chapter, Fabian explores a variation in folk wrestling—yağlı güreş (translated as oil-wrestling)—the national sport of Turkey. He argues that, through the Western gaze, oil-wrestling does not coincide with the notion of ‘compulsory heterosexuality.’ Despite this, however, oil-wrestling epitomizes masculinity in Turkish culture. Accordingly, Fabian bridges the gap in Western understandings of Turkish oil-wrestling through an examination of Islamic body culture, masculine symbolism in folk wrestling, and Turkish gender dynamics.
In Chap. 29, Radosław Kossakowski, Dominik Antonowicz, and Honorata Jakubowska discuss the gendered dynamics of Polish football stadia. They argue that, while football stadia in some parts of the world have become increasingly acceptant of diverse forms of masculinity, this has not been the case in Poland. Kossakowski, Antonowicz, and Jakubowska focus on the visual representation of homosocial bonds presented by Polish ‘ultra’ fans during league matches. They reveal that images on fans’ banners refer to sexual intercourse and other sexual practices in which opposing players and fans are subordinated in feminine or homosexual roles. Accordingly, this chapter presents evidence that Polish fans are less favorable of non-hegemonic forms of masculinity.
Jesús Hidalgo Campos then concludes the part, in Chap. 30, by providing a fascinating analysis of what he calls Peruvian films and novels—what he calls ‘kick-flicks’ and ‘kick-lit’—centering on football. Campos argues that these representations are largely focused on the construction of hegemonic masculinity; indeed, the male figures who do not fit under this representation of a ‘macho’ identity are ridiculed, infantilized, and portrayed as pariahs, while most female characters are depicted as mere secondary figures, and not central to the overall storyline. Thus, in this chapter, Campos shows how football in Peruvian culture has been presented as an activity ‘just for machos.’
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Introduction
In this chapter, I show the key considerations and observations when conducting a project which aimed to introduce an established Western sport (rowing) to a non-Western culture—namely, the Maldives. These key considerations and findings went beyond the sporting realm, and led me into observations of cultural norms and differences, in comparison to my own Westernized norms. Through the development of this project, I was able to analyze the reception and interpretation of Western values when applied in the Maldives.
The project in question—The Maldives Rowing Project1—was completed on a southern Maldivian island and funded with the ambition of introducing rowing to a nation. However, from a researcher’s perspective, the project provided a rare opportunity to take a Westernized practice, led by myself—a white, English, atheist, female coach—and apply the same sporting approach into a very different culture and social situation. The Maldives Rowing Project was thus a unique opportunity to analyze a range of social differences, including sport, approaches to physical activity, personal relationships, travel, and presentation of self. The project was conducted over a six-month period, and with the guidance of another British coach (and I), rowing training and racing were introduced, as were local competition and international opportunities to compete. It is worth noting here that the basic form of rowing was not new to the country; indeed, makeshift boats or “Dhoni”—a local boat which combines sailing and rowing—are often used, but racing boats and higher level competition were different concepts to be broached with local people. The project enabled a training schedule and coaching structure to be established, in addition to the recruitment of a local sponsor, and the selection of a national team. This team went on to train and compete in the Asian Games, a quadrennial continental sporting event.
The long-term ambition of the project was to increase the outreach of rowing, widening the reach of a popular sport, and increasing the range of athletes able to compete on the world stage. The project was funded by the World Rowing Federation (FISA—Fédération Internationale des Sociétés d’Aviron) and the Olympic Solidarity Fund. The project reflected the ambitions of the governing body to develop global representation and make rowing globally relevant and current, in order to grow participation and popularity (FISA, 2018). This chapter reflects my own learnings, considerations, and notable experiences within the project—particularly with respect to masculinity, and broader discussions of gender—although my experiences were noted outside of face-to-face coaching time, and do not reflect the views of the funding body.
As this was a new initiative, I had the ability to rethink standardized approaches to introducing sport that would have been applied in Westernized cultures. Indeed, I was able to acknowledge, for example, my own preconceptions of how sport was organized, and how it “should” be approached, and then (re)evaluate if this would work and if there were any better approaches. To do this, time was taken to understand people’s daily norms, and I was able to use local school timetables to incorporate the sessions into people’s day, thus avoiding clashes with prayer times, utilizing daylight hours, and also avoiding the hottest times of the day.
I also approached the introduction to the sport differently—going in the boats with beginners, having mixed ability sessions, and have social sessions visiting local islands to ensure that the participants felt their involvement was one of developing friendships and a lifestyle. This approach to activity was different, as local people had little involvement in formalized sport. For instance, the local involvement in physical activity to date was relatively limited; many did not participate in any physical activity outside of school. Some would play informal games of football, while some engaged in swimming or snorkeling during their leisure time. Therefore, I aimed to create a sporting opportunity which was enjoyable, social, but also challenging, with high standards. The outcome, I hoped, would achieve the establishment of a competitive sport, with many people interested in getting and staying involved. Yet, as many did not do any physical activity, this project came with its own challenges, which I highlight later in the chapter.
Sport and Western Society
Sport is not a key element within Maldivian culture. Instead, here, a softer, less serious view on sport existed. Many came to participate in the project out of curiosity, while others heard there was potential to be paid to compete. This was very different to my experience in the UK—where my childhood had been heavily dominated by sport, and where many individuals’ physical traits were associated with different sports. However, this was not the case in the Maldives. There was no reflection of sporting ability on status, or gendered norms. Introducing rowing was deemed an obvious choice for the Maldives, a chain of islands along the Indian Ocean, with adequate access to the water. The challenge was to develop a sense of belonging and attachment (Jaewon Chang, Jae Ko, Connaughton, & Kang, 2016), where the local people identified rowing to be part of their identity. Westernized sport is associated by Breivik (2010) with positive lifestyles, social skills, and beneficial to work–life balance; however, despite these claims, there is significant research into socionegative impacts of sport which has come to the forefront of some academic research in recent years (e.g. Robinson, White, & Anderson, 2017).
Prior to this project, sport has never been central to Maldivian culture. Anderson (2013) has recently explained that the social significance of sport in the West has declined over the last 50 years. This is furthered by Robinson et al. (2017) who explain the role sport plays in contemporary society, identifying how sport is used to reinforce sociological norms and values; these include reinforcing both gendered behavior, as well as traditional forms of masculinity (Hargreaves & Anderson, 2014); in addition to cultural forms of structure from gender segregation, homophobia, and inclusive masculinity (McCormack & Anderson, 2014). In the Maldives, however, this subculture did not exist, so the project was free from these Western preconceptions. While the Maldives has this blank canvas of sporting influence, there was some limited involvement in football and athletics. Masculinity was instead demonstrated through contacts or popularity, or the ability to provide and attain more in regard to designer phones, motorbikes, cars, or fishing boats. These often proved the signifiers of success were in the ability to escape, travel, or communicate beyond the island where they lived.
Methodology
The Maldives Rowing Project was an opportunity to start a conversation about Maldivians’ perspectives on how their world is changing (Whittier, 1997). Building upon sport-centered autoethnographic studies (Purdy, Potrac, & Jones, 2008; Jones, 2006), data for this study was recorded in the form of a daily journal, completed throughout the duration of the project. Autoethnographies are an opportunity for researchers to demonstrate their voice and journey, while also recognizing their own background as an influencer on the data—and how this developed throughout the social enquiry. This is an approach evidenced and supported by Ellis, Jack, Higgins, and Fitchett (2010), who champions the potential of this approach to enlighten cultural differences, while simultaneously acknowledging one’s own epistemological position.
This project most suited this approach, as I was situated within a different culture, negotiating what could be deemed conflicting ambitions from both the funder and the local people. My position as a researcher was thus unique within this setting. As notes, this approach to research enables meaning to be created in social settings, and while this enquiry was limited in traditional epistemological structure by a lack of set research criteria, it was vast in potential findings. Indeed, I was able to acknowledge my own cultural norms, preconceptions, and perceived barriers, while also observing changes. This integration was instrumental to the findings and development of this chapter, in addition to my development as a social researcher, illuminating wider cultural or subcultural findings (Purdy et al., 2008; Richardson, 2000).
This research is unique in its approach and nature, thus demonstrating potentially new avenues within the social world (Bochner, 2000; Jones, 2006). My engagement was a key element: rather than being a detached researcher, I was “within” the process, while also in the position of a “cultural outsider” (Ellis, 2000). It was essential to be reflective of my cultural influencers, and their effects, so that by recording this journey I could give local people a social voice and enable social action (Ellis, 2000, p. 275). The individuals involved in the project did not ask for this initiative and were in many ways on the periphery. Based on this, this autoethnography is, therefore, a story of my experiences which highlights the social complexity of this type of research (Purdy et al., 2008). As I gained more experience, I could step away from both cultures and create a space where I could be critical of both (Clough, 2000). This approach allowed the opportunity to reflect on personal experiences to demonstrate the dynamic and unique viewpoints while remaining analytical throughout the process to ensure validity and critical awareness (Atkinson, Coffey, & Delamont, 2001; Clough, 2000; Denzin, 2003; Richardson, 2000).
By producing this autoethnography, I was also able to link current cultural experiences to theory, and although many have critiqued this method through its weaknesses in recounting evidence (e.g. Ellis, 2000), it provides clear and valuable rationales of feelings and personal accounts of experiences. Bochner (2000) highlights that the validity of all research paradigms can be questioned or challenged. Numerous researchers argue that validity and reliability to be weak (Atkinson et al., 2001; Bochner, 2000; Christians, 2000; Clough, 2000; Denzin, 2003), as this style of enquiry is reliant on memory and time, leading to writers unable to recall the whole truth (Randall & Phoenix, 2009). While validity is questioned, it is clear that these accounts are highly specific to my own experiences and are truthful accounts of these.
In my presentation of data, I have provided specific quotes from the autoethnographic journal; these data highlight the daily responses to experiences and are therefore included in the following sections as an aid to demonstrate key topics throughout the project. Where necessary, pseudonyms have been used to protect the identity of participants. Over the six-month program, participants grew to over 100 regular athletes. They were 60% male, although the offer was not gender specific. A national team was then developed with the most interested, older participants. This consisted a 50% gender split represented by 12 athletes selected as members of the national team.
Theoretical Base
To assist in the analysis of the behavior witnessed during the project, I applied Anderson’s (2009) Inclusive Masculinity Theory (IMT). Specifically, I engaged with Anderson’s (2009) stage model which addressed the process of unawareness, resistance, acceptance, and moving to normalization. Approaches describe the changing cultural attitudes toward homosexuality in Western cultures. IMT has, for example, demonstrated that there has been a “journey” of the acceptance of homosexuality
                  
                —from erasure, acceptance, hostility, and, later, inclusivity. This chapter was therefore an interesting and important contribution to decipher ways that it could be applied in a new, non-Western context. They have also argued that, as attitudes continue to change, this has a significant effect on the expression of young (primarily men’s) people’s masculinity.
Anderson’s (2009) stage model incorporates the process by which there was no societal acceptance of homosexuality—described by McCormack and Anderson (2014) as “homoerasure.” Later, as attitudes became increasingly toxic toward sexual minorities, this moved into a stage of homohysteria; where boys and men went to great lengths to avoid cultural suspicion of homosexuality. However, more recently, the West has moved into a period of acceptance, tolerance, and inclusivity (Twenge, Sherman, & Wells, 2016).
Importantly, however, this stage-model currently only applies only to the Western context. Outside of the West—such as in the Maldives—matters are different. Indeed, these nations have different access to and influence from the media. And, while the Maldives gained access to technology much more recently, this has still been relatively slow. Finally, despite recent improvements, the transport infrastructure here remains limited.
This influx of broader cultural information could therefore influence the speed of cultural evolution in the Maldives quite considerably. This is a key element of consideration for the following chapter, as this would influence the speed of development outlined in McCormack and Anderson’s (2014) stage-model. Moreover, the pace of these changes is demonstrated only within Westernized cultures. Using this theory, I examine whether the changes observed are being replicated in the Maldives, at what rate, and how they compare to the pre-identified continuum demonstrated in Anderson’s (2009) stage model. There are key cultural differences, such as religion, which will also be considered here.
The Maldives Rowing Project: Themes and Findings
In comparison to the UK, the Maldives has little history of participation in organized sport. The Maldives Rowing Project therefore took a new approach to physical activity, which traditionally included fishing and swimming, not all of which were in competition or regular training. In comparison, this project was physical activity in the form of organized sport, with professional coaching and organizational structures, with global ambitions. The project steered those involved into a sporting routine, with coaching qualifications, safety considerations, and visions for a sustainable project. The only local religion affiliated to the country is Sunni Muslim. There was therefore a social expectation for all families to identify and abide by the religious expectations.
Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the Maldives is going through a period of global development, not just in sport, but also through modernization of culture, travel, and enhanced connectivity with the wider world (e.g. through internet, email, and news). The examination of this autoethnography enabled the identification of key themes evident throughout the project. The following topics will highlight the notable approaches to sport, presentation of self, gender, and social life. Therefore, the following sections are separated into the following themes:	1.Impact of globalization

 

	2.Communication and media

 

	3.Gendered behavioral obligations

 




Impact of Globalization
In recent years, globalization, increased communication technology, and advancements to transportation have increased tourism, importation, and access to processed foods in the Maldives. These changes have facilitated a process of urbanization within remote islands, thus increasing access to motor vehicles and technology. There seemed little association between body image, fitness, and nutrition, as this had never been a topic of conversation before. Yet I found more boys would ask about training to get more muscular, and many would acknowledge that professional fishermen would be very muscular and wealthy, as this is a high earning profession.
In previous research, Offerman-Zuckerberg (2013, p. 25) found that, “Women are generally barred from the high-status roles that would allow them to assume leadership positions in relation to men.” This also came across in the Maldives, where men took up leadership positions such as mayor or police officer. Although there seemed a cultural norm for men to assume positions of power and women to take caring roles, there were some who went against this, with some female head teachers and others with PhDs. Many locals took careers in the tourism industry which was deemed gender natural and socially fulfilling (Sinclair, 2005), although families were reluctant to see their children go to a tourist island, as they rarely got time to return.
In Western cultures, sport is thought to provide an opportunity for people to satisfy human needs, which are hard to meet in other fields or activities (Breivik, 2010). Yet this autoethnography noted that local people seemed satisfied with their lifestyles: they were content with “having enough” and the competitive nature of sport did not seem to be a selling point, thus critiquing Griffin’s (2017) claim that men are “intrinsically competitive”—though the non-Western context must be acknowledged here. Sage (2015) furthers this Westernized perspective, explaining that sport has a global audience, and associated finance, media coverage, and athlete presence impact the grass-roots of sport. In my reflections, I realized that many participants would not train at the level needed to compete at an international level, as they did not know how competitive it is to become a stand out and globally recognized athlete. As can be seen from the following statements, many participants soon expected payment for their involvement:The local interpretation of sport is one of a global portrayal of rich, famous athletes, sponsored by Nike or Puma, driving the nicest cars and on the world stage.
Sean wanted to know if they would be paid for going to extra training, he wanted to go as the competition was coming up but wanted money for it too.

At the beginning of the project, the culture was not in a position to make large financial investments in what they saw as a pastime, rather than a professionalized sporting pursuit. Toward the end of the project, however, two companies became involved and invested in tee-shirts for the team. Another assisted in providing a coach during that individual’s work time—as an “in-kind” investment in the project.
I also found that although the Maldivians had a huge amount of curiosity in the new sport, they had little association with playing for the sake of playing—with the aim to keep fit—or the association between physical and mental health, or physical fitness. This was a point of transition for me as a researcher and coach, as it became clear that the project’s ambitions to create a national team were flawed by the lack of a base-level sporting culture. The traditional, Westernized participation triangle (see De Bosscher, Sotiriadou, & van Bottenburg, 2013) was non-existent, and to create a sporting culture required a different approach to recruiting participants. Although the approach was flawed, this was due to a lack of understanding at the project’s inception rather than its application. I invested time in growing a base level of participation through schools and working groups (e.g. the police), and then developing an additional step in the form of a national team; this approach helped to achieve the initial aims but also grew a more sustainable model of participation which grew to over 100 regular athletes. Of these, 60% of attendees were boys, and although the offer to participate was equal and not specific to genders, I saw more women would attend a one-off session a week, while men would attend three or more.
Elsewhere, in wider social life, the impact of globalization was a very obvious fact. There are vast numbers of locals who worked at the tourist islands. These islands are, essentially, hotels which would take over a whole island. Staff would be hosted in a secluded area, while tourists arrive by seaplane; thus keeping the integration between locals and tourists to a minimum. The island where the project was based was close to three tourist islands and has its own airport. This creates a different association with the resorts, as they were deemed a form of income. Local people found those who visited interesting but incredibly alien and different to their normal life. Connell (2000) discusses the impact of globalization on masculinity, as the Maldives is being introduced to the “history of the world” through globalization, technology, and transnational media. Further, Sweetman (2003) noted how globalization can challenge dominant forms of masculinity, disrupting traditions and undermining the dominant behavioral traits. Connell supports this, as globalization is seen to be impacting on the division of labor and enabling increased free time.
It was interesting that tourists were kept so distant from locals, while the integration of television, advertising, and the internet was becoming widely accessible and influential. Evidencing this, local people were able to access more information than ever before and become involved in the wider world. In addition, through increased work and higher standards of education, more local people were traveling abroad for education and work, creating a more open-minded cultural understanding. The impact of globalization is broadening perspectives for many, while older generations seemed more fearful of this change. Many were anxious if their children traveled, they would not return. This process also seemed to increase the pressure on socialized expectations on possessions and image, while many found there to be increased pressure on fashion and style. Some women would dye their hair to look like models, but then cover their hair to comply with their religion. However, the most influential element was the perceived necessity of access to mopeds and cars. In reality, the island was 17 km long and 1 km wide and the need for such transport was minimal.
While these influences were largely external, social events remained an important opportunity to meet others, demonstrate family’s positions within society, and demonstrate wealth, through the value invested in a wedding to the type of moped or boat an individual arrived on. Social opportunities are key to Maldivian life, through family events, religious involvement, and many individuals had a form of social club through coffee shops. Regardless of the wider global impact, the root cultural norms of island life will take precedence; although globalization has influenced locals’ understanding of wider societies and in turn created perceived pressures of standards (e.g. transport and class norms), the root forms of socialization have not changed in response to these messages. The pace of the Maldives came across as relaxed and slow. Although they were keen for change, they also seemed to enjoy what they had. The islands created an innate sense of seclusion, and freedom from rules to enable people to live away from prying eyes.
Communication and Media
Geographically, the Maldives is remote, with a religious presence in physical buildings and island-wide prayer calls. However, contrary to this, few were strictly involved. Technology had an increasing influence on local people’s ability to share information and learn about global developments which seemed to be replacing their religious involvement. More people have access to smart phones and could arrange training through apps and the internet. This created a generational divide, where one generation understood the technology while the older generation seemed more suspicious of it. This could be likened to generational differences in Western cultures, where millennials are deemed computer literate and technology is more a part of their language in comparison to older generations (Dincer, 2012). This was recorded early in the trip:Mobiles have had a revolutionary effect on people’s lives. To begin with people were lucky to have one, but very quickly they had phones with the internet and different apps.
Quite recently, young people are able to connect in a way their parents do not understand, there is suspicion around the technology and how it is enabling immoral behavior. Parents thought phones meant young people were arranging meetings without supervision—often this was actually true.

As younger generations had grown up with access to technology, media, and the internet, there was little criticality in what they saw. Those I spoke to weren’t concerned about messages online which contradicted local religion (e.g. adverts which showed women in bikinis). Locals were quite accepting, as this behavior was deemed a cultural norm in another country or on tourist islands. While they explained that it was not something which would be done in the Maldives, they were aware it was acceptable elsewhere. This seemed the case for a variety of topics. Locals discussed media depictions of other religions, or of same-sex behavior, and did not seem opposed to the behavior as long as it was portrayed in another country. This led me to question where, on McCormack and Anderson’s (2014) stage model, the local people would be placed.
There seemed to be a theme of separation from Maldivian culture to others, where they were aware of differences in broader contexts, yet these differences did not exist within their country. Local people applied stereotypes to different cultures; these stereotypes were either informed by their experience of wider visitors or from media representation (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This came across at odds with the stages of development identified in McCormack and Anderson’s stage-model, as local people demonstrated an awareness of homosexuality, but also had limited opinion, as they believed it would not exist in their country. This could, perhaps, be evidence of cultural homoerasure, as they knew it was a possibility, but also not perceived as a local reality. This does, of course, appear to be a naïve belief.
This consciousness was seen on many levels; it seemed the locals felt safe with the seclusion of the tourist islands, as different cultures were held at arm’s length. It was noted that the majority of locals’ knowledge of Western culture was developed through media and tourism, but the local message was to stay away from the tourists. Thus, they only saw glimpses of tourists, who only represented a handful of the world’s population who can afford a trip to a luxury island in the Maldives. This led to an interpretation that Western culture was one of money, disposable income, beauty, and travel. It was interesting how this is reflected in the media, adverts, and word of mouth regarding tourists. McCormack and Anderson (2014) can be used to understand this journey, as the influence of technology and the speed in growth of knowledge can be interpreted through Anderson’s (2009) stage model where the older generation had no awareness of such technology leading to a negative and suspicious attitude toward it. While the younger people who grew up alongside the introduction of technology were more open to technology being included within their daily life.
Gendered Behavioral Obligations
The incorporation and acceptance of cultural commitments played a key role in the success of The Maldives Rowing Project. To do this, when planning training sessions, time was taken to establish training for different genders and age ranges, considering their cultural obligations. Training was carefully planned to ensure all wider commitments could still be met; different training for different people was scheduled to ensure they could meet their religious, family, and educational commitments.
In the Maldives, schools finished relatively early, and some workplaces allowed those who wish to be involved in the Rowing Project to leave early. The approach to work was one of the first notable differences in comparison to the UK. As can be seen from the following statement, work was completed out of necessity rather than a norm:Working happened when they needed money. If they had enough for the week they probably wouldn’t go. Some would go to fish to get money, but not head out on the boat if they had enough to get by.

In comparison to Western societies, this supportive family lifestyle decreased the pressure on more “traditional” masculinities. Norris (2016) found there to be an increased pressure on men to be the main earner and provide for families above being present in family life. In comparison, the Maldives and family centric lifestyles reduced this pressure as providing for the family was a shared role, houses were owned outright by the family, so Western financial pressures on men and their sense of masculinity could not be overtly seen in the Maldives. This approach to work ensured that organizing training was more flexible. Thus, initial barriers faced by the project were not expected due to these hidden cultural norms. Overt expectations were ensuring training was around prayer times, and during the coolest parts of the day. The whole community was very welcoming, enabling new people to easily involve themselves in drives or social events.
These social events did also face critique. For instance, women would be subject to gossip or rumor if they were to spend a lot of time with single men. This critique did not, however, go both ways—and men were not subject to the same level of rumor. Furthermore, individuals in the Maldives were obliged to behave in a more conservative way prior to marriage. Sweetman (2003) further argues that this is a way in which both men and women are using globalization to redefine their identities and use wider social norms to justify a change in behavior. Although religion remained a key element of their lives, it appeared symbolic rather than representative of ways to live their lives. Divorce was common, leading to the children from previous marriages to be outcast, and grandparents becoming primary care givers. This was enabled through shared family homes and shared childcare; where grandparents or aunts would care for children, and reduced expectations on those who earn, enabling more of a social life and freedom. Traditional expectations involved young women who would take on wider family childcare and young men would work.
Interestingly, men had minimal responsibilities aside from earning a wage. Many men would frequent coffee shops to socialize, go on fishing trips, or go for scooter rides with other men. Interestingly the amount of time they spent together was never questioned, nor did they face homosexual suspicion. Many would even spend nights away on boats together. The following is an extract from my notes observing such behavior:Walking around, two men holding hands, was not noticed, no one turned or paid any attention to them, while unmarried, female doing something similar [with a man] would make her unmarriable.

The culture of shared family responsibility enabled a freedom for both men and women. This relaxed approach reduced the pressure faced by men in comparison to Western cultures (McCormack & Anderson, 2014). This laid-back attitude toward men’s leisure time allowed a freedom away from family commitments, and enabled a form of escapism. There was no suspicion on how men spent time together, and minimal expectation on their presence to care for children. Interestingly, this was not available for men and woman, as spending time alone together started many rumors. Moreover, it was generally rare for anyone to be overtly affectionate, although there were clear friendships evidenced by how people would spend time together.
Affection between couples was rarely witnessed. It was unclear why this was the case, but an element of local people’s behavior was a strong sense of segregation between men and women. It was very normal for men or women to spend time in same-sex groups, but mixed sex friendship groups seemed limited. Thus, this is, perhaps, evidence of cultural homoerasure; the lack of criticality is a reflection of the lack of cultural awareness, and there is, therefore, no reaction associated with this behavior. I also believe that people in the Maldives may be selective in the globalized messages they choose to incorporate into their culture (see Sweetman, 2003).
When observing individuals’ behavior, there was little obvious or overt consideration regarding the gendered presentation of self (cf. Anderson & McCormack, 2016). Therefore, I argue that this is evidence of McCormack and Anderson’s (2014) notion of homoerasure. In my field notes, for example, I observed:The capital city allowed men to openly hold hands, sit together, go on excursions together, and have freedom without any curiosity or question.

When traveling closer to the capital city, it was also evident that people refused to meet traditional expectations. More individuals would remain single, and women would be more likely to pursue careers. Moreover, there were more overt signs of deviance, such as tattoos, which were against the local religion—but these were not a concern in the capital.The closer to the main city the more populated it became, the more expressive people were, with tattoos (which were against their religion), more modern relationships—with longer periods of dating, closer age ranges of couples, women entitled to more freedom, and enabled to go around in smaller groups.


There was continued concern about women’s behavior prior to marriage, and there was a highly traditional view in regard to girls and women being seen as promiscuous. To spend time alone with boys, or be too close to them, would spark rumors. Women would not ride on the same scooter with a man she was not married to or go anywhere alone with a man. Cultural burdens and restrictions to women’s freedom were faced prior to marriage, to keep reputations clean, yet beyond divorce, individuals’ behavior or who they spent time with faced less critique. It was seen that there were high expectations that individuals would marry quickly after they left education, so some would opt to remain in education as a tool to resist marrying too early.
There were ways or “loopholes” which would enable people to get out of traditional expectations and gave you a freedom which was hard to come by. One way this expectation was overcome was through marriage itself. Individuals would abide by cultural expectations but then, once that obligation was met, they were able to regain freedom. For example: “Many would get married young to remove the barriers and reduction of freedom single people found.” However, this couple would then, quite easily, and often quickly, divorce. This therefore enabled freedom to be allowed, as they had been married. Similarly, many would remain married but live separately.
Today, people would still marry young, yet the religion allowed for men to marry up to four women providing they could prove the financial ability. The culture also allowed for divorce. Therefore, to meet the expectation and restrictions of unmarried women, they would marry young. They would continue to live separately but both man and woman would then be allowed more freedom, and reduced suspicion regarding deviant behavior. This generation was therefore able to use marriage as a tool for increased freedom rather than as a way to commit to social regulations. I noted that “Many individuals were on their second marriages by their late twenties,” while it was also a case that, “Single parents appeared common place. With mothers and their children living with parents, often male siblings (uncles to the children), became a stronger father figure.”
However, some faced additional cultural expectations, of working within family businesses or following parents’ careers (e.g. fishing or local shop owners). To overcome this, some were arranging their time to commit to sport and competition, which they saw as an opportunity to escape. Others pursued further education to increase freedom. Often people would opt to work on tourist islands, on airlines, or travel to the capital, as moving away from local islands would allow them more freedom.
Conclusion
The Maldives is a unique place. I am not aware of a culture so remote from other societies, yet so selectively engaged. There are interests and values placed on education and money, while others desire tangible examples of wealth through cars or boat ownership. The Maldives is also fundamentally grounded by its history and culture of a humble fishing nation, with religious roots, where families share responsibilities of earning and caring for the young and old, to enable a sense of freedom. In recent years, this country has been catapulted through global development, through technology, modernization of culture, travel, and enhanced connectivity to the wider world. This connectivity has sped up the rate of global development to a point where local cultures are potentially at risk, as the messages exposed by global media and the internet are not sensitive to historical cultural norms and values. There are many influences upon this cultural ecosystem, which for centuries was isolated from Western influences. Further, local languages are dying out, people are moving away for work, and families have to adjust to these changes.
The Maldivian people I met demonstrate the position of McCormack and Anderson’s (2014) cultural homoerasure. This is because, as Anderson explains, while they are unaware of deviance within their cultural circles, they are aware that others do behave in such ways. The denial and lack of consideration that this behavior could exist locally demonstrated this position. The position of homoerasure was clear across different islands, while overt same-sex behaviors (although only hand holding) were seen on the capital island of Male. However, it seemed this was an area where the population was higher, and where individuals were possibly away from direct family or communities, leading to reduced critique or gendered policing.
Wider cultural developments through increased technology, globalization of media and communication, and the speed of this implementation are significantly faster than Westernized experiences. As knowledge of variations in masculinity and sexuality increases in the West, it could be considered that behavior is also changing in the Maldives. McCormack and Anderson (2014), for example, demonstrate an expanding range of gendered behaviors over time. The nature of role models and the types of masculinity demonstrated have changed from family and friends, to the media, web, and communication channels. The wider range of role models and influencers can be one of the softened Western masculinity, or performances from Bollywood actors, often shown on TV. This influx of broader cultural information could, therefore, influence the speed of cultural evolution in the Maldives quite considerably. However, it is possible that masculinity in the Maldives is traditionally more flexible. The family set-up allows men freedom to spend time with other men, and there is less pressure for them to provide financially or be highly present within family life. Instead, families share this burden, therefore reducing the pressure placed on men and women seen in Western cultures.
There are multiple areas of the Maldivian culture which were interesting throughout my time leading the project. The generational differences in understanding and acceptance of technology, change, new sports, and new approaches were significant. Although this exists within Western cultures, the impact that the integration of technology had on local people’s lives—compared to those who actively avoided it—demonstrated a very different lifestyle and level of communication within the island. Regardless of the wider influences, local people seemed quite content. They have little pressure to earn vast amounts of money. The main cause for upset was gossip through the island regarding behavior—given that the islands are such small places, this was a common feature.
Through increased connections, local people can develop a thorough understanding of other people and cultures, and the societal burdens placed outside of the Maldives. In reference to The Maldives Rowing Project, broader processes of globalization enabled this to happen. While as a culture, globalization and technology have facilitated this difference, this remained a relatively uncomfortable process for older generations—who were unfamiliar with this. Combined with Western messages, technology could therefore impact, in the long-run, what Maldivians may consider to be deviant behavior.
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Introduction
All over history, and in different parts of the world, many physically challenging and often aggressive and violent practices (fighting, warfare, hunting, leadership, and, as evidenced in this handbook, sport) have been left for the masculine group of boys and men. Conversely, the feminine group of girls and women have been left for other less aggressive activities—those that are deemed more social and linked to the artistic or aesthetic components of humanity and human possibilities. Hence, the distribution of specialised roles and tasks has been clearly separated among males and females. Within this rigid social structure, physical activity and sport has been (and remains) a modulating context that helps to create and teach gender identities (masculine and feminine) as natural and complementary among them.
This construction of identities has provoked the construction of bodily values linked to masculine and feminine components of behaviour (Barbero, 2003). Under such a dualistic social order, masculinity has been built in opposition to femininity, and femininity has been built in opposition to masculinity (Connell, 1995). Thus, the physical culture of our society has historically shaped some boundaries for boys and girls (Lamont & Molnár, 2002). This dual visible separation has made many boys and girls who do not feel identified with the patterns that are established for their bodily and behavioural model (masculine or feminine) encounter inner conflict between what they are becoming and what they are supposed to be, which has enabled the perpetuation of masculine-privilege dynamics (Steinfeldt, Miller, & David, 2016).
This chapter continues recent and emerging works on gender and sport in the Spanish context (Piedra, 2017) and uses the particular setting of Spanish competitive rhythmic gymnastics, which exists in both male and female formats as an entry point into these issues. Specifically, it seeks to know and analyse the experiences of a group of boys, parents and coaches who practise, support and coach rhythmic gymnastics in eight different competitive clubs from cities and rural areas in the region of Andalusia, Southern Spain. Their experiences and the decisions they make based on them are important to study, as they form the next generations of athletes, coaches and parents in Spanish sport and society at large.
Andalusia and Spain: Characteristics of a Different Culture
There are many philosophers, anthropologists and sociologists who recognise Andalusia’s distinct culture and even its own identity as different from that of the surrounding people in Spain. Thus, Gómez-García (1982) or Moreno (1993) catalogued the Andalusian culture as a specific, open and complex culture. Currently, the population of Andalusia is 8.4 million, with a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of €17,263 (the Spanish national GDP is €33,711). This region, as Dietz (2004) points out, is undergoing a hasty process of sub-national identity building, which is motivated by an ethnicised tug-of-war of asymmetrical devolution and federalisation. Simultaneously, however, Andalusian regional society de facto is quickly “multiculturalising” and pluralising in religious terms. However, one of the sources which constructs this regional culture and is subsequent gender norms and values is the mainstream popular Roman Catholicism: a system of patriarchy, marked gender divisions and heteronormativity. The consequent history of the region is one of continued patriarchal dominance in the government and business structures, a focus on the nuclear, heteronormative family underpinned by religious marriage and clear roles of males and females in the workspace, the domestic sphere and sporting stage. The dominant role of the Roman Catholic Church has had a heavy influence in Andalusian society (Griera, 2015), but in the twenty-first century Spanish society, especially among the youngest generations, a process of distancing with the approaches of the Catholic Church has begun (González-Anleo, 2006).
Situated within this economic, ethnic and religious milieu is an emerging phenomenon in Spain: men’s rhythmic gymnastics. In this chapter, we aim to understand the experience of the boys who practise rhythmic gymnastics in Andalusia and the way that they develop and explain their masculine identities. At the same time, we ask parents and coaches to give us their perceptions and opinions about these boys’ lives in regard to their practice in rhythmic gymnastics. We use, within the interpretative paradigm, an approach of symbolic interactionism to illuminate how boys define their experiences and give meaning to their identities, behaviours, realities and social interactions, and those of parents and coaches (Hewitt & Shulman, 2011). As part of this Palgrave Handbook of Masculinity and Sport, we first briefly situate the study within the broader literature on boys, sport and masculinity before turning to the history and development of rhythmic gymnastics for further context. Subsequently, we then chart the stages of our study on the triad of boys, coaches and parents before moving onto their own voices, with the discussion leading to our conclusions.
Situating Masculinities, Boys and Gymnastics
For young men and boys, masculinity has been traditionally built on the basis of a model of an aggressive, competitive, heterosexual and strong man. Bourdieu (2000) explained the necessity for men “to demonstrate that he is a man”, who should show virility, understood as the “reproductive, sexual and social capacity, but also as an aptitude for fighting and for the exercise of violence (above all for revenge)” (p. 39). Some of these characteristics, such as strength and competitiveness, are actually necessary for success in some gymnastic disciplines, a very physically demanding male sport. The boys who comply with the masculine stereotype gain more social capital and reach a dominating position in comparison with other boys who do not feel identified or act in a different way from those stereotypes, being separated from their peers (Silva, 2013). This position of superiority over females and other types of males is what Connell (1995) and Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) term hegemonic masculinity, a dominant form of masculinity that increases the pressure among boys and men to imitate it. This situation of dominance is ordinarily accepted and reproduced by an important part of societies around the world. The other ways of developing and understanding masculinity are thus determined by this hegemonic view, discriminating those men who run away from the “normal” situation. Sport, with its male-centred and heteronormative view, contributes to enhance and promote, in many cases in a subtle and hidden way, this social dominance, increasing the boundaries for boys even more. Anderson (2002) affirms that sport is a bastion of orthodox masculinity and, because of that, is a key institution for the training of men to become masculine. Furthermore, Messner (1992), Pronger (1990) and others (Connell, 1990, 1995; Messner & Sabo, 1990; Plummer, 1999) have demonstrated that sport traditionally associates boys and men with intra-masculine dominance through constructing their identities and sculpting their bodies to align them with hegemonic perspectives of masculine and expressive embodiment.
Fortunately, the interest towards the situation of masculinities in sport has an extensive academic history. From its beginning, three decades ago, research has focused on understanding better the development of the masculine identity within sporting speech and practice (Messner, 1992; Messner & Sabo, 1990; Pronger, 1990). Nowadays, the studies on masculinity in sport remark the clear function of competitive sport as a tool of oppression for many boys (Tischler & McCaughtry, 2011), isolating other types of non-hegemonic masculinities (Atencio & Koca, 2011; Parker & Curtner-Smith, 2012; Silva, Botelho-Gomes, & Goellner, 2012). Within the different forms of oppression and aggression used, homophobia is a recurring one. Nonetheless, as Morrow and Gill (2003) and also Silva et al. (2012) state, the relationship between masculinity and sexual orientation cannot be denied, with homosexuality, in many cases, being the boundary of accepted masculinity.
This hegemonic masculinity variable made Anderson (2009) pose the concept of 
                homohysteria
                
               (the fear of being homosexualised or being tagged as gay) and build theory of Inclusive Masculinity around it. According to this theory, cultures can be classified depending on the existing homohysteria levels. A society with a high level of homohysteria makes boys avoid any association with homosexuality, which relegates them to the origin of masculinity hierarchy. Heterosexuality and heteronormativity are thus never challenged in a homophobic atmosphere. Anderson (2009) notes that, among men, homohysteria is typically manifested by fleeing from feminised behaviour, including physical contact with other men or showing signs of affection and emotion (such as hugging), while also maintaining homophobic discourse. Homohysteria helps to explain how gendered patterns of behaviour—both within and outside of sport settings—play out in relation to shifting levels of social homophobia, particularly highlighting how homophobia can affect the behaviour of individuals who may not necessarily be homophobic themselves.
The scarce studies in Spain in the sport context (Piedra, 2015; Vilanova, Soler, & Anderson, 2018) prove the different possibilities, from a clear and overwhelming rejection to an acceptance of gays and lesbians. However, in general, Spanish culture shows evidence of pseudo-inclusivity, and it can be identified as a “politically correct” departure from the rejection of sexual diversity (and thus the negative implication of “being homophobic”) alongside a concurrent refusal of acceptance of sexual minorities, shaped perhaps by the heteronormativity of Spain’s traditionally conservative political and religious history (Piedra, García-Pérez, & Channon, 2017). This points out that Spanish society is somewhat behind if we compare it to others in which there is an atmosphere of increased tolerance. In American and British societies, for example, tolerance and inclusivity appear to be deeply rooted, but heteronormativity and heterosexism still persist (Anderson & McCormack, 2016).
In this socially distinctive situation in Spain, those male athletes who do not comply with the valid characteristics have several options: they can adapt themselves to this masculine orthodoxy, denying the aforementioned internal conflict, or they can leave sport, looking for other less hostile activities with their true masculine identity.
Fortunately, there is a third group of boys who decide to cross boundaries from the established patriarchal system by showing their heterodox masculinity in public or looking for sport practices that do not match their gender (Barker-Ruchti, Grahn, & Lindgren, 2016). This is the case of boys who decide to practise rhythmic gymnastics since this is one of the few sports alongside synchronised swimming, aerobics, cheerleading or figure skating (Adams, 2007, 2010; Bemiller, 2005; MacArthur, Angelini, Billings, & Smith, 2017) that tradition has kept for women in an exclusive way; Burstyn (1999), for one, regards them as hyperfeminine. Accordingly, rhythmic gymnastics fosters the features that society considers feminine: beauty, graceful movements, flexibility, coordination, balance, thinness and emotions (Hargreaves, 1994; Koivula, 2001; Krane, Choi, Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004). The boys who decide to practise this sport withstand the “norm” in a double way: they show an identity far from hegemonic masculinity and they do it in a traditionally feminine sport. As Chimot and Louveau (2010) remark, a boy who practises rhythmic gymnastics needs to dare a disputing conflict: he needs to reach a good level of “feminine” technical expression that is traditionally identified with rhythmic gymnastics, and he also needs to keep his identity as a one maturing into a “true man”. Some historical background on this physical culture of rhythmic gymnastics is necessary to situate the practices and experiences of the boys and men today.
Evolution of Rhythmic Gymnastics: From Aesthetic Gymnastics to the Present Day
The appearance of modern rhythmic gymnastics has its origin in some of the gymnastic schools that emerged in Europe during the nineteenth century. Most influential was the Swedish system of free exercise developed by Ling, and his concept of aesthetic gymnastics stimulated students to express their feelings and emotions through movements of the body (Palmer, 2003). From that point on, the discipline that became known as modern gymnastics was developed under the influence of different pioneers such as Emile Jacques-Dalcroze (1895–1950) who, with his concept of eurhythmics, sought to experiment with music through movement; Rudolf Bode (1881–1971), known for his work in developing the expressive aspect of the body; Hinrich Medau (1890–1974), considered the precursor in his Medau School of Berlin, made use of some of the apparatus in contemporary rhythmic gymnastics; equally, we note the contribution of Isadora Duncan (1878–1929), a ballerina who promoted a dance based on natural movements, in creating a new style.
The beginning of the twentieth century saw the inclusion of competition in which the specific skills were given a degree of difficulty. From 1936, rhythmic gymnastics initially formed part of competitive female artistic gymnastics, being an element of the Olympic programme. From the second half of the twentieth century, the organisation of countries in Eastern Europe began, which started the birth of rhythmic gymnastics as a discipline in its own right. In 1962, under the name of “modern gymnastics”, the Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique (FIG) organised the first world competitions which were celebrated in Budapest. From then on, rhythmic gymnastics competitions have been celebrated in different venues converted to the Olympic modality, with the introduction of the individual modality in 1984 and that of a group in 1996.
In the case of Spain, although Spanish gymnasts were present in the first world competition, the discipline was below the guide of the Feminine Selection under Franco’s regime. As Mendizábal (2001) indicates, this discipline began to extend between girls throughout Spain, finally reaching levels in order to receive an individual silver medal in Barcelona 1992 and in groups in Rio 2016, and also a gold medal for groups in Atlanta 1996.
As the world governing body Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique (FIG) states, rhythmic gymnastics combines the elegance of the ballet with the drama of the theatre, and bursts with glamour, blurring the boundaries between sport and art. Rhythmic gymnasts strive to enchant judges and audiences with the polish of their exercises while executing enormously difficult manoeuvres with one of four handheld apparatus: the hoop, ball, pair of clubs and ribbon. Due to its historical influences, the correlation of music and movement is very important in rhythmic exercises (Chiat & Ying, 2012). However, it is the amount of risk a gymnast takes, often throwing the apparatus several metres into the air and losing sight of it while performing leaps, turns or acrobatic manoeuvres before regrasping it—often in seemingly impossible catches—that sets his or her routines apart.
As explained earlier, rhythmic gymnastics was born as an attempt to highlight traditionally “feminine” skills (beauty, elegance, plastic movements, finesse, etc.). In spite of that, some boys have become part of this scope on an international scale. Indeed, some federations of countries such as France or Japan recognise and promote the masculine mode of competition. Yet in Spain, masculine participation was regulated from 2005 in the Open category. In 2009, the national federation changed the regulations, stating that the competitions were exclusively for females. The protests from gymnasts and coaches reached the mass media, and put pressure onto the then Ministry of Equality on the federation to revise its decision (Vázquez-Pardal, 2014). The masculine category was therefore only recognised as such in 2009, remaining in its individual category to the present day. All in all, masculine participation in Spain, as in other countries, is still a minority, being 0.6% of male federated gymnasts in 2017. Stereotypes, prejudices and tradition are still the main barriers for the development of this discipline among boys. It is within this recent set of changes and opportunities that we explore the experiences and viewpoints of young male gymnasts, their coaches and relatives in the first empirical study in Spain, which we describe next.
Methodology: A Triad of Samples and Scholars
The samples represent a typical case in Southern Spain, with a dominance of female coaches, few male gymnasts with extensive experience and parents being the first generation faced with this opportunity of having sons involved in the sport. A total of 17 semi-structured individual interviews (in four cases, requested for participants, interviews were in pairs) were conducted between March 2016 and December 2017 with a duration that ranges from 25 up to 40 minutes. The first group is composed of nine boys whose age ranges from 9 to 19 years, having between them a few months and seven years of experience in rhythmic gymnastics. The second group, of coaches, is made up of four women whose age oscillates between 27 and 43 years. The third group, the relatives, are five women and two men with age between 34 and 45 years. The reduced size of this total sample is due to the limited presence of boys who practise this discipline, as there were only 66 masculine licences in this region in 2017. Furthermore, the sample is varied since there are professional gymnasts and amateurs (belonging to clubs), although all gymnasts study and train at the same time. Similarly, the sample has a wide range of experiences, as the most veteran individual competed in senior category in the Spanish national championship (he is now retired) and the youngest ones are in the initial competitive levels.
All coaches are women with different level of experiences as coaches, but all of them have had contact with rhythmic gymnastics since their childhood. There are no male coaches in these clubs (and there have never been). Regarding families, we interviewed both mothers and fathers, but the reality is that in most of cases, it is the mothers who take their sons to training and who encourage them to practise this sport.
With the two first authors being local researchers based in Seville, one of the largest cities in Andalusia, the sampling technique was one of convenience (Sparkes & Smith, 2014) through the different clubs in the city, and surroundings, who have male gymnasts. Afterwards, using a snowballing sampling approach, we contacted other clubs. The project was then presented to families, asking for their agreement with the interview. After the authorisation and signature of the parents’ informed consent, a date was fixed for the interview. The place of the interview was chosen by the parents, in the club facilities or in their own houses. For its development, the research project has been passed by the Ethical Research Committee of Regional Government. All participants are given pseudonyms in the analysis and interview questions are italicised in order to ease its reading. This also reflects our symbolic interactionist and reflexive approach to the interactions between the researchers and the researched, and the people in their lives.
The interviews were recorded and transcribed literally for its latter dissection through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Due to it being a new area of research, we wished to focus on the exact themes (what was said), rather than analyses examining tone, imagery, metaphor or conversational strategies (how things were said). This is an analytic method in qualitative research for identifying, analysing and reporting themes across a data set. These themes were selected if they captured something important about the research question. There were also sub-questions that guided the interviews for the three sample groups (gymnasts, coaches and parents). Both an inductive and a deductive approach were used, where themes are identified producing descriptions and explanations of particular phenomena (Sparkes & Smith, 2014).
In addition to the triad of participants, an important note should be made on the trio that is the research team. The second author (Daniel) was involved in the direct data collection and sampling, while the first author (Joaquín) assisted with the theoretical framework and initial drafting of the manuscript. Both Daniel and Joaquín have gymnastics training with experience in different modalities of the sport, but not in rhythmic gymnastics or any other aesthetic sport.
The third author (George) was later invited to assist in the writing of the chapter in English, and provided a relative outsider’s perspective as one who is a foreigner of British origin but who has lived and worked in a patriarchal, Spanish speaking country (Mexico) for five years. He thus aided the final write-up of the manuscript, aided in the restructuring over various drafts, helped with the translation of sections and engaged in debates over regionalised Spanish terms in order to make the local Andalusian research accessible to a wide readership. As a relative outsider, George has never practised rhythmic gymnastics or any form of aesthetic or competitive Western sport, as his background is rooted in the traditionalist Asian martial arts.
Communicating together, we agreed upon the original option of symbolic interactionism as a framework, which offered conceptual and methodological coherence and appropriate thematic analysis for this new area of research in Spain. Meanwhile, with the notions of interaction, identity and face-to-face interaction being key to our symbolic interactionist framework, we present this chapter as what Sparkes (2002) terms a modified realist tale: one that presents the data with our interpretations, but acknowledges the ways in which we have been involved in its construction as a text.
Now that our collaboration has been accounted for, we return our analytic gaze to the experiences and perceptions of the boys and their female coaches and their mothers, as explored in the following subsections that emerged from our thematic analysis. These are examined in a sequential pattern as based on the social interactions of the participants, starting with entering the social world of rhythmic gymnastics, developing as individual actors within the sport, and, finally, a critical look at the undoing of gender through it.
Beginning Rhythmic Gymnastics: Between Support and Rejection
Rhythmic gymnastics is a gymnastic discipline that typically begins at a very young age. Girls begin competitive practice very early and reach peak performance at a very young age: 15 years (Law, Côté, & Ericsson, 2007). In this sense, boys follow the same trajectory. Most of them began their first experiences at five or six years of age. Through sisters or female friends, boys immerse themselves within this sport discipline and begin to consider their practice in a serious manner.
When dealing with these very young children, the growth or not of this interest or motivation towards rhythmic gymnastics will depend eminently on their parents, especially mothers, who are the ones who show the most support to their children. Indeed, the previous study with boys (Piedra, 2017) reflected this. However, the versions of the coaches and the mothers are more realistic and cruel than those of the children themselves who, due to their lack of maturity or lack of knowledge, are more idealised.Well, mainly the first thing I say is that the most negative point is the father, because you end up talking to the mother and she says: “If the child wants [to participate]” the problem is the father who wants him involved in football. Are you going to point the child to rhythmic gymnastics?” (Coach 2, 28 years old)

In another experience we had with a different child, the parents did not support him: “The boy [former gymnast] was much bigger [than current boy], he was older and had a bad time. They got into it […] on the street; they did not get along very well. At home, […] neither did he finally do it, but because he did not have support or anything and the truth is that he had a bad time”. (Coach 4, 27 years old)


Fortunately, in cases where some relatives have expressed interest in the sport, mothers have been firm, supporting their children seamlessly.My husband did not even want my son [in gymnastics] because the girls go there and I say, “Shhh, what about the girls?!” And I say: “Well look, girls go too,” and I say: “Girls are running too”, I say: “What is this? Swimming? Boys and girls swim.” I remarked: “the body has muscles for that … I am already in Malaga [city holding a competition] and those places with the child”. (Mother 2, 43 years old)


The support from the whole family, or at least from the mothers, has allowed the children to develop and practise this sports discipline. This family support is therefore fundamental (Chimot & Louveau, 2010; Côtè, 1999) to subsequently reach certain levels of success in sports. Those who do not have this support, or never begin to practise it, leave quickly.
Similarly, the work of the coaches to capture and welcome children is of vital importance: “The mentality of the coach opens or closes much space to the boys” (Coach 5, 43 years). In the clubs where the boys are present, the coaches are characterised not only for having no problems, but also for seeing the presence of these boys in the rhythmic gymnastics as natural.
However, having the support of the family does not guarantee living a simple experience. On the contrary, all the interviewees, both children and parents or coaches, recognise that practising this sport is for children to face a social model based on stereotypes and that limits the sports practices of boys and girls. These boys who break from these stereotypes face situations of harassment (mostly verbal and in the school environment) more or less constant (Vázquez-Pardal, 2014). As Hickey (2008) points out, depreciatory labels are often developed to identify and position outsiders as the “negative other”. Individuals who eat under particular focus within this arrangement can be subjected to all levels of violence and oppression (p. 156).I was ten years old [he began at 8 years old] and a boy in my class told me that the sport was for girls and at that moment I listened to him, and I took one year off. (Gymnast 1, 15 years old)

My friends, classmates, are a little bit surprised and like…a little weird, and they take it badly […] because like me with my friend [female classmate] there are times that I used to do gymnastics in the patio, and they started saying things behind my back. (Gymnast 3, 11 years old)


Those who lay outside these dominant narratives often suffered the consequences which included ostracism, ridicule, and sometimes physical and psychological bullying or a combination of these (Renold, 1997). These bullying behaviours can be seen as normal or logical on the part of some older people, since the boys are coming out of “normality”. As Dupper (2013) points out, bullying should not be understood as a normal part of growth but as a systematic abuse of power—in this case, between orthodox masculinity and other masculinities.Probably, and day after day, they [other children] will say something to him. That I do not doubt. Maybe not day after day, but… now he’s in high school, the institute is even worse, so they’ll [classmates] probably tell him something [derogatory]. (Coach 1, 29 years old)

If he receives these insults first hand, we do not know; we assume so, because it is normal, and more so in today’s society. (Mother 3, 44 years old)


As we discussed, situations of harassment and insults are the most frequent among children. However, among the older ones, perhaps aware of the seriousness of the damage caused by the insults, they hide their rejection behind the jokes: jokes that are identified by their second intentions by parents.Well, in general, although there is a bit of something in there with an uncle, which is not that I criticise him but once he makes jokes like other things that…I suppose there is something behind it: I do that teasing but in reality I am thinking. (Father 1, 44 years old)


In this sense, the data of these interviews come to corroborate the approaches of Piedra et al. (2017) for understanding gender in Spanish society. These data show a society in which, although legal changes are taking place in favour of equality (children can compete in rhythmic gymnastics since 2009), the level of rejection of the difference is low, but is not high enough to reach the level of acceptance. Examples such as the insults mentioned earlier, or the jokes, make the Spanish society is not in an inclusive stage proposed by Anderson, Magrath, and Bullingham (2016), but in a previous phase of pseudo-inclusivity.
Pioneers with Personality: The Expression of Children in Rhythmic Gymnastics
Given a scenario like the one described earlier, it is logical that there are few children who wish to practise rhythmic gymnastics. It is precisely this exceptionality that both parents and coaches stand out among children. Those who begin to train in rhythmic gymnastics are children with a strong personality, with very clear ideas, who are more mature than an average child of their age is and possess a high degree of resilience.At the beginning of the course, both [two male gymnasts] suffer insults, but good. Both had it clear that they liked this and that’s that. (Coach 5, 43 years old)

Some children have told him that if it’s a “poof’s” sport, it’s a poofy one. And he knows, he has told us many times, many times. But he has personality and at the moment he has accepted it. (Mother 4, 42 years old)

Because he has not taken it badly, nor has he started to cry. Rather, he told us: “Dad, they told me I was a poof” and I told them: “I like gymnastics and what happened?” That has never been affected; if we had seen a serious problem, we would have called. (Father 2, 43 years old)

More than anything, homophobic type comments, but I put them aside and that’s it. I am a strong person who is not affected by the comments and I do not care what they tell me. (Gymnast 9, 15 years old)


This character and capacity for resistance make these children an example to follow. In fact, many of them have an example of other boys who they have been able to meet in competitions or through social networks. Although the girls in their clubs quickly become companions and friends, not feeling “alone” in a “girl’s world” and knowing about the existence of other boys and contacting them helps the boys to regain confidence in themselves and continue training as the first day.He [son] was motivated when he returned to a local competition because the older sister competed and saw Juan, who is a gymnast from another city. And there he was super motivated because he said, “Look, here is a boy who competes at county level, because then I want to return”. (Coach 1, 29 years old)


In addition, the village in which there has already been a male presence in rhythmic gymnastics makes it easier for the children following it. The culture of the people with respect to these children is different, making it simpler (though not entirely easy) for children to participate in this sport. The families and coaches of these clubs and children are aware of this, and they know that current children can be an example for future children:Between that Álvaro [former male gymnast] was already established, he had already normalised it…. (Coach 5, 43 years)
The truth is that yes… it’s that here in the town there was at the time a child that we say that broke the mould […] Then here people are already more aware about that. (Mother 1, 34 years old)

In marginal situations and strong social pressure to follow a dominant model, as Demers (2010) points out in their work as coaches and homophobia, having an example to follow makes those who come behind feel more confident and confident. Having examples of boys practising girls’ sports is an indication that homohysteria levels are being reduced (Anderson, 2008, 2009).
Undoing Gender or Fighting for Their Rights?
As happened with the previous work (Piedra, 2017), most coaches, parents and gymnasts believe that rhythmic gymnastics is a female sport, which exploits the typical female characteristics. As Krane (2001) points out, patriarchal and heterosexist society privileges traditional forms of femininity over those which challenge the standards.I personally believe that it is feminine. I think that rhythmic gymnastics is feminine, of course. What happens is that I will never close off … or else I will take away the desire of a boy to do it. But obviously it’s a female sport. (Coach 5, 43 years old)
Yes it’s true that [boys’] legs do not look the same, that it looks more elegant in a female gymnast […] female gymnastics is more elegant and dresses more in a tapestry, but I support male gymnastics because … I don’t know, why not? (Coach 2, 28 years old)
No, I think they are different but that they can be practiced by both men and women. I think that when it comes to watching [female] gymnastics is finer, I think it’s the only difference, that girls are seen as more elegant. (Gymnast 9, 15 years old)


For that reason, it seems logical that boys assume it improper for them to engage in some activities that are socially classified as for girls and boys want to move away from that femininity (Anderson, 2005). That is what some of the people interviewed told us: that they do not feel comfortable as or for boys making certain typical feminine movements. Even a father considers the continuity of his son because of that aspect. As Priyadharshini and Pressland (2016) underline, tradition, sport structure, social pressure and gender status of some sports are in many cases an obstacle for the change of mind. Doing the opposite could mean discredit, mockery or rejection from an important part of society. Nonetheless, this idea contradicts the conclusions reached by Peterson and Anderson (2012) in their studies with male dancers. In this work, researchers indicate that participating in “feminine” activities is something frequent and is no longer a subversive activity. The views of two parents (a couple discussing their son) illustrate a greater divide in Andalusia:He is a boy and has nothing feminine. In fact, I see him [her pupil] as male, because in the movements that we develop with him, okay? Many times I say, “Put your hand in there” and he looks at me like: “What are you saying?” [Laughter]. That’s why I try to put more straight movements. (Coach 4, 27 years old)
I have seen an older boy in a competition, and the truth is that it was a bit out of tune […] and next to the girls, he can be out of tune, a bit more […] we should change what you say, that feminine part of the music, of clothes … Because at certain ages it looks a bit ridiculous, to be honest. That really worries me, because if he keeps coming and doing it…. (Father 2, 43 years old)
Well, we’ll see, maybe he set a trend like Javier Fernandez [Spanish figure skater], isn’t it? We’ll see. (Mother 4, 42 years old)


In other cases, the differences between a male and female rhythmic gymnastics are totally based on the classic arguments of biological differences of flexibility and strength, even going so far as to rethink the rules of this sport to better adapt to these differences.It’s different because most boys don’t have the flexibility that girls have, okay? They have usually come to have more strength. Then they usually do a part of jumps in which they see a lot of power. And in the turns, too. (Coach 4, 27 years old)
A small adaptation was already made; it was done at the Spanish federation level. It has adapted to boys. They are allowed to make a series of risks that the girls are limited to three and they have allowed them to increase one more, to four. (Coach 5, 43 years old)


However, there are examples of gymnasts that do break stereotypes, defending their masculinity or the diversity of masculinities in a sport such as rhythmic gymnastics.I have a very abstract concept of masculinity and nothing at all … because rhythmic gymnastics itself is dance and there are many dancers […] who would be a bit masculine. There are also many rugby players who are seen by society as less masculine. What happens is that, as you say, [male rhythmic gymnastics] is encompassed in a sport that is mostly female because it is already thought that they lose a little masculinity in order to practice it. I don’t think so. (Gymnast 4, 19 years old)


Conclusions
The aim of this work has been to explore the experiences and viewpoints of young male gymnasts, their coaches and relatives in the region of Andalusia, Spain. Through this chapter, we have presented the narrated experiences of these protagonists of a traditionally feminine gymnastics discipline. The experiences reported by all the protagonists are positive, although this does not mean that there have been negative experiences of harassment that have affected them.
Despite the special personality of these boys, who venture into a sport not “prepared” for them, the journey they have to experience is complicated, assuming, in some cases, the abandonment of gymnastic practice due to the difficulties encountered. This journey is smoothed when there have already been precedents in the club or in the village. The presence of these first male gymnasts represents a clash with the traditional sports stereotypes in force in our society. But they also mean, over time, a normalisation of the situation of these boys, which facilitates a greater range of gendered experiences for future boys. This way, the prior existence of boys in the club has not only offered an example to follow for those boys taking up the sport, but has also generated within the environment a doubt about the immobility of the canons of gender, thus creating less hostile environments that are more respectful of diversity (Anderson, 2009).
The situation presented by boys, coaches and parents, added to the national institutional situation that is inclined to the recognised practice of competitive rhythmic gymnastics for men, points to an inclusive society with reduced levels of homohysteria (Anderson, 2005; Kian & Anderson, 2009; Southall, Nagel, Anderson, Polite, & Southall, 2009). However, the low participation of children is this discipline (and in others also traditionally feminine), the constant situations of discrimination reported by the participants, and the lack of a truly disruptive approach of children and families with the heteropatriarchal system, point, as already pointed out in other studies, to a situation in Andalusia of pseudo-inclusivity culture.
Changing this situation requires an increase in male participation in rhythmic gymnastics, the growth of clubs that host male gymnasts, and the visibility of boys who are practising this discipline, seen not only in the local and national media, but also in schools where the greatest focus of discrimination is found.
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Introduction
Men’s contact teamsports, such as football, have historically been understood as a hostile environment for sexual minorities (Hekma, 1998; Parker, 1996; Pronger, 1990). In recent years, however, academic research has documented how teamsports have become increasingly progressive for gay athletes (Anderson, 2011a; Anderson & McGuire, 2010; Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015). As has been argued elsewhere in this collection (e.g. Cleland & Magrath—see Chap. 19), high levels of inclusivity have been evident in research on football (e.g. Adams, 2011; Adams & Anderson, 2012; Gaston, Magrath, & Anderson, 2018; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b, 2018; Magrath et al., 2015; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017).
In this chapter, we aim to investigate the inclusive nature of the teammates of the second active professional footballer to come out, Anton Hysèn. This was a unique opportunity as, historically, the majority of professional athletes wait until their retirement to announce their sexuality (e.g. Cleland, Magrath, & Kian, 2018). Hysèn is one of the few professional athletes who have “come out” while still playing professional sport, thus allowing the data to present a current reflection of acceptance rather than a historical account of how team members recall their level of acceptance. In this endeavor, we employed surveys to collect data from Hysèn’s teammates, measuring the team’s overall attitudes toward homosexuality while also investigating if there were any socio-negative issues with having an openly gay athlete on the team. This chapter will focus on the male homosexuality and homophobia toward male athletes due to the participants in this research being only men.
Sport and Homophobia in the Twentieth Century
Sport has traditionally been heralded as an important institution for men in Western societies. This is because it was used to promote a particular form of masculinity brought on by twentieth-century industrialization (Anderson, 2009a). Sport’s principal purpose was to discipline men into becoming suitable soldiers and factory workers, for the new industrial world. Concurrent with the industrial revolution, there was an increasing visibility of homosexuality, which Freud (1905) theorized was a product of primary socialization being the mother’s job. Put simply, there was a cultural belief that young men were being made gay through too much mothering influence. As such, sport also socialized men into conservative values: sexism, physical violence, compulsory heterosexuality, the normalization of aggression, homophobia, and femphobia to distance themselves from homosexuality (Anderson, 2009b). This desire for men to distance themselves from femininity is based upon the patriarchal notion that masculinity is superior to femininity (Crosset, 1990), and the belief that any association with femininity will cast homosexual suspicion (Bird, 1996).
As well as adhering to the cultural norms of masculinity, men had to establish their own heteromasculinity if they were to be esteemed in the eyes of other men (Adams, Anderson, & McCormack, 2010). Because homosexuality is mostly invisible, men have tackled this by policing the behaviors of others, in a king-of-the-hill style competition, where suspected gay males were relegated down-hill (Anderson, 2005a). While this jockeying often included physical domination (e.g. Plummer, 1999), homophobic discourse has been the primary weapon to regulate the behaviors of teammates, question their heterosexuality, and steer them away from perceived feminine behaviors (Plummer, 2006). Thus, homophobia helps defend against homosexual suspicion while ensuring others adhere to the endorsed form of masculinity within sport (Anderson, 2009b).
Interestingly, despite the homophobic attitudes palpable throughout the 1980s, little academic research exists concerning the relationship between sport, masculinities, and homosexuality around this time (see Garner & Smith (1977) and Sabo & Runfola (1980) for notable exceptions). Accordingly, it can be hypothesized that homophobia in sport was not seen as issue for academics, or, simply, an accepted part of sporting culture. This lack of research can also be linked to the fact that gay athletes had not yet begun to emerge from their sporting closets, nor did they exist openly within the sport-related occupational industry. For example, when Pronger (1990) studied closeted Canadian gay athletes in the late 1980s, he was unable to find men who were out to their teammates. Indeed, gay athletes remained closeted largely because of the high degree of homophobia in sport at the time (Hekma, 1998; Pronger, 1990; Wolf-Wendel, Toma, & Morphew, 2001; Woog, 1998). Hence, sport has been widely recognized as an institution which promotes heterosexuality over homosexuality.
Sport and Homophobia in the Twenty-First Century
Since the turn of the millennium, matters have changed significantly; an abundance of research has shown that there has been a significant increase in cultural homophobia (Clements & Field, 2014; Twenge, Sherman, & Wells, 2016). While there have been claims that sport continues to lag behind wider society (e.g. Butterworth, 2006), extensive research shows that this is not the case; indeed, sport has become one of the safest havens for gay male athletes (Anderson, 2009a, 2014; Anderson, Magrath, & Bullingham, 2016; Cashmore & Cleland, 2012; Cleland et al., 2018; Magrath, 2017a, 2018; Morales & White, 2019; Murray & White, 2017).
It has been theorized that the shift in masculinity and the decline in homophobia is linked to the emergence of softer forms of masculinity; this has disregarded previous research documenting high levels of homophobia—and a hegemonic form of masculinity (Anderson, 2005b; Anderson et al., 2016; Murray, White, Scoats, & Anderson, 2016; White & Hobson, 2017). These changes have been theorized as “inclusive masculinities,” which is commonly expressed by millennials (Anderson et al., 2016). By contrast, those who continue to espouse negative attitudes toward homosexuality tend to express what has been theorized as “orthodox” masculinity (McCormack & Anderson, 2010).
Inclusive Masculinity Theory broadly argues that, with the decline in homophobia, men no longer need to police masculinity to the same degree as that in older research suggests. Indeed, this will be futile and become less effective over time, as individuals will not fear being perceived as gay nor face any repercussions by others if perceived as such (Anderson, 2011a). This freedom to express any gender-specific characteristics allows men to express more femininity and become closer to each other physically and emotionally (Anderson, 2011a; Anderson & McCormack, 2016)—thus blurring the difference between masculinity and femininity (Kuper, Nussbaum, & Mustanski, 2012). In sport, Inclusive Masculinity Theory has become the most prolific means of theorizing the experiences of openly gay athletes (e.g. Anderson, 2011a; Cleland, 2014; Magrath, Cleland, & Anderson, 2017)—as we now discuss in greater detail.
Sport and Declining Homophobia
Although the research in the previous section documents the high levels of homophobia in twentieth century sport, the first research on openly gay athletes was not published until 2002. Here, Anderson (2002) interviewed openly gay high school and university athletes in the United States, showing that, despite the expectation of physical and verbal assault, these men were supported by teammates and coaches. Anderson (2002) argued that participants’ perceived expectation of homophobia was not met does not rule out any other ways the athletes can be discriminated. Indeed, in this setting, homophobic language was still commonplace in sport, but these athletes did not believe that this language was directed toward them.
Almost a decade later, Anderson (2011a) replicated this research with the same methods. Unlike participants in his initial study, the athletes who came out between 2008 and 2010 did not have any fear about being open with their teammates about their sexual orientation. Moreover, the earlier participants existed more in a don’t ask, don’t tell environment; but, in contrast, found the opposite in the latter study, with open and frank conversations with teammates were commonplace (Anderson, 2011a). Similar research has also documented how a variety of sports have also seen a significant shift in attitudes, including rugby (Anderson & McGuire, 2010) and equestrian sports (Dashper, 2012; Letts, this edition).
However, as we acknowledged earlier in this chapter, many of the cultural changes evident in the sporting world can be found in football—in both the United Kingdom and the United States. Adams (2011), for example, showed that, despite there being no openly gay teammates, university footballers in the United States showed inclusivity toward sexual minorities. None of the players objected to having an openly gay teammate, and all supported same-sex marriage (which had not been passed in the United States at the time of data collection) and same-sex adoption. Moreover, several of the players in the team also wore pink cleats and enjoyed emotionally open friendships with one another, without the threat of homophobic repercussions. Similar levels of inclusivity were also evident in Anderson’s (2011b) research on another US university football team. This study found that some participants previously espoused negative attitudes toward homosexuality, something which they were embarrassed about when thinking back. Indeed, all but one of the teammates now exhibited positive attitudes.
And, finally in the United States, Adams and Anderson (2012) witnessed the first-ever first-hand coming out of a gay athlete in a US football team. They showed that, despite the university’s link with Catholicism, the player was positively received, and even witnessed a decline of heteronormativity as players became explicitly aware of the existence of multiple sexualities. The coming out of this player also promoted social cohesion in the group, and they were thankful to the researchers for facilitating this.
Outside of the United States, where football arguably holds a far more dominant sporting position, numerous research projects have found comparable levels of inclusivity. Most notably, this has been evident in research on young, elite footballers in Premier League academies. Magrath et al. (2015), for example, showed that players they interviewed were largely positive in their attitudes toward homosexuality, despite having relatively little contact with gay men in their everyday lives—both inside and outside of football. These players also had little objection to acting as “best man” at a same-sex wedding or speaking to the media about their support of gay rights. Magrath’s (2017a) research elsewhere documents virtually identical findings, though also shows that players identifying as strongly religious, perhaps predictably, held more conservative attitudes (see also Magrath, 2017b).
This change in attitudes toward homosexuality in sport has also affected how straight players interact with one another. Anderson and McCormack (2015) found that 39 out of 40 student athletes had shared a bed with another male, and 37 of the participants had cuddled another male either in bed or on a sofa. Finally, majority of participants did not fear getting a boner and it was not considered as an issue or a same-sex desire. Other forms of intimacy has been documented among athletes; specifically, Anderson, Adams, and Rivers (2012) found that 89% of their participants had kissed another male, and none of the participants reported any homophobic repercussion. The kiss was not considered sexual; also, this form of intimacy was considered to happen regularly.
These changes in attitudes have also been evident among sports fans. For example, Cashmore and Cleland (2012) found that 93% of professional football fans in England would accept a gay player on the team they support. These fans were also critical of the claim that they were to blame for keeping professional players closeted, instead believing that clubs and agents were more to blame. Elsewhere, Cleland’s (2015) research on fan forums documented a significant cultural shift, with stigma attached to those who espoused any personalized degree of homophobia. Moreover, this research also found that fans believed that a player’s playing performance was the most important factor, not his sexuality.
Recent years have also seen a shift in the representation of gay male athletes in sports media. Traditionally complicit in the reaffirmation of traditionally masculine values (e.g. Aitchison, 2007), contemporary sports media are far more sensitive in their reporting of homosexuality in sport (Kian, Anderson, Vincent & Murray, 2015). This has been especially evident in the reporting of gay (and bisexual) male athletes coming out of the closet, including John Amaechi (Kian & Anderson, 2009), Jason Collins (Kian, Anderson & Shipka, 2015), Anton Hysèn (Cleland, 2014), Thomas Hitzlsperger (Cleland et al., 2018), and Tom Daley (Magrath, Cleland, & Anderson, 2017).
Sweden, Homophobia, and Anton Hysén
While attitudes in the most dominant nations in the West have documented increasingly positive attitudes toward homosexuality (Clements & Field, 2014; Twenge et al., 2016), Sweden—where this research is situated—is the second-highest inclusive nation when comparing for sexual equality (Gerhards, 2007). Indeed, Gerhards’ (2007) study used national samples containing at least 1000 interviews with participants over the age of 18 and asked whether, “Homosexuality is never (1)/always (10) justified.” Sweden had a mean value of 7.7. The second question in Gerhards’s (2007) study was based on whether participant minded having a homosexual neighbor: again, Sweden had the highest score with 94% documenting no objection.
More recently, Gerhards (2010) performed a similar study where the participants were questioned whether they would have a gay neighbor, which 94% of the participants agreed they would. The final question in Gerhards (2010) was “homosexual marriage should be allowed throughout Europe”; 71% of the Swedish participants agreed to this question. Sweden expressed higher positivity than both the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic.1 The purpose of the comparison of the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic is to use attitudes toward masculinity in a more recent study to be able to suggest if Sweden would have likely changed its overall attitude toward homosexuality.
Problematically, however, this can now be viewed as historical data, because no such study has been conducted for almost a decade—and no more contemporaneous research on Sweden exists. However, using the Czech Republic and UK data, we can make accurate assumptions toward Sweden’s attitude toward homosexuality. Kohut et al. (2013) showed further improvement in attitudes toward homosexuality when comparing to Gerhards’ (2007, 2010) results (see footnote 1). The participants in Kohut’s et al. (2013) study were questioned “should homosexuality be accepted in society”; 76% of the participants from the United Kingdom and 80% of the Czech Republic participants agreed that homosexuality should be accepted by society. We should, therefore, expect to see improvement in Sweden’s collective attitude, too.
Looking at more recent data, Pew Research (2017) investigated the attitudes toward homosexuality and specifically whether homosexuality should be accepted by society. The study used numerous European countries; however, we focused specifically on the Czech Republic as it is featured in all three studies. In the Czech Republic, 78% participants agreed it should be accepted. This was slightly lower than Kohut’s et al. (2013) results, but still higher than Gerhard’s (2007) results. Pew research also collected data on “should same-sex marriage be legal throughout Europe”; 65% of the Czech Republic participants agreed same-sex marriage should be legal. With Kohut’s et al. (2013) and Pew Research’s (2017) results, it can be suggested that following the UK and the Czech Republic’s attitudes toward homosexuality becoming more inclusive, this trend can be suggested to have a similar effect for Sweden.
In football, aside from Gaston et al.’s (2018) research on Anton Hysén, no other direct research exists. We can, however, point toward Cleland’s (2014) media analysis, which was largely supportive and positive toward him; this stood in stark contrast to the last openly gay (active) professional footballer, Justin Fashanu (see also Gaston et al., 2018). The current study thus exists as the first-ever study of Swedish sporting attitudes toward a gay athlete.
Methods
This research investigated the attitudes and experiences of teammates of an openly gay football player, Anton Hysén. Access was possible due to the established rapport between Hysén and the second author, thus giving a unique and noteworthy gateway into this research locale.
Participants
The participants used in this study are the teammates of Anton Hysén. Hysén was also the gatekeeper to the participants. He contacted them through email with a link to the survey which was created on Survey Monkey. Although Hysén contacted the participants directly, only half of the potential participants (15) elected to participate in the study. While we still believe this to be a relatively accurate snapshot of attitudes on the team, we cannot speculate as to why the completion rate was only at 50%. Nevertheless, we also exercise caution in the generalizability of these results. Participants were the typical age of a professional footballer, ranging between 22 and 34 and averaging 26. All participants were White, self-identified as exclusively heterosexual, and all but one were non-religious.
Instruments
The study used a questionnaire consisting of 27 questions that participants accessed online. In discussions with Hysén, it was confirmed that all potential participants spoke and read English with some level of competency, thus not requiring an English and Swedish translation of the questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed using both closed and open questions. The study used a five-Likert scale for participants to express their attitudes toward homosexuality, while the other questions had a two-Likert scale (yes and no). Closed questions allowed the research to present statistical finding of players’ position about having a gay teammate, while the open questions allowed participants to elaborate a deeper insight of their thoughts, beliefs, and ideas regarding sexuality and masculinity. The use of open-ended questions was strategically developed, as open-ended questions can be beneficial when surveying a small group of people (Sproull, 2002).
Participants’ Expression of Inclusivity
Previous research has shown that athletes are becoming more inclusive in their attitude toward homosexuality—and the notion of openly gay teammates (Adams & Anderson, 2012; Anderson, 2011a; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b; Magrath et al., 2015; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017). The current research builds upon these findings, indicating a slight improvement in attitudes toward gay men before and after meeting Anton Hysén. Indeed, as Fig. 25.1 shows, the results showed that all participants held positive attitudes toward homosexuality.[image: ../images/467111_1_En_25_Chapter/467111_1_En_25_Fig1_HTML.png]
Fig. 25.1Attitudes toward gay men


Although the figure displays a minimal change in attitude, these findings are still evidence that improving attitudes is possible when interacting with someone who is gay (Adams & Anderson, 2012)—evidence of Allport’s contact theory (see McCann, Minichiello, & Plummer, 2009). There is also, of course, evidence that these participants are disinterested in sexuality (e.g. “Do not think about it either way”). Further, these findings could also suggest that these men may have had a gay or bisexual teammate before Hysèn—or indeed in their immediate family or friendship group outside of football. However, we argue here that this is still evidence of inclusivity, because there is no evidence of negativity (see also Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015).
This inclusivity was also evident when participants reported on their direct experiences with Hysèn. The neutrality of these responses was grouped with positive responses, as this could be understood of inclusivity as homosexuality is viewed as on-par with heterosexuality (Fig. 25.2).[image: ../images/467111_1_En_25_Chapter/467111_1_En_25_Fig2_HTML.png]
Fig. 25.2Players’ experience with a gay teammate


Participants’ overall experiences with Hysén were also positive for team cohesion. Indeed, it was found that seven participants believed that Hysén’s sexuality had no negative bearing, while eight participants believed it to have a positive impact. One participant elaborated that this experience has made him “more open-minded about things.” All but two (who didn’t respond) also felt at ease around Hysén (see also Adams & Anderson, 2012).
As an extension of this, participants also responded positively toward being physically tactile with Hysén. All of those who participated in the research commented that their physical interaction is indifferent to their physical interaction with a heterosexual teammate. Looking specifically at hugging, all 15 participants were comfortable hugging a gay or bisexual teammate, while all also believed that kissing between teammates should occur. These findings thus support existing research documenting physical intimacy and tactility in a sport setting is not negatively disrupted by a gay player (Anderson, 2014; Anderson & McCormack, 2016; Magrath, 2017a).
There were some negative responses, however; four participants spoke of personal issues which were affected by Hysén. For example, one participant reported that Hysén caused issues for him personally (although didn’t elaborate on this), while another spoke of his discomfort when getting changed around Hysén. Two others were concerned with Hysén causing potential issues with team dynamics. Despite these comments, however, these were very much a minority, and should not overlook the predominantly positive findings in this research.
Indeed, 14 participants reported that there were no issues caused by Hysén’s sexuality. In fact, this even proved to be a positive aspect of the research, with one participant commenting that, “Rather [than being negative], the opposite. Playing with Anton and becoming his friend has rather enriched my life.” Another participant also spoke of Hysén’s sexuality being an issue no differently in comparison to a heterosexual teammate: “It would, I wouldn’t care less!”
Others simply declared positivity toward Hysén with simple affirmations. Discussing getting changed with Hysén, one simply commented that it was “not a problem,” while another said, “I don’t have a problem with that.” This was also the case when talking about whether Hysén’s sexuality caused as an issue with team dynamics: “I don’t care whether someone is gay or not. Everyone should feel comfortable with the person they love and whether that’s a he or she shouldn’t matter.”
This overall acceptance of homosexuality, however detailed or otherwise participants’ support was, is telling, and reflective of broader cultural changes in Sweden (Gerhards, 2007, 2010) and in sports (e.g. Anderson, 2011a; Anderson et al., 2016; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b). These findings can also be further underpinned using Anderson’s (2009a) Inclusive Masculinity Theory, and becomes the first Swedish-based sports research to do so. Participants were overwhelmingly clear in their support, and were unconcerned as to whether playing with Hysén may also lead others to think that they are gay, too. We now discuss this in greater detail.
Continuing Problems
Inclusive Masculinity Theory suggests that with the shift in attitudes toward homosexuality (Anderson, 2009a), there are still individuals who express negative attitudes. Indeed, despite the high levels of positivity discussed earlier, this proved to be the case here, too. There were, for example, several areas where potential homophobia was experienced by participants in this study. This is best illustrated in Fig. 25.3.[image: ../images/467111_1_En_25_Chapter/467111_1_En_25_Fig3_HTML.png]
Fig. 25.3Homophobia players have experienced


Examining these results, the vast majority of participants (13) agree that “gay jokes” occur in the locker room setting; sexuality was often used as a means to taunt and tease other players, regardless of their sexuality. As with previous research examining the relationship between homosexually-themed language and banter (e.g. McCormack, 2011; McCormack, Wignall, & Morris, 2016; Magrath, 2018), only four of the participants do not believe this to be evidence of homophobia as there was no negative intent behind their language. One participant, for example, commented that the purpose of this language was to “make the other guys in the team laugh.” Another said, “It’s humor. We joke about everything…religion, women, men, color, everything!” Participants were also keen to point out that this ceased to be humor if a member of the team was offended. One said that, “As long as someone doesn’t feel offended by it, I don’t see any reason not to joke about anything.” And another: “I believe humor may diffuse things which may normally be difficult to talk about.”
Examining Hysén’s involvement in this locker-room banter, many of the participants acknowledge that he is often front-and-center of this humor. He was described, for example, as being “usually in the middle of it” and “he’s usually the one involved most closely in it.” Thus, these findings directly align with Gaston et al. (2018) research, in which Hysén does not report any homophobia from his teammates, while also acknowledging the positive role that banter plays in this environment.
In contrast, however, when examining the nature of homophobia in the competitive environment, some participants spoke of the occasional comments heard from fans inside stadia. One simply commented that “it [homophobic comments] sometimes happen, but we don’t call them fans.” Another alluded to similar-type incidents yet did not provide any significant depth to his answer, instead preferring to write: “A lot of things [happen] that I don’t need to write here.” Perhaps most surprisingly given recent findings (e.g. Magrath, 2018), approximately half of the participants involved in this study indicated that they have heard homophobic comments from fans during matches.
Two of these examples discussed how Hysén himself was the target of this discrimination. However, perhaps predictably, this came from opposition fans, rather than the team’s own fans. “Not from our fans, but from other teams,” one said. Another spoke of the fact that homophobia is occasionally used by opposition players on the pitch: “It’s not that much from fans, but some comments are heard by other teams.” One was especially critical of this, saying that it “doesn’t belong on the pitch.” In response, similar to participants in Magrath’s (2017a) research, these men said they went to extreme lengths to defend their teammate against homophobia on the pitch: “We tackle the shit out of that person,” one participant commented.
Thus, in-line with research discussed elsewhere in this chapter, the participants in this research show resilience against the homophobia discussed earlier—declaring it unacceptable. Moreover, this also provides further support for Anderson’s (2009a) Inclusive Masculinity Theory, where participants support their gay teammate, and do so by extreme lengths. Indeed, they even go to extreme and violent lengths to stand up for Hysén against the homophobia on the pitch. Nevertheless, it also documents how such language is often commonplace in football and exists as a negative consequence of participation in competitive teamsports (Adams et al., 2010; Magrath, 2018). Further research is required to examine the nature of language on the pitch in more detail.
Conclusion
Sport has historically been used as a vehicle to turn boys and men away from femininity, while simultaneously promoting the athlete’s
                
               masculine capital (Rigauer, 1981). As cultural homophobia increased throughout the 1980s, men’s competitive teamsports were shown to be highly homophobic institutions (Hekma, 1998; Pronger, 1990; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2001; Woog, 1998). In recent years, however, a plethora of academic evidence has shown that attitudes in sport have become increasingly liberal—and gay athletes widely supported in the sports industry (Adams, 2011; Adams & Anderson, 2012; Kian, Anderson, & Shipka, 2015; Magrath, 2019; Magrath et al., 2015; Cleland, 2014, 2015).
This research contributes to this ever-increasing knowledge-base by focusing on semi-professional footballers’ attitudes toward homosexuality in Sweden—a new and unique area of study. The results of this research show support that football is becoming a more inclusive sport while also adding data from another country (research is usually conducted in the United Kingdom and United States). Indeed, the findings presented in this chapter still document high levels of inclusivity toward their gay teammate—much like that of similar research (Adams, 2011; Adams & Anderson, 2012; Anderson, 2011b; Magrath, 2017a, 2017b, 2018; Magrath et al., 2015; Roberts, Anderson, & Magrath, 2017). Hysén’s sexuality was deemed unimportant and did not negatively disrupt the flow of team cohesion, although a minority of participants did espouse some concerns. These high levels of support were further compounded by the fact that Hysén’s teammates were extremely critical of fans and opposition teammates who attempted to homophobically taunt him, even going to extreme lengths to defend him.
Thus, with the addition of this research to existing knowledge, we can see that there is further evidence that the football industry in Europe, not just the United Kingdom and the United States, is becoming an increasingly positive environment. However, while these results may have been expected given that Sweden has been shown to have largely positive attitudes toward homosexuality, this may not necessarily be the case elsewhere in Europe. Numerous countries in Eastern Europe, for instance, are seeing rising levels of intolerance toward homosexuality—meaning that this may be reflected in football, too. Further research investigating this relationship must, therefore, be undertaken.
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Footnotes
1The United Kingdom scored 5.1 and the Czech Republic scored 5.5 on “Homosexuality is never (1)/always (10) justified,” whilst. Looking at “no objection to homosexuality,” the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic had 46% and 52% of the population expressing no objection (Gerhards, 2007). On the matter of whether the participants would have a gay neighbor, the United Kingdom scored 75.9% and the Czech Republic scored 80.7%. On the question of whether the participants agree with homosexual marriage being allowed throughout Europe, 46% of the UK participants and 52% of the Czech Republic participants agreed.
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Introduction
Historically, devoting time to strengthening
                
               the body
, to build muscles and prepare the body
 for ultimate performance resonates well with what Mosse (1996) calls the masculine stereotype. Within sport science, scholars have repeatedly emphasized how gendered norms are reproduced in sport, contributing to maintaining male legitimacy and patriarchal power. Moreover, socialization through sports has generally been understood as a masculinizing process per se (Kidd, 2013). The construction and notion of masculinity is, however, gradually changing, becoming re-modified and re-thought. But these transformational processes are uneven and vary greatly between, for example, different national contexts and sports or forms of exercises. In certain (sub)cultural settings we still find more or less ‘archetypical’ masculinities leaning heavily on polarized understandings of gender and orthodox gender
 hierarchies, whereas in other (sport) settings men and masculinities are gradually moving towards more gender-inclusive and equality-based positions of sport, performance and gender relations (Anderson, Magrath, & Bullingham, 2016).
From a situation in which predominantly young men participated in sport, today more or less all young people in Sweden are at some point during adolescence engaged in some sort of organized sport or other form of physical activity. Institutionalized in society, within sports clubs, through unorganized play, at gym and fitness centres, or through mandatory Physical Education
 in schools, boys and girls (and men and women) are socialized to be ‘on the move’. Centring on two arenas, or cultural contexts, for physical activity, we will in this chapter focus on the gendered dimensions of the physically active body in the country of Sweden. More specifically, the aim of the chapter is to describe and analyse how the doing of masculinity have been performed over time within organized (mainly competitive) sport and Physical Education
 in school.
The chapter is partly based on our own empirical data as well as on other research on gender and masculinities, and on readings of secondary literature
. Our own data will mainly be used as an inspiration and exemplification to the analysis and discussion presented. Therefore, our descriptions of organized sport and Physical Education
 in school will by necessity be quite schematic and not completely parallel. Further, we have not separated our use of data and secondary literature
 from theoretical concepts used. Instead, we have treated and understood the data as already saturated in/by theory. The data used mainly builds upon qualitative material gathered through interviews and observations and in general an ethnographic
 approach to the research, but also some quantitative material will be utilized in order to present a bigger picture (Larsson & Johansson, 2012; Andreasson & Johansson, 2019).
The chapter is structured as follows. Next, the general background to and context for the chapter is explained. This will be done in two separate sections; first, we have the basic cultural and historical development of sport in Sweden, and how its gendered dimensions have manifested over time. Second, we will present a discussion on the more general context of the Swedish welfare system and state, which can be understood as a presentation of the political framework, that in different ways steer, influence and impact upon the logic and gendering of physically active bodies, among other things. The background sections are followed by accounts of the two cultural arenas chosen for the chapter: organized club sport and Physical Education
 in schools, respectively. Finally, in the concluding section, bringing the threads together, we present an analytically developed approach to understanding and contextualizing sport and masculinity in Sweden.
From Men’s Movement, to Youth (Cultures) on the Move
The modern roots of contemporary physical activities and exercise in Sweden and elsewhere can largely be traced back to the early nineteenth century European Turnhalle (gymnasium) and Friedrich Ludwig Jahn’s turnkunst, as well as to the methods of exercise developed by, for example, Per Henrik Ling (Johansson, 1998; Bonde, 1994). In the early nineteenth century, the Swedish gymnast and teacher Per Henrik Ling created a gymnastics
 system which became known throughout the world under the name of Swedish gymnastics. As part of physical culture, the techniques developed basically aimed to teach and raise young boys to become strong and united men in times of war
. Hence, Swedish gymnastics
 was developed to closely resemble military exercises, building on scientific knowledge from a range of academic disciplines, such as anatomy, physiology, medicine and pedagogy, and more broadly on ideas about modernity and how to build a modern society.
It is possible, of course, to find even earlier roots and developments of physical cultures associated with gendered constructs such as in ancient Greece and Rome. Nevertheless, the development and growth of physical culture in the early nineteenth century is often considered a starting point for contemporary sport in the Nordic countries. Techniques used to develop and form strong, muscular and masculine coded bodies were prominent at this time, and using influences from the Swedish as well as the Danish and German gymnastics
 movements systems, scientists in different countries began to develop methods and techniques for improving health and stamina, mainly in the Western hemisphere (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014). Looking at this development, the exercise schedules and the performance of Swedish gymnastics
 one can see that it also conveys resemblances with popular group fitness activities found in contemporary societies. It was collectively performed with ‘troops’ of participants standing in lines, one after another, performing gymnastics
 drills commanded by a gymnastics
 director (which was also the formal title of Physical Education
 teachers) in front of them supervising and directing their movements. The movements in Swedish gymnastics
 were not, however, accompanied by pop music; nor were there, at least in the beginning, any women participating (see also Sassatelli, 2010).
The Swedish sports movement was for a long time (and still is, it can be argued) a movement created by men, for men, designed to form and educate capable masculinities (Olofsson, 1989). However, starting in the early decades of the twentieth century, the understanding of physical activities and gender gradually changed. Indeed, from the 1940s, and onwards, a more explicit focus on public health issues and youth gradually became prominent. The Swedish Sports Confederation (which today consists of about 70 sport federations and more than 20,000 non-profit clubs/associations), for example, formed their first child and youth committee, with the goal to establish guidelines for how to reach young people’s physical activities outside the school context. The aim of reaching more young people began to be realized a decade later, in the 1950s, when a governmental aid was implemented to organizations that actively worked with youth. This support is also to be understood in a broader context, not least in relation to the ending of previously alcohol rationing which had been applicable in Sweden. A general concern that young people (i.e., boys) would make trouble with free access to alcohol were prominent, and one solution was thought to be health through physical activities for the general, young male, public (Andreasson & Redelius, 2018).
Furthermore, other changes of relevance occurred in Swedish society as well as in other Nordic countries. The expansion of the Swedish Sports Confederation, to take that example, coincided with an extensive expansion of the public social and welfare system in the 1970s. A number of gender-equality reforms were introduced, and strong demands were formulated that girls should have the same opportunities to participate in society and sport as boys, an issue to which we will return soon. This meant that more sports became available to girls and their participation increased markedly, which of course affected the previously strong connotations and almost linear relationship between physically capable bodies and masculinity (Olofsson, 1989; Larsson, 2001; Andreasson & Redelius, 2018). This cultural development and movement could also be seen in other arenas for physical activities. In a relatively short period of time, the notion of gym and fitness culture, for example, evolved from being perceived as a subcultural phenomenon, located in sweaty, masculine, confined homosocial basement environments, to becoming a mass leisure activity in bright and fresh facilities. Starting in the 1990s Sweden, spaces were created to facilitate coexistence between different forms of exercise, previously segregated by gender (aerobics in gymnasiums and strength training in so-called basement facilities). Thus, (young) men and women were to be found in the same premises, which had synergetic effects on how physical exercise, cardio workouts and muscle-building practices were perceived and negotiated in terms of gender. Although this development was primarily commercially driven and privatized, it thus showed strong resemblances with the development of Swedish Sports Confederation and Physical Education
 in school, which were mainly financed in relation to state control and collective signatures (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014).
The Nordic Model, and Changing Masculinities
The ways in which people’s sport activities are understood in a certain country or region, largely relate to the particularity of the societal, national and sociocultural context being in focus (Nomaguchi & Bianchi, 2004). In order to understand transforming perceptions of gender and masculinity in and through sport and in relation to the specific features of the Nordic countries in general and the Swedish national context being looked upon here in particular, we thus have to take a short look at some structural premises for these countries. One way to do this is through the work of Danish sociologist Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990, 2009). He has developed something of a paradigmatic model, which is often used and referenced when comparing different welfare regimes and in what ways these regimes reflect different political ambitions and perspectives on gender and social class
, among other things. Put simply, his model identifies three clusters of nations representing different political perspectives and approaches to gender, work, leisure and family life in society. Depending on the political landscape in the clusters of nations, we also find highly diverse ways of implementing social policies
.
First, we have a cluster of liberal welfare state regimes, including, for example, Australia, the UK, New Zealand, Switzerland and the US. In these countries, the twin ideologies of individual responsibility and reduced overt government found within a neoliberal discourse have been used to justify strict limitations or cutbacks in social services and policies
 (Johansson & Andreasson, 2017). The notion of the male breadwinner model is usually a strong cultural conception of masculinity in these countries (Kimmel, 1996). Consequently, gender is largely approached through a dualistic perspective and the division of labour between men and women typically has a stronghold over public conceptions of gendered understandings in these countries. In the US, for example, we find rather a role-differentiated hegemonic gender ideology, in which fathers are commonly viewed as being secondary rather than primary parents, which of course produces quite a different set of expectations regarding expected behaviour for female and male athletes
, respectively. This is touched upon by Hambrick, Simmons, and Mahoney (2013) who show how athletes
 face different obstacles, such as time restraints and negotiations regarding the workload in the family, in their pursuit of athletic progress. This balancing act has sometimes been discussed in terms of a time-based and strain-based leisure-work-family conflict. Research also suggests that this conflict might be most pronounced for women who, after marriage, due to traditional and stereotypical gender scripts, often cut down considerably on time devoted to athletic activities (Taniguchi & Shupe, 2014; Andreasson & Johansson, 2018).
Second, we find the conservative welfare state regimes. They have an existing, although not particularly developed welfare policy
. As in Austria, Belgium, France, Germany and Ireland, policies
 and gender politics are based on a model in which women are seen as the main caregivers for children and as having primary responsibility for the household, whereas men have a more stable position in the work and leisure domain. Consequently, the policies
 implemented here also tend to support a rather traditional division of labour as regards gender and sport, among other things. Analysing the form in which sport and the welfare state are tied together, Heinemann (2005) discusses to what extent the objectives and institutional arrangements of sport and welfare state systems are linked. Germany is here taken as an example of a conservative system, which by virtue has strong labour-market regulations, active labour-market policy
 and relatively low female labour-market participation rate. The outcome of this is that transfers within the family become a substantial pillar of the social system, which in turn also influences how sport participation among other things are played out and gendered in everyday life.
Finally, we have the Nordic welfare state regimes: Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Iceland and Finland. These are often are referred to as social democratic and characterized by more general social security systems in the public sector. The struggle for equal rights, opportunities and obligations, for instance, has a relatively long history in Sweden. Over recent decades, debate and political aims have also led to the construction of new ideals for men and women. One key tenet of this cluster of nations is thus that social policy
 is developed to redistribute resources for equality among citizens, for example, men and women. This can be seen in different intersecting levels, such as in the development of generous parental leave policies
 intended to increase men’s involvement as present and nurturing parents and simultaneously promote and increase women’s empowerment on the labour market, which in turn relates to very generous child care systems. Thus, the question of gender equality is somewhat seen as paramount in relation to work, family and leisure (Hambrick et al., 2013). On a structural level, since the 1970s and onwards, great efforts have gone into constructing a gender-equal Swedish man (Johansson, 2009; Johansson & Klinth, 2008). This can be interpreted as a movement towards a new, more inclusive way of looking at masculinity, caring and emotions
, in Swedish society in general, and is of particular relevance here in relation to the context of sport and physical activities (Anderson, 2009).
In comparison with non-Nordic states, such as the UK, the discourse of gender equality is more established in Sweden on all sociocultural levels (Eydal & Rostgaard, 2016), where the notion of masculinity—the new man—has become somewhat hegemonic. Although scarcely researched, it is reasonable to argue that the ideology of gender equality, dominant in Swedish society, also influences public opinion on men and women’s possibilities and abilities to combine athletic pursuits with other aspects of social life, and certainly it has had an impact upon central stakeholders’ developments of sport policy
. The notion of the gender-equal man, masculinity and gender equity is prominent in Swedish sport policy
 and Physical Education
 curriculum. Looking at the Swedish Sports Confederation, for example, the overall goal set by the federation is working for women and men to have the same opportunities, rights and obligations at all levels and in all areas of organized sport (Åström, 2011). A number of subgoals have also been formulated, most of them focusing on equal representation in governing bodies and at leading positions in Swedish sports. At the same time, this does not, of course, mean that gender equity is reached and that all men (and women) in Sweden embrace or embody these ideals. We will return to this discussion later in the chapter.
There are, however, limitations to Esping-Andersen’s model (see Esping-Andersen, 2009). Critics have emphasized that the typology marginalizes certain countries, such as those in Central and Eastern Europe (Hearn & Pringle, 2009; Pierson, 1998). Others have argued that the model is insufficient in taking the role of public services and gender politics into account, and have attempted to develop alternative typologies (Bambra, 2004, 2007). But Esping-Andersen’s model nevertheless provides a basic tool for discussing the characteristics of the impact a particular welfare state model may have on, in this case, how sport and masculinity has developed and been understood in Nordic countries (cf. Rush, 2015). As suggested by Connell (1995, p. 66), ‘For men, as for women, the world formed by the body-reflexive practices of gender is a domain of politics—the struggle of interest in a context of inequality’. Following on from these words, we will in the sections that follow further develop our understanding concerning the different ways in which sport and masculinity is done within the realm of our two selected cultural spheres of physical activity (cf. Morgan, 2011).
Masculinities in Swedish Sports Culture
Swedish Sports and Gender—A Brief Historical Account
As was touched upon in previous sections, sport participation was historically, in Sweden as in most countries, predominantly a male enterprise. However, this does not mean that women did not participate in sport activities also in the early days of sport. As sports started to challenge the dominance of Swedish gymnastics
 as the main popular movement culture in the late nineteenth century, men as well as women were among the participants. Women did not participate to the same extent as men, though, because their participation was often considered to be immoral, unhealthy and even dangerous (Annerstedt, 1984; Olofsson, 1989). In the early twentieth century, for example, medical expertise often emphasized the negative effects of female sport participation. It was said that sport would make women infertile, hurt their breasts and complicate menstrual cycles, or in other ways make their bodies physically deformed (Hjelm, 2004). Later, in the 1950s, these forms of arguments were gradually replaced by more moralistically designed judgments deriving from strong (masculine) ideas about what respectable women should and should not do. To perform with stamina, to sweat or to straddle a saddle, just to name a few examples, were seen as immoral, unaesthetic and unfeminine (Annerstedt, 1984). With men it was the opposite; sport was taken to foster character, stamina and a willingness to win (Yttergren, 1996).
In 1968, in one of the very first Swedish sport sociological studies, Lars-Magnus Engström (1975) found that about 50 per cent of all Swedish 15-year-old boys participated in club sport activities, compared to only 17 per cent of girls. At that time, participation in club sports often started at about age 15. Today, it is estimated that nine out of ten of all Swedish children at some point during their childhood participate in club sports (Thedin Jakobsson, 2015)—girls almost to the same extent as boys. This can be explained partly by a strong emphasis on sport for all as well as gender-equality policies
, at least since the 1960s and 1980s respectively, and partly by a distinctive process of ‘childification’ (Blomdahl, 1998), which is that since the 1960s boys’ and girls’ entry into club sports takes place earlier and earlier. Today, participation often starts around age 5, and is peaking at about age 12. At the age of 15, a lot of youths have already dropped out of club sport participation. In general, boys tend to start earlier than girls as well as continue their sport participation longer (Thedin Jakobsson, 2015).
Although girls/women and boys/men participate in club sports to almost the same extent, the distribution of gender in different sports is, however, quite uneven. Most sports are dominated by one of the genders. Regardless of age, men dominate in a lot of sports, of which many are quite small in Sweden (e.g., American football
, air sports, bobsleigh and luge, with men being more than 80 per cent of the participants). Of the larger sports, men dominate mainly in ball sports, such as bandy (89 per cent), ice hockey
 (91 per cent), football
 (69 per cent) and floor ball (79 per cent).1 Women dominate in much fewer sports, such as gymnastics
 (77 per cent) and equestrian sports (90 per cent), which are large sports, but also in some small sports like judo (71 per cent), figure skating (84 per cent) and volleyball (62 per cent).
Arguably, the distribution of the genders in different sports offers us some insights into prevailing gender norms in Swedish sports cultures. The male dominance of some ball sports (and significantly in ice hockey
, but not in volleyball) conveys that traditionally masculine values are ‘played out’ here. Ball sports include body
 skills that involve a team component as well as the skill to master an external object—a ball. The focus of participation is clearly externally oriented. Additionally, ball sports include a homosocial dimension, meaning that mixed gender settings are rare (Andreasson, 2007; Fundberg, 2003; Larsson & Johansson, 2012).
Looking at changes over time concerning the participation of girls/women and boys/men in different sports may shed some additional light on the prevailing gender norms. Statistical information from the Swedish Sports Confederation indicates that among children (aged 7–12), gender norms are strong in the sense that boys are introduced to ball games to a large extent, while girls are introduced to so-called aesthetical sports, like gymnastics
, figure skating and dance
 sports, that is, individual sports or sports where the focus of attention is internally oriented (on movement per se). As the children grow older (ages 13–16), there is a clear trend that girls start to gravitate towards ball sports. An equivalent trend ‘in the opposite direction’ is, however, non-existent. Larsson and Johansson (2012) interpret this tendency of both adolescent boys and girls gravitating towards what is traditionally seen as ‘boys’ sports’ while only girls gravitate towards what is traditionally seen as ‘girls’ sports’ as a sign that masculine values are superior to feminine values in Swedish sport cultures.
A similar trend of women gravitating towards traditional male sports can be seen in a longer historical perspective. In the mid-twentieth century, women participated mainly in individual sports (e.g., athletics, skiing and swimming) and aesthetic sports (e.g., gymnastics
 and figure skating). One sport that was totally reconceptualized in terms of gender during the latter part of the twentieth century is equestrian sport (Hedenborg, 2013). Up until about 1950, it was an almost exclusively male activity, but in just a few decades it transformed into a feminine one. According to Hedenborg (2013), this transformation can be at least partially explained by the fact that horses were more or less decommissioned from the military as well as the work forces (e.g., in agriculture and forestry). Instead of being symbols of labour and power, horses were becoming symbols of care and attention. It is hard to find a transformation of the same dignity in other areas of sport. However, much as was the case with girls gravitating towards boys’ sports, over time women have gravitated towards men’s sports without a corresponding move ‘in the opposite direction’. For instance, ball sports (basketball, football, handball, etc.) grew fairly popular among women in the 1970s, followed in the 1990s by body
 contact sports such as boxing, wrestling
 and different martial arts (e.g., judo, karate
, and taekwondo), and power sports such as weight lifting and power lifting as well as motor sports. A similar movement by men towards, for example, rhythmic gymnastics
 and synchronized swimming is non-existent (Larsson & Johansson, 2012; Olofsson, 1989).
To summarize, changes over time suggest that traditional masculine values prevail in Swedish sports culture, although the division between the genders is more blurred today compared to the situation 50 years ago. It may no longer be the case that sport is considered to be an exclusively male domain. It is, however, still pretty much the case that men are considered to be, quite simply, ‘better at sport’ compared to women (Larsson, 2018). Arguably, this relates to why men and male sport are favoured when it comes to allocation of resources and media
 attention. Sport can then be seen as one significant player in the process of maintaining the idea that men’s physicality, competitiveness and assertiveness is ‘natural’ and superior to women’s. This feature of the sport culture remains as we approach the 2020s despite a systematic work for gender equality over the last three decades, by the Swedish state in general and the Swedish Sports Confederation in particular.
Gender-Equality Policies and Masculinities in Contemporary Swedish Sport
The first gender equality in sport policy was established
                  
                 by the Swedish ‘sports parliament’2 in 1989. It embraced a quite critical view of the then prevailing unequal distribution of women and men in decision-making bodies (sport federations and clubs) as well as among coaches (particularly concerning prestigious coaching positions, such as national coaches and coaches at sport schools). To this end, there is an almost linear relationship between the development of a general social policy in Sweden aimed at redistributing resources for equality among men and women, and the development of Swedish sport policy. Over the years, the gender-equality policy in Swedish sport has been assessed and updated a number of times, most recently in 2017. Gradually, the policy has adopted a more norm critical approach to gender patterns in sport more broadly. However, at grass-roots level, ‘gender equality’ seems to a great extent to have remained a marginal ‘women’s issue’. A recent study by Kempe-Bergman (2014) indicates low interest and ambition among male coaches, who still make up the vast majority of Swedish sport coaches, to commit to gender-equality endeavours. In Kempe-Bergman, Larsson, and Redelius (forthcoming) analysis, most coaches were sceptical, even cynical, about the opportunities to achieve gender equality in sport. One of the coaches answered the questions ‘What is gender equality to you?’ in the following way:

                I don’t know? I was in an umbrella organisation for the whole municipality, and they said that all clubs need a gender equality plan in order to get subsidized. I was the only one who said that this is stupid. […] I wrote that damn plan and when I checked with the municipality official what he did once he got it, he said: ‘When I get them, I perforate them … if there aren’t wholes already, and then I put them in a binder.’ […] Yeah, that’s what he said. What a bloody nonsense. (p. 8)


              
Among the coaches who were actually favourable about gender-equality endeavours, still quite traditional views of gender prevailed. As one coach said:

                I really got to learn, and see concretely, how important it is that we have both [a male and a female coach]. […] So my philosophy is always, ‘make sure that you have a double leadership, one of each kind’, ‘always try’. The group will grow, I’ve seen it. (p. 12)


              
This coach goes on to say that female coaches are ‘wiser’ and more ‘socially competent’ than men, which justifies their participation (p. 12). Hence, a positive attitude towards gender equality is not necessarily tantamount to a norm critical perspective of gender.
Overall, the situation in Swedish sport can be depicted in the following terms: as was the case with the quotation given earlier, there is clearly a benevolent attitude towards women’s participation and, lately, also towards the inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex (LGBTQi) people (please see Part III of this collection, ‘The Relationship Between Masculinity
 and Sexuality’). Still, ‘under the surface’ gender norms that can be characterized with Michael Messner’s (2011, p. 155) term ‘soft essentialism’, that is, an ideology that ‘valorizes the liberal feminist ideal of individual choice for girls and women, while retaining a largely naturalized view of boys and men’, are still prevailing. This view of boys and men as ‘naturally’ athletic, competitive and assertive has also been displayed in a number of qualitative studies of Swedish sport.
In an ethnographic study of male handball players, Andreasson (2007) analyses how the athletes
 collectively do masculinity within the context of sport and in relation to what is considered to be society at large. Among other things, the men perceive the collective as a free zone where they can celebrate and express parts of themselves that are viewed as problematic outside the sporting community, in contemporary gender-equal Swedish society. One of the players interviewed expresses this as follows:

                Sometimes I think this, the team, can be like a small society for the boys, where you can act and be a guy after all. And then, after a game or after practice you go home to your partner or wife, and take care of the dishes and are equal. (p. 113)


              
The ‘small society for boys’ here entails nurturing a physical and mental toughness through sport. Behind the public arena, in the locker room, this construction process is further developed in the handball playing men’s ways of discussing women and homosexuality
. Another player said:

                The view on women is terrible in the locker room. It’s probably not the actual view that you have. Rather you kind of develop it a little bit, so to speak. It’s like look at that woman, I could do her, just up with the pussy. Yes, but it’s just like that. So the view on women is no good. Yeah, she’s really horny that one, got damn. That’s the way we talk about it. (p. 119)


              
In the locker room, men may amuse themselves by making fun of women and portraying them as sexualized objects that they place below themselves in an imaginary order (Andreasson, 2007). In a similar way, the ‘fag’ is used as an imaginary figure that allows the men to express and show who they are, that is, a group where heterosexuality
 is obligatory. The ‘free zone’ of homosociality
 within the group is also repeatedly put in contrast with worries about societal developments and the notion of the gender-equal Swedish man. Similar results have been shown also by others. In an ethnographic study about football among adolescent boys, Fundberg (2003) concluded that the (predominantly middle class) boys that he followed over several seasons constructed their middle-class white masculinity

 mainly in contrast to three stereotypical figures: ‘the pussy’, ‘the fag’ and ‘the wog’. These figures, and the values that are related to them, represented all that the boys in the study did not—or should not—identify with, that is, being meek and soft, and display inadequate character.
There are also studies on extreme sports and gender. In a qualitative study on Swedish male and female Ironman triathletes, Andreasson and Johansson (2018) investigate how an elite amateur lifestyle is upheld and balanced with the demands of a sustainable family and social life. Here it is shown how athletic ambitions expressed often interfere with triathletes’ aim to have a decent home and involved parenthood. The significance expressed concerning this problem is related to the Swedish context, as the idea of the involved and present father, rather than the (absent) breadwinner, is largely seen as a sociocultural ideal among the athletes
. Therefore, on a sociocultural level, the narratives are impregnated with dominant fantasies and ideals regarding gender-equal identities and relations. On an interrelational level, however, at the same time the study shows how intimate relationships are made through numerous negotiations between men and women. Although the triathletes interviewed talk about sport and family life in terms of sharing things fairly equally, when it comes to everyday life, picking up kids at pre-school, conducting household tasks and more, the women tend in practice to become the primary caretakers and homemakers, making it possible for the men to pursue their athletic careers.
To conclude, it may well be the case that gender equality has increased over time in Swedish sports, much to the benefit of girls and women and LGBTQi people as well as boys and men who do not favour the norms of hegemonic masculinity. However, the situation has improved, not completely changed. Arguably, macho ideals were never valued in Swedish sports more broadly. Additionally, as noted earlier, a benevolent attitude towards girls and women has been a clear feature of Swedish sport culture for decades. Nevertheless, it remains a fact that vulgar expressions of masculinity, such as overt sexism
 and homophobia, keep showing up in sport contexts, particularly homosocial (i.e., male exclusive) ones. This is why, as one attempt to challenge sexism
 and homophobia, the Swedish Sports Confederation is promoting Locker Room Talk, an organization that collaborates with sport clubs with the aim of changing the locker room culture. Seemingly, as shown in this section, this is a much needed initiative. As will be shown next, the benevolent attitude towards girls, while retaining (often implicitly) hegemonic masculinity, has—and still is—a significant feature also of Physical Education
 schooling in Sweden.
Masculinities in Swedish Physical Education Schooling
Physical Education as a school subject goes back a long time
 in Swedish education. From its inception in the early 1800s it was dominated by Swedish gymnastics
, but around 1900, it was challenged by sports, games, play and other popular kinds of movement activities. However, it was not until the mid-1900s that gymnastics
 was entirely outcompeted by sports as the main curricular activity (Lundquist Wanneberg, 2004). Although Swedish gymnastics
 disappeared, the Physical Education teacher profession remained to hold a sceptical view of competition. Sports and games were introduced as curricular activities for the purpose of their fitness promoting qualities, not for the purpose of competing. It should be added here that competitive sports have never been a distinct feature of Swedish school life. Physical Education teachers have never had the dual assignment as teachers and coaches of school sport teams, which is a significant feature of schools in many English speaking countries.
Until around 1980, Physical Education was taught gender separate from school year six (age 12). To some extent, the curriculum also differed somewhat between boys and girls. While aesthetic values (grace, round movements and movements to music) were pronounced in girls’ Physical Education, while fitness and physical skill were pronounced in the teaching of boys. In fact, Physical Education was pretty much the last domain of education that remained gender separated. In connection with a school reform in 1980, however, mandated gender separation in Physical Education was repealed, as was the gender differentiated curriculum. The introduction of co-education was clearly justified by gender-equality arguments (Sandahl, 2005), the rationale being that girls and boys were not to be prevented from any curricular activity, regardless any possible gender coding. The shift to co-education was even more pronounced in connection with a subsequent school reform in 1994. This time, the general national curriculum for the nine-year compulsory school stipulated that schools were to ‘counteract traditional gender patterns’ (SNAE, 1994). The ambition to counteract traditional gender patterns has, however, proven to be a challenging task for Physical Education teachers (Larsson et al., 2010).
Clearly, the governmental ambition with repealing gender separate Physical Education was to increase gender equality, or perhaps rather to found the subject in an individualized curriculum.3 The upper secondary school national curriculum urges that ‘schools and teachers should counter such restrictions in the election [by students of education program, courses, etc.] based on beliefs about gender and on social or cultural backgrounds’ (SNAE, 2011, p. 11). Although the political level and steering towards gender equality have been highly present in the development of Physical Education schooling in Sweden, research has consistently revealed that these gender-equality ambitions have not been realized in Physical Education, much due to an underestimation of the gender norms that constitute Physical Education curriculum and pedagogy (Carli, 2004; Larsson, Fagrell, & Redelius, 2009; Sandahl, 2005). Carli (2004) showed that, as a result of Physical Education teacher education abandoning gender separate teaching (in 1977), the whole tradition of female gymnastics
 (a women’s version of Swedish gymnastics
) virtually disappeared. Thus, one result of introducing co-education was that students of all genders were offered a masculinized version of Physical Education, with a heavy emphasis on games and fitness activities (cf. Kirk, 1993). While some girls certainly enjoy this version of Physical Education, significantly more boys report that they enjoy participating in lessons and have extensive opportunities to influence teaching as well as content (Quennerstedt, Öhman, & Ericsson, 2008). Additionally, statistics from the Swedish National Agency of Education (SNAE) has shown that more boys have higher grades in Physical Education (Larsson et al., 2010).
Of great importance here is that few Physical Education teachers seem to regard gendered behaviour as expressions of ‘traditional gender patterns’ worth challenging. In fact, few measures have been taken to interrupt boys’ dominance of Physical Education classes. It seems rather as if teachers view gendered behaviour to be naturally or otherwise inherent in girls and boys, rather than signifying a gendered curriculum and pedagogy (Larsson et al., 2010). In the following extract, one of the teachers in Larsson et al. (2010) study answers the question ‘Have you reflected on why you should get away from traditional gender patterns?’ in the following way:

              Good question. I don’t really think you should. […] Some things are genetic, I personally think. I have one daughter and one son and I try to deliberately resist it, but then you get a club in your head sometimes in that my daughter actually likes these ‘girly’ things, even though we’re [him and his partner] quite active. […] And I mean, should I change her and make her boy and make a girl of my son, if you understand what I mean. It doesn’t need to be counteracted at all costs. (p. 68)


            
In fact, many Physical Education teachers seem to understand issues of gender in terms of sex
 differences rather than power and social (gender) norms, which compromises the whole idea of counteracting gender patterns as a way to increase gender equality. Although few teachers view boys’ dominance of Physical Education classes as a gender-equality issue (but rather as a sign of ‘sex differences’), this does not mean that teachers do not notice the patterns or pay attention to them. Larsson et al. (2009) offer examples of observations where teachers become acutely aware of potential gender-equality problems with dominating boys. Such spontaneous and, apparently, unconsidered awareness sometimes drive the teachers to interrogate into students’ behaviours in ways that may even reinforce gender (and heteronormativity
) norms. For instance, teachers may proclaim that certain exercises (e.g., in an obstacle course or circuit training course) are ‘for boys’, or that boys may perform more repetitions than girls of a certain strength training exercise (e.g., push-ups). In the event of students having to run a cross-country distance at a certain time, this time is often differentiated for boys and girls.
The Swedish compulsory school Physical Education curriculum is based on four goals about all-round movement capability, health and wellbeing, and outdoor pursuits. Among the mandated content is mentioned play, games and sports, but no particular sports are specified. Despite this, decades of evaluations and audits have pointed to the fact that much of the Physical Education curriculum is about ball games. Thus, one imminent pedagogical challenge for teachers is to deal with the gender norms that are linked to this sort of activity. Nowadays, ball games are more familiar to a lot of girls. Indeed, overall, football is presently one of the largest sports for girls in Sweden. Still, however, to a large extent it conveys masculine norms, particularly the sort of unorganized football which is played during school recesses or in free time. In this form of football, individual physical skill—predominantly creativity, playfulness and the ability to dominate the space—is highly valued (Jonasson, 2009); values that are close to Connell’s (1983) classic description of hegemonic masculinity: ‘quite literally, to embody force, to embody competence’ (p. 27).
Essentially, although in the main with a benevolent rather than macho attitude (Larsson et al., 2009), this situation mirrors the situation in Swedish gyms, especially when ball games are on the schedule. In football clubs, boys and girls practise in single-sex settings, which means that although a lot of girls actually play football, there is limited opportunities for them to challenge the idea that ‘football is for boys’ or that ‘boys are better at football’. Thus, in Physical Education, there seems to be a tendency among many girls, including the ones who are experienced football players, to ‘back down’. Or as one of the girls in Larsson, Redelius, and Fagrell’s (2011) study said in connection with playing in a Physical Education lesson: ‘If I really wanted to, I could play really aggressively and … be a boy [giggles] … but I don’t feel the need for it’ (p. 78). Thus, devoting yourself to play the game (for real) means playing it the way boys do (i.e., ‘aggressively’). On the other hand, ‘playing like a boy’ also constitutes a challenge to gender norms (and heteronormativity
) since playing like a boy is also to some extent to become a boy.
Larsson et al. (2011) summarize the gendered situation in Swedish gyms in the following way:

              Being recognized as [alternatively: becoming] a ‘normal’ or straight girl in physical education—a feminine position—presupposes a good coordinative and rhythmic ability and self-confidence in relation to dancing, and conversely a lack of self-confidence and a reluctance to appear aggressive and competitive in connection with ball games. Boys who adopt that position might be apprehended as ‘effeminate’ or ‘poofs’—if they do not have some kind of status marker that can serve as a heterosexual alibi, like being popular and athletic. Being recognised as [becoming] a ‘normal’ or straight boy—a masculine position—presupposes aggressive and competitive behaviour and a reluctance to take part in activities designated as ‘sissy’. Girls who occupy that position might be perceived as ‘butch’ or ‘manly’ (perhaps as lesbians?) if they do not, correspondingly, have some kind of marker that can serve as a heterosexual alibi. This might include having a feminine appearance. (p. 79)


            
As was pointed out earlier, however, the masculine position to a great extent includes also a benevolent attitude towards girls, an attitude that can be spelled out in the following way: ‘by all means, girls can do what boys can do, but you have to be careful about them’.
Concluding Thoughts
In this chapter we have discussed the gendering of physical activity, and in particular how the ‘doing’ of masculinity over time has been performed and understood in Sweden within two arenas for physically active bodies—namely organized (mainly competitive) sport and Physical Education
 in school. As has been previously touched upon, the political and sociocultural landscape in Sweden and other Nordic countries have had a great impact as regards gender equality and in implementing policies
 and state initiatives promoting men and women’s equal opportunities in society. The concept and idea of gender equality is largely a hegemonic sociocultural ideal in the Swedish societal context and politicians and policy
 makers have for decades spent great efforts implementing new policies
 and models in labour, sport, school and family life, in order to secure this ideal.
Starting at the political and sociocultural level, there is thus an ongoing movement towards gender-neutral ways of constructing and understanding physical bodies in Sweden. A gender-neutral policy
 has been pursued partly because of parallel attempts to include LGBTQi people in the equality endeavour. Lately, an increasing number of cases where intersex children or children who question their sex
 assignment challenge the sometimes stereotypical separation of the genders within club sports. Further, the masculine and heteronormative hegemony
 of physically active bodies have been challenged, by idealized notions of gender inclusive constructions (cf. Anderson, 2009).
On an interrelational level, however, the picture seems less clear and somewhat messy, as Physical Education
 teachers, athletes
, coaches and others seemingly tend to talk about gender equality as an ideal, but sometimes fail to practise this in day-to-day living. Apparently, people have different ideas of what gender equality and norm critical perspectives actually means. Zooming in on an interrelational level, and looking at some of the data presented in this chapter, it is possible to find dualistic perspectives in which masculine and heteronormative positions are being re-constituted. Nevertheless, embedded in and part of social life at large, relational patterns are, and will hopefully continue to be, greatly influenced by and part of the Swedish welfare system, which by necessity influences men’s choices concerning how to do masculinity and physical activity in contemporary Sweden and in relation to more gender inclusive configurations.
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Footnotes
1Interestingly, in some ball sports the distribution of gender is quite even, as in basketball (51 per cent men) and handball (50 per cent).

 

2The sports parliament—in Swedish, Riksidrottsstämman—is a bi-annual nationwide sports meeting with representatives from all the 70 special sport federations that are included in the Swedish Sports Confederation.

 

3That is, a curriculum based on individuality rather than gender.
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Introduction
Globally, organized sports for people with disabilities
 can be traced back to 1948 when Britain organized the International Stoke Mandeville Games. Bailey (2008) and Howe (2008) recognized these games as the origins of today’s Paralympic Games. Howe and Silva (2017) noted that, since then, sports for people with disabilities began to spread around the globe. Literature
 demonstrates that sports for people with disabilities are mainly promoted in Western countries such as the US, Britain and Canada (Mojtahedi & Katsui, 2018; Mauerberg-deCastro, Campbell, & Tavares, 2016; Hawkeswood, O’Connor, Anton, & Finlayson, 2014; Thibault, Mikos, & Kasper, 2013). However, African countries had been lagging behind in promoting sports for people with disabilities (Novak, 2014); indeed, South Africa is the only country to be taking sporting for people with disabilities seriously. This is shown by its increased disability
 sports activities which were held in 2016.
In Zimbabwe, sports for people with disabilities can be traced back to primary school education
. The Education Act (2006, revised) made it clear that that it was the right of every child to participate in all school activities regardless of their disabilities. Students with disabilities were thus encouraged to take part in any sporting activity of their choice. Mudyahoto and Dakwa (2012) observed that schools such as Peterhouse and St. George’s College in Harare were already at an advanced state in including children in sporting activities in the 1980s. However, this was not well implemented since a lot of schools did not have instructors to teach sporting activities to children with disabilities
 (Heward & Orlansky, 2009). Mudyahoto and Dakwa (2012) further noted that children with disabilities were still being discriminated against participating in competitive sports because they were deemed to be weak and not healthy enough. Dakwa (2009) also observed that children with disabilities still endured isolation from their fellow children.
Outside the classroom, there are very few clubs which encouraged and assisted people with disabilities to engage in sporting activities. Organizations such as the Zimbabwe Association of Sport for People with a Disability, Danhiko and others have developed the sports of goal ball, wheelchair basketball and wheelchair track and field, sponsoring clinics and competitions. Other sporting disciplines are also being promoted by various organizations, especially disabled people’s organizations. Participation in these sporting activities is very expensive since they require assistive devices such as prostheses, special wheelchairs and many others. In Zimbabwe, assistive devices are beyond the reach of many (Rugoho, 2018). Due to the exorbitant prices, an elite group has been created among people with disabilities. Men with disabilities who belong to the elite group are able to buy assistive aids to participate in various sporting activities. They are using these sporting activities as an avenue to demonstrate their masculinities because of limited opportunities in other spheres of life such as politics and the economy.
The objective of this chapter is to discuss how men with disabilities among elites are demonstrating and expressing their masculinities through sports. A qualitative approach was used to gather data from the purposefully selected men with disabilities in sports. Zimbabwean sports organizations were instrumental in the recruitment of participants; 13 participants were recruited from different sporting disciplines such as golf and wheelchair basketball. All the participants were physically disabled and were using different assistive technologies such as artificial limbs and wheelchairs. Data collection involved two focus groups (one with seven members and the other six) in a city centre office. Open-ended questions were then used in the focus groups, and participants spoke about their experiences in sporting activities linking them to expressions of masculinity. By adopting this approach, this chapter therefore adds to the existing research by showing that while the communities treat men with disabilities as feminine, they are using sporting activities to excise and demonstrate their masculinities.
Literature Review
According to the World Health Organization
 (2011), 15 per cent of the world’s population constitute people with disabilities. In recent years, Bailey (2008) noted that people with disabilities are becoming more visible in communities. With the global shift from charity to rights-based approaches of disability
 programming, the treatment of people with disabilities has also changed (United Nations, 2007; World Health Organization, 2011). The adoption of the rights-based approach has resulted in increase in accessibility, availability and inclusion of programmes and services for persons with a disability. Globally, there has been increased attention on sports for people with disabilities. Bailey (2008) and E. DePoy and S. Gilson (2010) described it as a ‘movement,’ one which has built up significant momentum in recent years. The number of people with disabilities who are now engaged in sporting activities has also increased (Kiuppis, 2018). A number of sporting activities for people with disabilities are now held in different continents. Over the past decades, academic sports programmes have modified and adjusted their curricula to ensure that individuals working in the field are adequately prepared to deal with the inclusion of people with disabilities in sporting activities.
Physical activities and sports for participants with functional limitations and activity restrictions are increasingly being referred to within the framework of adapted physical activity (Roe et al., 2008). Adapted physical activity is a cross-disciplinary body
 of practical and theoretical knowledge directed towards impairments, activity limitations and participation restrictions in physical activity. It argues for acceptance of individual differences such as disability
. It advocates for access to sports which create better lifestyles and empowerment. The International Paralympic Committee (IPC) recognizes six different disability
 groups: amputees, athletes with cerebral palsy (CP), blind or visually impaired athletes
, spinal cord injured athletes
, athletes
 with an intellectual/learning disability, and other athletes
 with a physical disability who do not fit into the these five categories.
Onyewadume (2007) states that there is a lack of literature, in international journals and on the World Wide Web, on the status and practice in different African countries. The role of the physical and social environment in disempowering disabled individuals has been very much in focus during the last 10–20 years, leading to the United Nations’ (UN) adoption of the Standard Rules in 1993, the World Programme of Action (WPA) and lately the International Classification of Functioning (ICF) of WHO (2001). There are general regulations for accessibility inside a building; among such are entrance doors, service desks, lifts, stairs, corridors, water closet (WC) and dressing rooms. In Zimbabwe, the Disabled Persons Act of 1992 constituted the formation of a disability
 board. Part of the board’s functions is to issue adjustment orders in terms of the act and to formulate and develop measures and policies
 designed to achieve equal opportunities for people with disabilities by ensuring, as far as possible, that they are able to obtain education
 and employment, participate fully in sporting, recreation and cultural activities and are afforded full access to community and social services.
Despite this, however, the future looks bleak for the determined disabled sportsmen and women who are not able to mobilize resources for basic sporting equipment including uniforms. Qhubeko, founded in Bulawayo in 1975 by the National Council of Disabled Persons of Zimbabwe, is a sports club that initially had 32 members who participated in a variety of sporting disciplines. However, the club is struggling to attract sportsmen with disabilities—especially the youth, who do not realize that people with disabilities can make a living through sports, like Elliot Mujaji who enjoys strong support from the community of Zvishavane. In 1998, Mujaji suffered an accident which resulted in his right arm being amputated; he was also in a coma for two months. Mujaji started training upon recovering and qualified for the 2000 summer Paralympics in Sydney and won a gold medal in the 100-metre event. He won another gold in Athens 2004 in the same category. Since then Mujaji continues to fly the flag of Zimbabwe at various international competitions. With the achievements of Mujaji setting an example of what disabled people could do, the Zimbabweans Government did not take this opportunity to promote sporting for people with disabilities
Expressing Masculinities
Masculinity is shown in different ways. A substantial number of scholars have written about the intersection of disability and masculinity (Staples, 2012; Lipenga, 2014; Scott & Vigar-Ellis, 2014). While ‘masculinity’ is often a contested term, Shuttleworth, Wedgwood, and Wilson (2012) noted that there is conflict between disability and masculinity where they intersect because disability is associated with being dependent and helpless, whereas masculinity is associated with being powerful and autonomous, thus creating a lived and embodied dilemma for disabled men. Scott and Vigar-Ellis (2014) and Shah et al. (2017) observed that disability potentially negates sexuality, resulting in communities perceiving disabled people as asexual or not having the capacity of engaging in sexual or romantic relationship with another person. As Porter (1997) notes,a disabled body
 seems to be lacking something essential, something to make it identifiable and something to identify with; a body
 that is deficiently itself, not quite a body
 in the full sense of the word, not real enough, and in turn potentially absent of sexual identity (p. 528).

Sabo and Gordon (1995) have argued against the use of the term ‘masculinity’ after they had observed that a lot of masculinities are exhibited by men from different cultures and class. They recognize that there are multiple masculinities (e.g. Connell, 1995), and thus argued that not all men can be grouped in one category. There are, for example, competing masculinities, some of which are hegemonic, complicit, marginalized and stigmatized. Each of these masculinities has different structural, psychosocial and cultural moorings (Sabo & Gordon, 1995). However, this multiplicity of masculinities is partially informed by ‘a system of internal dominance in which a minority of men dominates the masses of men’ (Sabo & Gordon 1995, p. 10).
The desire to dominate forms what Connell (1987) labelled hegemonic masculinity. Scholars and researchers of disability have long analysed the relationship between gender
 identity and ability. Gender has remained as one of the major first social categories that socialize children in today’s societies (Steffens & Viladot, 2015) and into adulthood, with both adolescents and college students construing their self-concepts in line with the gender stereotypes they have internalized (e.g. Nosek, Greenwald, & Banaji, 2005; Steffens, Jelenec, & Noack, 2010). Connell (1995) prefers to call it ‘hegemonic masculinity.’ Hegemonic masculinity forms an intramasculine hierarchy (of different types of masculinity) and those few men that embody the most archaic forms of masculinity are seen as leaders (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).
Gender can seriously affect the experience of impairment and disability, and this can be amplified in disability sports. Disabled masculinity would likely constitute one of Connell’s (1995) ‘subordinate’ masculinities as, through their physical impairments, disabled men are unable to live up to the ideals of hegemonic masculinity in terms of physical competence, strength and, potentially, appearance (DePauw, 1997). To conceptualize disabled masculinity as always and necessarily subordinate, however, is potentially discriminatory and is prioritizing ‘disabled’ over ‘masculinity.’ Disabled men may find it more difficult than many able-bodied men to enact an idealized form of masculinity, certainly in the physical and visual senses, but they are not necessarily excluded from it. Disabled men involved in elite disability sports challenge and upset commonly held associations between physical disability and weakness and ineffectiveness. As such, disabled men may be able to use their participation in elite sports as a way of gaining physical capital and aligning themselves with hegemonic expressions of masculinity, demonstrating the impossibility of viewing identity in terms of one dimension alone (i.e. in terms of just disability or just gender) (Huang & Brittain, 2006).
Disability Models
Haegele and Hodge (2016) noted that models are started

 by different professional organizations and institutions that have power to influence communities. They referred to such organizations as having cognitive authority. Societies deem such people or organizations to be knowledgeable in that particular field (Brittain, 2004). Traditionally, disability was understood with the narrative of religion
 (Humpage, 2007). Religious narratives have continued influencing the management of disability even in today’s modern world, especially in Zimbabwe. Judaism, Islam and other Pentecostal movements treat disability as a curse from God due to sins of either the parents or the individual. African traditional religions
 also regard disability as a curse from the ancestors or the whole blame is cast on the parents, especially mothers of disabled people. People with disabilities are thus seen as in need of a spiritual intervention and are seen as candidates of a prayer and a miracle. The current wave of the Pentecostal movement has even made it worse for people with disabilities. It locates the course of disabilities in some evil spirits which need to be cast out so that people are cured of their calamities—such as disability. Mwale, Mathanga, Silungwe, Kauye, and Gladstone (2016) observed that churches have publicly advertised that they are able to cure disability. Much of the emphasis is on healing.
The medical model was and is still being used in the management of disability issues (Beaudry, 2016). From a medical perspective, Beaudry (2016) noted that it is conceptualized as a tragedy for an individual. The medical model locates the problem with disabilities with the individual. Humpage (2007) observed that it perceives individuals as having limitation or loss in functionality. The models thus think that those with disabilities have to be cared for. Barnes (1997) observed that the model was responsible for the proliferation of segregated institutions such as special schools and asylums for the mentally ill and the ‘handicapped.’ The model gave all solutions to the disability to medical expertise. As noted by Rugoho and Maphosa (2017), the definition of disability is important because it informs the language to be used. This is also supported by Barton (2001) and Haegele and Hodge (2016) who argued that the language people use to describe individuals with disabilities influences their expectations and interactions with them. Rugoho and Maphosa (2017) also noted that models on disability also influence how policy
 for people with disabilities is structured. They noted that countries which uses medical or charity models of disability have done little to provide opportunities for people with disabilities. Zimbabwe is still using the charity and medical model when dealing with disability issues. Most of the works that are done in the disability sector are thus promoted by churches and non-governmental organizations as part of their charity work.
The medical model has impacted on sports participation for people with disabilities across the world. Ian Brittain (2004) noted the negative perception it has caused towards people with disabilities in sports. As mentioned earlier, disability is understood as an individual and/or a medical phenomenon that results in limited functioning that is seen as deficient. This deficiency does not allow an individual to participate in some activities such as sports. Such individuals need to attend rehabilitation first before they can participate in sporting activities. Most people with disabilities are shunned from participating in sporting activities because they are presumed to be sick people.
Sports for people with disabilities has also been interpreted as a charity activity. One of the sporting activities is held under the umbrella name Danhiko Paralympics Games, an annual event. The games were initiated by the Danhiko Project, registered as a welfare organization. When the games started, the sporting day was meant for students who were learning vocational and academic courses at the centre, most of whom were students with disabilities. With the passage of time, they started to invite other charity and disabled people’s homes to participate in the event. The funding for the games was provided by well-wishers and donors. At one moment, Grace Mugabe, the wife of the former president Robert Mugabe, was the patron of the Paralympic games. The proximity of the games to the head of state did not add any value. The games have not yet transformed from charity approach to rights-based approach. The government is not fully involved in the sporting event.
Disability Sports as a Life-Changing Experience
Involvement in disability sports can open up a whole range of new possibilities and opportunities which are rarely available to most people—able-bodied or disabled. Participants in the present study spoke frequently of the way their introduction to disability sports had fundamentally changed their lives, their prospects and their own expectations of what they could achieve. Successful involvement in sports may be a way for disabled people to demonstrate their capability and physical competence in a way that is easily understood by an able-bodied society. Disability sports, especially when promoted positively by the media
, may thus be a way of breaking down perceived links between disability, weakness and ineffectiveness. The social model of disability as expounded by Michael Oliver, Vic Finkelstein and others aims to turn attention away from seeing disability as an individual problem and instead turns the spotlight onto the ways in which social, environmental and structural barriers disable people and exclude them from full and active involvement in society. Although the participants in this study may experience such barriers in their everyday lives, none of them reported feeling such effects within disability sport. This could be an important tool for beginning to dismantle the binary definitions of able-bodied and disabled, and may thus be a way to facilitate greater acceptance and integration of disabled people within society (Garland-Thomson, 2004).
Disability Sports as an Embodied Experience
A key way in which the social model of disability may not be relevant to the experiences of disabled athletes
 is through its downplaying of issues of impairment and embodiment
. The social model of disability was developed from the ground-breaking statement from the Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS), ‘Fundamental Principles of Disability,’ published in 1976, and provided a clear distinction between impairment, the loss of or damage to a limb or bodily function and disability, the social exclusion and oppression placed on top of impairment (Oliver, 1990). This distinction remains an important feature of the social model of disability, and exponents of the social model have been keen to downplay the importance of impairment and the embodied experiences of disability in order to divert attention to the material and structural barriers that disable the lives of physically impaired people. Social theorist Oliver (1996, p. 41) went as far to state that, ‘Disability is wholly and exclusively social … disablement has nothing to do with the body
.’
Jenny Morris (1991) argues that experiences of the body
 should have a place in disability studies and disability politics, and that their exclusion is tantamount to a rejection of the value of personal experiences. Oliver (1996, p. 38) responds to such criticism by arguing that the failure of the social model to deal adequately with the specifics of impairment is not a denial of the pain
 involved but a ‘pragmatic attempt to identify and address issues that can be changed through collective action rather than medical or other professional treatment.’ But this fails to account for the real differences experienced by disabled people relating to their impairment, gender, class, race
, age and sexuality. In failing to acknowledge and problematize difference, Oliver and other strict proponents of the social model are silencing the experiences and opinions of many disabled people.
Shakespeare (2006) suggests that a reason why disability rights activists and theorists may have been unwilling to look too closely at issues of impairment difference is the fear of reinforcing a hierarchy of disability, an implication that some disabled people are more worthy than others. But some forms of impairment are more limiting than others and some disabled people are very restricted by their impairments, whilst others are not. Further, disabled people themselves may adopt a hierarchy of impairment, particularly in sporting contexts where the ‘ability’ of the disabled body
 is rendered visible and presented for examination. In disability sports, a clear hierarchy of impairment can be observed, with wheelchair users and amputees, those disabled people who in many respects appear the most able-bodied in their movement, those with visual impairments and cerebral palsy, those disabled people whose bodily movements differ the most from the able-bodied norm (Deal, 2003; Howe, 2008). It is crucial, therefore, for any framework for understanding disability to include space for the experiences of impairment, including pain
, illness and fear, as well as any positive embodied experiences. As Shakespeare (2006) notes, although disablism has many obvious similarities with other forms of discrimination such as racism, sexism
 and homophobia, there are also some important differences. Disabled people experience both the intrinsic limitations of impairment and the external forces of social discrimination. Even in the absence of all social barriers, having an impairment would still be problematic, unlike being black, being a woman or being gay, because most impairments are in themselves difficult and limiting. To fail to include the experiences and differences of impairment in the social model is to fail to grasp the extent and range of disabled people’s experiences.
For athletes
, involvement in disability sport is necessarily an embodied experience in which impairment plays an important role. Classification is probably the most contentious issue related to disability sports and this is, of course, centred on impairment and the capabilities and functioning of the disabled body
. This system of classification has caused controversy within the Paralympic movement. It is the method of classification preferred by the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) (as opposed to the practice of classifying according to impairment), as it reduces the number of different competitions that need to be staged, which in turn makes Paralympic sports more attractive to the media
, a key aim of the IPC. Swimming has embraced functional classification and in doing so has reduced the number of classes from 31 to 10 (Thomas & Smith, 2009). But critics of this system argue that it puts more severely impaired athletes
 at a disadvantage, possibly even excluding them completely from the chance of competition (Howe, 2011). Some sports, including the flagship events of the Paralympics, have thus far resisted this system of classification. As Hargreaves (2000, p. 84) comments, moving away from classification systems based on impairment to those based instead on functionality is ‘an important symbol that the bodies of disabled people are being redefined as effective rather than defective.’
The Cost of Assistive Devices in Zimbabwe
Assistive technology has remained beyond the reach of many people with disabilities. Zimbabwe does not have a company which manufactures assistive devices for people with disabilities. Choruma (2007) observed that many people with disabilities are unable to engage in social activities because they do not have assistive devices for mobility. Many people with disabilities are thus confined to their homes. Eide and Jele (2011) and Visagie and Posel (2013) have observed that the entire region of southern Africa is faced by a critical challenge of a shortage in devices such as wheelchairs. Most of the assistive devices are donated by donors and non-governmental organizations. Those in the rural areas of Zimbabwe are the most affected.
Findings
Social theorists of disability have been highly critical of the ways in which traditional approaches to disability known generally as the medical model present disability as an individual problem that the disabled person must learn to deal with and adapt to by themselves, possibly with medical intervention. Oliver (1990) describes this as the ‘personal tragedy model’ as disabled people are seen as victims of terrible circumstance who must learn to cope with the misfortunes life has bestowed on them. Here, I present data of two focus groups conducted with 13 disabled male athletes
 in Zimbabwe. These participants certainly would not relate the ‘personal tragedy model’ to this view of their circumstances. As Nyasha, 26, puts it:

I’d say it’s his impairment made an impact in a better way, in that I’ve had more opportunities, the fact that I’m a talented rider with a disability and I get to do something I love, when you think of people with no disability then you’re talking about a rich man’s game, isn’t it, I’ve been given loads of chances so it’s been a positive really.

Pete, 34, is the most severely disabled of the athletes
 in this study and requires daily assistance with dressing and household tasks. Prior to his introduction into para-dressage in his early twenties, he had been ‘brainwashed’ into believing that, as a disabled person, he would be restricted to a desk job, which he hated, and which led to depression. As Pete puts it:

It’s really surreal ‘cos I’ve managed to make a career out of it, and then to be successful at that career and for that career to take you round the world … to me I’m more successful than anyone I can imagine because for me it’s the respect and admiration from fellow human beings, it’s really nice. The respect and admiration from fellow human beings.

What Pete speaks about can be related to social capital accrued through successful involvement in sports, an activity which is highly valued in Western societies. To be good at sports is often translated into capability in other areas of life, and sports is a means through which economic and social capital is distributed (Stone, Perry, & Darley, 1997). Disabled people are often perceived to be less capable and competent than able-bodied people and it can be difficult for disabled people to be taken seriously and not patronized in many social situations (Van de Ven, Polley, Garud, & Venkataraman, 1999).
Far from experiencing social and structural barriers, the participants in this study report the ways in which their involvement in disability sports has actually opened up new and exciting experiences for them. John, 22, was treated like ‘a mini-local celebrity’ when he returned from the Paralympics:…people kept giving me free stuff, it was really bizarre, and I’ve been asked to give loads of speeches and talks and I’ve opened two schools in the area and just really weird things like that … and it’s weird, to me I’m just John who rides horses and it’s really mad when people want me to do stuff.

Involvement in a socially-valued activity such as sports can thus have positive effects for disabled people as well as able-bodied people. It should be remembered, however, that the participants in this study are elite disabled athletes
 and their sporting achievements and abilities are far beyond those of most able-bodied people. This high level of success may be a prerequisite for disabled people to accrue the same benefits and social capital that are available to less successful able-bodied people, although more research would need to be carried out before this could be argued with any certainty.
Awareness of living in an impaired body
 is a gendered experience; disabled men may find it difficult to align themselves with cultural expectations of masculinity, while disabled women may feel isolated from hegemonic images of femininity
. Schippers (2007) noted that the social positions of individuals can be seen as ‘man’ and ‘woman’ and the characteristics believed to be the qualities of people occupying these positions as ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity
.’ Masculinity and femininity
 can thus be understood as discursive constructs which are historically and socially specific and subject to challenge and change over time, so it is more accurate to speak of them in the plural form masculinities and femininities
.
In sports, hegemonic forms of masculinity can traditionally be identified as strong, competitive, aggressive and heterosexual whilst subordinate sporting masculinities are generally weak, ineffectual, compliant and potentially homosexual (Connell, 1995). Disabled athletes
 do not fit easily with either of these discursive forms of masculinity. In many ways, through successful sporting performance, elite disabled male athletes
 could be held up as exemplars of hegemonic masculinity, yet their status as disabled men positions them as subordinate to hegemonic views of masculinity as physically strong and capable. Yet, as discussed earlier, success in elite disability sports may help male athletes
 to overcome these contradictions and to be granted cultural authorization as ‘real’ men.
The associations between disabled men and successful sporting achievement may be perceived as less problematic than those between disabled women and successful sporting achievement as the active, competent attributes required to succeed in elite sports are incompatible with culturally accepted discourses of both disabled people and women. Corporate sponsors may thus be more willing to associate their products with disabled male athletes
 than with female disabled athletes
. Male athletes
 generally receive more media
 attention than female athletes
 and this is amplified in terms of disability sports, where female disabled athletes
 receive much less coverage and exposure than their male peers (Thomas & Smith, 2009).
Male disabled athletes
 are thus more attractive to sponsors and this helps exacerbate the unequal relations in terms of participation rates, status and financial security between male and female elite disabled athletes
. In the current study, this certainly appears to be the case for John who is reaping the rewards of his Paralympic success in terms of his ‘mini-local celebrity’ status. He has gained more recognition from his community and the business sector, and is frequently invited to speak at various functions. Natalie, however, laments: ‘I’m always sending letters, sponsorship is the most difficult thing to find.’ In contrast, John finds that ‘the majority of my sponsorship has just been offered to me, which is cool.’
Disabled women are significantly under-represented in disability sports and this may be a consequence of the uneasy relationship between sports and femininity
. Disabled women who are often already perceived as unfeminine in relation to hegemonic ideals may be reluctant to become involved in an activity (sports) which may further alienate them from idealized images of acceptable femininity
. While all women may be judged by their bodies and physical appearance, this is particularly true for disabled women. There is huge pressure to appear as able-bodied as they can and to disguise as much as possible the visible signs of their impairment and difference (Hargreaves, 2000). Whilst disabled men may also feel pressure to minimize the appearance of their impairment, this is likely to be felt more acutely by disabled women who may feel particularly vulnerable in terms of their appearance and its perceived incompatibility with culturally idealized forms of hegemonic femininity.


In the current study, Alice, 19, describes the severity of her disability as a ‘kind of middling,’ and is keen to stress the ways she is similar to the able bodied ‘norm.’ She uses prosthetic limbs, and comments that, ‘You don’t really know I haven’t got legs…It’s not really different I wouldn’t have thought, well no one’s said anything anyway!’ Natalie relates with pride the fact that most people watching her do sports ‘just don’t notice the disability’ and that she attended a sports Olympics for two years and people never noticed her impairment in all that time. Both of these young disabled women express pride in their ability to conceal their impairments, particularly when they are competing in an able-bodied environment, suggesting that they do feel under pressure to minimize their physical differences so that they relate more easily to acceptable notions of femininity
 and the idealized female form.
Conclusions
The experiences of the 13 disabled people presented in this chapter suggest that involvement in disability sports can have positive, even life-changing, effects for disabled people. Each participant reports how disability sports has transformed their expectations and opened up new and exciting opportunities, many of which are not available to most people, disabled or able-bodied. In this way, the social model of disability, which stresses structural, social and environmental barriers to the inclusion of disabled people in society, is inadequate for considering the varied and positive experiences that involvement in disability sports can open up for disabled people. The social model also fails to account properly for the embodied experiences of disability and the realities and differences of impairment, which again are important features in the lives of disabled athletes
. These features should be included in future studies exploring disability, in addition to structural, social and environmental barriers, in order to ensure that the full range of experiences of disabled people, positive and negative, physical, structural and social, are given adequate consideration.
This could then be used to expand the social model to include the realities of impairment and individual experience, whilst still retaining an emphasis on structural, social and environmental barriers that remain obstacles to achieving true integration between able-bodied and disabled people. This study draws on a very small sample of elite disabled riders, so conclusions drawn can in no way be generalized to disabled athletes
 or disabled people more generally. The study does suggest, however, that disability sports provides a prime site for further exploration of the embodied, gendered experiences of disability and may encourage further research in this area, which to date has largely been ignored or marginalized by both disability studies and sports and leisure studies.
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Kemalism and the Making of Modern Turkey
More so than any other figure, 

Mustafa Kemal was the chief
 architect behind the processes of modernization
 and Westernization
 in Turkey. A military man, Colonel Kemal rose to prominence as a result of his leadership in the Ottoman victory at the Battle of Gallipoli during the First World War. After the Turkish War of Independence (1919–1922), the Republic of Turkey was established, with its capital relocated to Ankara from Istanbul, and Kemal instated as the first president of the newly formed nation-state. During the 15 years of his presidency, Kemal’s government carried out a series of wide-spread political, economic, and cultural reforms to Westernize the modern Turkish state. Turkification, or Turkism, is “understood as the double movement through which Turkishness as the determinative identity of the citizens of the empire, and later, the republic, was racialized and its origins essentialized” (Krawietz, 2014, p. 337). The founding ideology of the Republic is commonly referred to as Kemalism, which is comprised of six pillars, known as the “Six Arrows”: republicanism, populism, nationalism, secularism, statism, and reformism.
Kemal was successful in promoting a secular system through the rejection of Sharia law, the implementation of free education
, including the establishment of progressive universities, the promotion of women’s suffrage (1930), the creation of a unified Turkish language and alphabet, and the advancement of the arts through cultural institutions such as museums and the founding of the Turkish Historical Society (1931). Body culture and Western sporting ideals were also a facet of the modernization process. As argued by Pfister and Hacısoftaoğlu (2016), “the political changes went along with social transformations… as well as with the propagation of Physical Education
 and sport aiming to strengthen the nation’s bodies, both literally and figuratively” (p. 1471). For these modernizing reforms, and many others, the Turkish Grand National Assembly granted Kemal the surname Atatürk, or “Father of the Turks,” in 1934. Within the span of 15 years, Turkey, under the leadership of one of the most popularly supported progressive leaders in political history, became a “modern” nation, promulgating a decidedly Western rhetoric.
As noted by the influential orientalist scholar Edward Said (1979), “the orient has helped to define… the west as it’s contrasting image, idea, personality, experience” (p. 1). In this sense, the Orient is described as a conceptual framework.1 Indeed, Said furthers this definition, by stating that “As much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has a history and tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in and for the West. The two geographical entities thus support and to an extent reflect each other” (p. 5). Therefore, modern Turkey—and formerly Anatolia, Asia Minor, or the Ottoman Empire—is reflective of an omnipresent Western gaze. In effect, this Western gaze is a by-product of the globalization process. Although globalization can be understood as the global connectivity for the import-export exchange of culture, “Westernization” has a decidedly more unidirectional flow, rooted in Western civilization and projected on the perceived “other.” For example, women’s participation in sport, as posited by social anthropologist Sertaç Sehlikoglu (2016), was “perceived as a way to represent and demonstrate to the global (especially Western) gaze that the Turkish nation was succeeding in modernizing itself” (p. 115). In this light, Atatürk’s promotion of women’s suffrage and equality was realized through women’s participation in various social institutions, such as sport. Modernizing the nation through sport, women’s rights, and secularism were tangible evidence that Turkish society was adhering to a Western way of life. And, truly, Turkish culture was flourishing under the tenets of Kemalism. Istanbul became a cosmopolitan milieu of progressive liberalism, Turkish acceptance into the International Olympic Committee (1911) was a sign of international comeuppance, and universal suffrage (1934) was adopted earlier than in nations such as France, Japan, Australia, and Switzerland. However, there were opponents to these modernizing trends, for “in theorizing the construction and representation of Turkish modernity, we can neither unproblematically herald the Western model nor dismiss the fantasy of ‘the West’ that informs the hegemonic national imaginary” (Ahıska, 2003, p. 353). The notion of hegemony
 has many facets and subcomponents, but for the purposes of this chapter, as it pertains to gender
 and Westernization, the concepts of hegemonic masculinity and heterosexuality
 will be further discussed and applied.
Heteronormative Oil Wrestling
One of the founders of the research field pertaining to the social construction of masculinity is the renowned Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell, who originally theorized the oft-debated concept of hegemonic masculinity. Connell (1987) describes this important conception of gender dynamics as “a social ascendency achieved in a play of social forces that extends beyond contests of brute power into the organization of private life and cultural processes” (p. 184). In understanding that masculine—predominantly Western masculine—ideals constitute the dominant social and political position, it is possible to dissect masculinity and realize the hierarchies therein. In so doing, Connell assumes that “the most important feature of contemporary hegemonic masculinity is that it is heterosexual, being closely connected to the institution of marriage; and the key form of subordinated masculinity is homosexual” (p. 186). This form of hegemonic heterosexuality
 is the basis of heteronormativity. A term that was coined by social theorist Michael Warner in his seminal Fear of a Queer Planet, heteronormativity has been reviewed and defined by a number of prominent gender studies scholars as “a tool to analyze systems of oppression and contributes to an understanding of how more general gender structures and hierarchies are constructed in society” (Herz & Johansson, 2015, p. 1011). American cultural anthropologist Gayle Rubin (1997) posits that “at the most general level, the social organization of sex
 rests upon gender, obligatory heterosexuality, and the constraint of female sexuality” (p. 40). While, do Mar Castro Varela, Dhawan, and Engel (2007) define heteronormativity
 as “heterosexual culture’s privilege to generalize itself as representing society” (p. 14). In summary, heteronormativity is a heterosexual way of life, diffused through hegemonic masculinity, and ultimately consecrated via the Westernization process. As such, while studying the modernization of republican Turkey, and its sporting culture, heteronormativity is a critical lens through which the national sport of oil wrestling is analyzed.2

Considered to draw its style from ancient Greek forms of wrestling, oil wrestling (yağlı güreş) is steeped in Byzantine history and Ottoman traditions. The objective of the oiled-up wrestler, referred to as a pehlivan (hero), is to control his challenger through physical dominance.3 Through a Western heteronormative lens, the sport of oil wrestling, with its glistening and writhing bodies, does not perceptually coincide with renowned feminist Adrienne Rich’s (2003) notion of “compulsory heterosexuality
.” As explained by Herz and Johansson (2015), “the notion of compulsory heterosexuality
 is not only tied into conceptions, ideas, and acts of sexuality, but it is rather viewed as a foundational structure in society and culture” (pp. 1011–1012). Oil wrestling epitomizes masculinity in Turkish society; however, it is often misunderstood by, and at odds with, traditional Western conceptions of masculinity. As explained in Carl Mehmet Hershiser’s (1998) doctoral dissertation about the commodification of traditional oil wrestling, “within the context of Turkish folk culture, the wrestler is not only perceived as being the personification of traditional attitudes… his role within the rural community [i]s the physical embodiment
 of a masculine ideal” (pp. 105, 111). Apart from this in-depth field research, there has been surprisingly little (English) scholarship on the sport of Turkish oil wrestling, which holds a unique position in Turkish cultural history, especially since the Kırkpınar national championship was inscribed into the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage Register in 2010.4

One of the only English-language academics to write about oil wrestling is Islamic studies professor Birgit Krawietz, who, as it turns out, relies heavily on a number of German sources. Her article on the sportification and heritagization of oil wrestling, along with Hershiser’s dissertation, are two foundational studies that this chapter will predominantly draw from. However, before delving into the historical aspects and heteronormative discourse pertaining to Turkish oil wrestling, a number of contextual frameworks must first be fleshed out. First, an analysis of folk wrestling is in order, focusing on the various forms, masculine symbolism, and its relationship to nation-building. For one can learn much about “the materiality of bodies and the social and cultural practices through which identifications in particular versions of masculinity are made” (Woodward, 2011, p. 202) by studying the plethora of folk wrestling variations around the world. Second, an evaluation of Islamic body culture will enhance our understanding of the Western heteronormative perspective of Oriental sexuality and gender norms. German sport historian and sociologist Henning Eichberg (1991), one of the foremost scholars on the history of body culture, sports, and identity, lamented that “Islamic body culture, with prayers, hygiene and taboos, Turkish oil wrestling, dervish trance dancing and other practices rich in their gender aspects, spiritual dimensions, historical transformations and ethnic cultural distinctions, are systematically neglected by the positivist sociology of sports.” The third, and last, contextual parameter will be an analysis of Turkish gender dynamics through sport. Gökarıksel and Secor (2017) note that scholarship on Turkish masculinities has fallen into the following categories: militarism, football
 and fandom
, family dynamics, heterosexuality
 and sex
, and the embodiment
 of (current) President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. As this chapter aims to show, the examination of Turkish masculinity and the national sport of oil wrestling through a Western heteronormative lens is a new perspective to the wider academic scholarship on Turkey, masculinity, and sport.
United Nations of Folk Wrestling5

As evidenced through its simultaneous development in disconnected societies, wrestling is the oldest and most basic form of human physical culture. Fostering the primal desire for control, the discourse surrounding the sport of wrestling often draws on the symbolism of masculinity—“strength, courage, tenacity, nerve, honor, stoicism, resilience, and fortitude” (Hershiser, 1998, p. 97). In essence, wrestling can present an “ideal site for constructing and displaying masculine identities” (Bromber, Krawietz, & Petrov, 2014, p. 395). Researching the anthropology of body culture and wrestling, French sport historian Tanguy Philippe (2014) notes that “wrestling is a game of domination, more or less formalised… Participants undertake a domination contest in which the notion of violence
 is, by some means, directed, codified or symbolised, in other words: culturally normed” (pp. 501, 494). It is the effects of time and distance that have led to the evolution of the regional variations in folk wrestling witnessed today throughout the world. Even yağlı güreş is but one of 16 folk wrestling styles sanctioned by the Turkish Traditional Sport Branches Federation, although only oil wrestling and karakucak güreşi are practiced nationwide. Although heavily affected by the cultural diffusion from the Central Asian steppes, Turkish oil wrestling was born of a confluence of both Eastern and Western traditions. According to ancient Greek historian and general, Thucydides, known as the “Father of Scientific History,” the Spartans were the first to anoint themselves with oil in advance of wrestling matches, so as to make the contest more difficult (Başaran & Gűrcűm, 2011). This tradition was then adopted by the Byzantines, the Seljuk Turks, and later the Ottoman Turks.
Today, there are a variety of folk wrestling traditions festooned throughout Central Asia with similar origins. This proliferation of diverse folk wrestling styles is connected etymologically by Başaran and Gűrcűm (2011):In Azerbaijan the term used for wrestling is gülas, the Baskirts have köras, the Kazaks küres, the Kirghizs use the term kürös, the Uzbeks have kuras, the Tatars köras or küres, the Turkmens use göres, the Uighurs küras or küres… and the Yakuts, Sakas, Tuvas, and Hakas have the term küras. These cognate terms suggest that there are strong and deeply embedded similar cultural attitudes to the concept and practice of wrestling throughout Asian Turks (p. 106).

There are an abundance of wrestling styles and cultures throughout this part of the world, some of which have been elevated to the status of national sports, such as in Tajikistan, Iran, and Uzbekistan. The national narrative surrounding these ancient physical cultures is particularly relevant in an increasingly homogenous sporting world. Philippe (2014) argues that “the different realities or imaginaries associated with this sport permit us to address the larger question of the articulation between the universality and the diversity of body culture” (p. 493). As such, wrestling—and folk wrestling, in particular—holds a unique cultural position through which to ascertain the various masculinities that define the notion of the modern nation-state through body culture.
Along similar lines as Edward Said’s conceptualization of the Orient, and harkening to Benedict Anderson’s (1983) oft-quoted “imagined communities,” modern nation-states are merely socio-politico entities with buffered borderlands. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was cognizant of these imaginaries and seized his opportunity to shape the nation through ideological accord. Although oil wrestling represented a rural past, wrought with traditionalism and gender inequality, Atatürk understood the power of promoting healthy, strong, and virile bodies to the outside world. Both male and female sportspeople aided in this vision. For instance, upon winning the Kırkpınar, famous pehlivan Kurtdereli Mehmet received a letter of congratulations from the inaugural president, praising his accolades and iterating that he was considered a national treasure (Krawietz, 2014). Atatürk, and other Central Asian leaders, saw the wrestler’s body as the glorification of the national narrative and the embodiment
 of nationalist masculine ideals. That said, women were also instrumental in realizing this national narrative, and more will be discussed about femininity
 and the nation later.
In a formative piece about the history of masculinity in Western civilization, cultural historian Christopher Forth (2008) expounds that “in the masculinist discourses of national greatness, pain
 and violence
 were (and continue to be) prescribed as a form of therapy, a means of constructing and reinforcing boundaries around the self while affirming commonalities among men who submit to the rigors of combat, training or exercise” (p. 138). Competent wrestlers were, for many ancient civilizations, members of a royal guard. This was the case in Ottoman Turkey, where oil wrestlers made up the janissary (yeniçeri) corps of the reigning Sultans; established by Murad I, the third Ottoman Sultan, in the fourteenth century. The same status was given to wrestlers in Japan, Bulgaria, Iran, and Senegal. For instance, in the following exert by Iranian studies’ scholar Houchang Chehabi (2003), the wrestler is a prominent figure in the folklore of a modernizing Iran:The one modern sport that resonated with Iran’s traditions was freestyle wrestling, and the new authorities favoured it openly; it is commonly referred to as the nation’s first sport. The state appropriated the figure of Gholamreza Takhti (1930–68), the legendary wrestling champion of the 1950s and 1960s who had been an opponent of the Shah, and, presenting him as a precursor of the Islamic revolution (p. 278).



Nationalist undercurrents are prevalent in many folk wrestling traditions around the world. Sportification, modernization, and standardization of these styles have led to the elaboration of “national” styles, reflected in cultural, political, and physical contexts. However, a renewed traditionalization or folklorization of native wrestling forms in recent times is providing a resurgence to traditional cultural interpretations of wrestling in the national narrative. This point is emulated by Bromber et al. (2014), who write that “Serving aims such as strengthening ethnic, regional or national identities or simply boosting the tourism business, the re-traditionalisation of styles is, in fact, rather a process of innovation or invention than of the restoration of a tradition” (p. 392). Kokowa wrestling in Niger, Iranian koshti pahlevāni, Senegalese laamb, and the Central Asian küras family of styles all present examples of nationalism through wrestling. Notably, some of the most pronounced nationalist wrestling styles mentioned here are prevalent in predominantly Muslim countries, including Iran (99.5%), Niger (98.3%), Turkey (98%), Azerbaijan (97.3%), Uzbekistan (97.1%), Senegal (96.6%), Tajikistan (96.4%), The Gambia (95.3%), Bangladesh (90.8%), Kyrgyzstan (89.4%), Kazakhstan (72%), and Burkina Faso (62.7%).6 As such, while focusing on the Turkish oil wrestling case, it is important to better understand how Islamic body culture features in the broader contextual framework of wrestling and masculinity.
Masculine Displays of Affection in Islamic Body Culture
There is much to be said about sport as the new religion
. Catholic philosopher and American diplomat Michael Novak famously advocated for sport as a secular religion
 (Novak, 1976). Of course, Novak was speaking about modern Western sport. The origins of modern sport are rooted in capitalism, industrialization, and individualism, which is problematic in an Islamic context, whose traditional tenets are antithetical to these Western ideologies. It is important to understand that “the Islamic concept of worship is very broad and includes both spiritual practices… but also routine affairs, such as business dealings, social interactions, personal attitudes, and physical activity” (Testa, 2016, p. 17). The Qur’an encourages the pursuit of healthy bodies and discourages all activities that result in bodily harm. Therefore, combat sports that aim to maim, such as boxing or mixed martial arts, are prohibited in Islamic culture. Wrestling, however, is an exception because it functions as a training exercise and was advocated by the Prophet Muhammad. Wrestling has become a way to construct masculinity within Islamic body culture, as the “relation to Islam becomes a way to construct and perform masculinity, and iteratively… the type of masculinity that is performed becomes crucial for that man’s approach to Islam” (Gökarıksel & Secor, 2017, p. 397). Muslim masculinity becomes particularly problematic in terms of homosexual masculinity, which is an understudied subject in the larger scholarship on Islamic gender studies.
In a society that treats homosexuality
 as an inferior or subordinated form of masculinity, it seems contradictory and at odds with cultural norms to accept or encourage public displays of masculine affection. This is most definitely the case in countries such as Morocco or Turkey, where adolescent boys walk hand-in-hand down busy streets or adult men caress each other during gregarious meetings in open marketplaces. Oil wrestling, the focus of this chapter, is particularly symbolic of perceptually homoerotic contact, as “each [wrestler] helps to ensure that his opponent is carefully and thoroughly covered in oil… [and] stroll through the arena as pairs with joined hands” (Başaran & Gűrcűm, 2011, p. 112). Granted, forms of physical contact such as “kissing cheeks, long handshakes and clutching hands are meant to reflect amity, devotion and most important[ly], equality in status” (Fattah, 2005) in Muslim countries; and, indeed, in many non-Muslim countries as well, such as triple cheek-kissing in the Netherlands or in Serb culture. However, through a Western heteronormative lens, these images are subjected to assertions of homosexual behaviors. North American and British men, for instance, are held to a machismo standard of masculinity, where physical strength, heterosexual promiscuity, and a distancing from emotional discourse abound. Even in mainland Western Europe, where romance and sexual liberalism are linked to language (see Romance languages), nudist art, and progressive body culture, the perception of Muslim masculine affection can still conjure notions of homoeroticism. Of course, not all Westerners perceive such behaviors as necessarily “gay,” but heteronormativity has a blinding influence and precludes rationalizing these realities as cultural norms. Viewing the world through a heteronormative lens blinds the observer to the idea of cultural relativism, whereby a given culture should not be critiqued through the criteria of another culture.
In a study conducted by cultural geographers Banu Gökarıksel and Anna Secor (2017), the philosophical concept of moral geographies was examined through a case study of devout Muslim men in Turkey: “Across mosques, cafes, and city streets, these moral geographies include differing and sometimes contradictory expectations of and desires for manliness, youthfulness, and religiosity.” Moral geographies, here, are what the authors define as “the relationship between social norms, political ideologies, and everyday spaces that shapes which bodies and behavior are accepted as appropriate and normal and which ones are seen as ‘out of place’ in a given location” (p. 383). Through this understanding of moral geographies, it is useful to locate Islamic body culture in the greater spheres of orientalism and Muslim society. What are the acceptable and reproduced forms of physical culture in the Muslim world? This is the critical question in Western heteronormative discourse that will reimagine perceptions of the secularist-Islamist struggle in Oriental society. For instance, many in the West view the hijab (Muslim female head covering) as a symbol of hegemonic masculinity and Islamic oppression. There are many Muslim women, on the other hand, that discount these accusations and relate to the hijab as a marker of their own agency within their religious convictions. While sport may be a modernizing institution, one that is aligned with Western ideals, it is still a heavily contested site of body culture for Muslim women. As Dagkas, Benn, and Knez (2014) argue, “the centrality of the body within both sport and Islam acts as a potential site for tensions within and across physical activity locations,” and as such “female body regulation in Islam has been centred on issues of body modesty and sexual propriety, largely vested in women’s bodies” (p. 199). For men, though, sport—especially wrestling and football—plays an integral role in sculpting Muslim masculinities.
Historically, Muslim society has been gender segregated and, thus, emotions
 are generally channeled to members of the same sex
 (Khuri, 2001). Sport, too, is one of the last universally gender-segregated social institutions. In Muslim societies, however, this sportive gender segregation begins much before the elite levels, with the segregation of youth Physical Education
 classrooms and the exclusion of women in the traditional rural pastime of wrestling. As one Imam related to Italian sport sociologist Alberto Testa (2016): Segregation in Muslim sport is necessary because it “promotes discipline and morals, avoids vulgarity, and rejects the commodification and sexualization
 of the human body” (p. 21). This segregationist mentality in Islamic physical culture is located within a predominantly patriarchal society, which enables hegemonic masculinity to reinforce non-secular norms. In Turkish society, for instance,A patriarchal family model exists whereby the husband is named as the head of the family; he has the first say concerning the family’s place of residence, and has primary responsibility for taking care of his wife and children. In this family, the parents encourage their daughters to be dependent and obedient, whereas boys are allowed to be more aggressive and independent since they are expected to cope with the outside world… This traditional patriarchal model directly structured the hierarchical and male-centred practices operating in the physical education
 community of practice; that is, an ascendant version of heteronormative and socially high-status masculinity was integrally linked with the prevailing practice of football. (Atencio & Koca, 2011, pp. 68–69)

This same patriarchal model exists in wrestling cultures, in which young boys apprentice from an early age and are encouraged to demonstrate and uphold the masculine ideals of the community.
The strict segregationist policies
 surrounding oil wrestling culture, then, leads to an increased emotional connection to members of the same sex
, with whom fraternity and kinship are valued interactions. This segregated subculture has led to a problematic interpretation of homosexuality
. As observed by Hershiser (1998), “within the social context of a subculture that still advocates segregation by sex
, traditional wrestling, with its practice of apprenticing young boys to men who have spent their lives in the company of other men, would have within it, if not institutionalized homosexuality
, at least a significant percentage of individuals who were, by sexual preference, homosexual” (p. 118). This is a controversial sentiment that assumes that homosexuality
 is a choice affected by one’s environment. Biologically, a certain percentage of the global population is of a homosexual orientation. Certain environments can be conducive to overt expressions of homosexuality
, but they do not directly affect sexual orientation of any kind. Regardless of a heteronormative (or homophobic) viewpoint, many types of physical activities, including oil wrestling, will undoubtedly foster homoerotic tendencies and behaviors. This is not to say, however, that Western male sport does not foster these same sexual proclivities, which is increasingly being discussed in contemporary Western media
 and academic circles. The suppression of male homosexuality
 in both Eastern and Western sporting cultures is a problematic aspect of modern professional sports. In this light, Islamic body culture is a complex and fluid site of resistance to Western hegemonic heterosexuality
, where women are finding greater agency through sports participation and “the performance of Muslim masculinity is mobile and multiple, reflecting and producing difference within complex webs of social, economic, and political relations that articulate and contest ideas about piety and virility” (Gökarıksel & Secor, 2017, p. 398). With this initial foray into the social aspects of gender and body culture in Islamic societies, the following section will narrow the discussion to the Turkish sporting landscape.
From “Sick Man” to “New Woman”
Prior to the implementation of the modernizing principles of Kemalism, Turkish women had few opportunities to participate in sport. As such, global sports, as opposed to traditional “manly” pastimes, were deemed an appropriate avenue for female emancipation. As noted by sport historian Gertrud Pfister and gender theorist Ilknur Hacısoftaoğlu (2016), “female athletes
 seemed to be ‘indicators’ of gender equality and signifiers of the westernization of a country. Westernization as an indicator for modernity and progress could and can be demonstrated in different ways: via Western body ideals, a specific lifestyle and by participation in Western sports” (p. 1475). Two specific events reflected Western ideals of beauty and modern femininity
 in Turkey: (1) The crowning of Keriman Halis as Miss World at the third international beauty contest in 1932; and (2) the participation of Turkish women’s fencers Halet Çambel and Suat Aşani in the 1936 Berlin Summer Olympic Games, the first female Muslim Olympians. Affirmation of modern femininity
 by the Western gaze was a cherished marker of internationalism in republican Turkey. Sehlikoglu (2016) reiterates this Kemalist obsession, as she argues that:The transformation of women’s rural-looking, veiled, ‘unhealthy,’ and therefore uncivilized bodies into civilized, disciplined, and liberated bodies was perceived not only as an indicator of the Westernization and modernization of the country but also as a way to create and define the new ideal of Turkish woman… The presentation of Turkish female bodies to Western audiences was consequential for the Republican project to confirm its success in the eyes of the idealized other (p. 115).

Halis, Çambel, and Aşani represented Turkey’s “New Women,” and demonstrated the modernity of the new republic. Atatürk’s vision of a modern Turkey was being formalized through the perception of the nation’s bodies. However, not all perceived the promotion of femininity
 as a marker of modernity, for the nation was still attempting to shirk the negative label and meanings of the “Sick Man of Europe.”
Used in the nineteenth century to denigrate the Ottoman Empire, the “Sick Man of Europe” label was another way in which orientalism surfaced as a “Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (Said, 1979, p. 3). The Occident perceived—and, to an extent, still perceives—the Orient as a weak and dissident society, grasping at traditionalist and dogmatic rhetoric to maintain a backward way of life. As such, the Oriental “other” was denigrated and feminized. Within the context of hegemonic masculinity, the “feminisation (especially by the United States) of Turkey’s masculinity as a weak, passive, peripheral and ‘mandate’ state in need of Western guidance, and as a state that could not conduct its own domestic and international affairs independently, intensified the gendered ontological insecurity” (Bilgiç, 2016, p. 162). This is, of course, precisely what Atatürk and Kemalism were struggling against. A crisis of identity, especially a gendered identity, was not an issue that a young republican Turkey took lightly. Therefore, “it was noted that pride about the national past should encourage people to cope with feelings of inferiority relative to Western nations,” and, thus, the reimagination of a national heritage, through the Turkish history thesis—a marginalization of Ottoman history in favor of a Turkic one—became “the root and the anchor of a modern and secular national identity” (Pfister & Hacısoftaoğlu, 2016, p. 1471). Although it was important to promote women’s sporting and political participation as a symbol of modernity, the veneration of oil wrestlers as links to a traditional masculine past was equally important in the construction of a new national identity.
Through the overarching framework of hegemonic masculinity, masculine ideals essentially influence and dominate social, sporting, and political spheres. Socially, sexual inequality and heteronormativity are just two examples of gendered discrepancies in society. In sportive terms, men’s sport draws more spectators, financing, and media
 coverage than women’s sport. And politically, the construction of nations and reimagination of national narratives has a decidedly masculine tone. Within the modernization of Oriental nations during the 1920s and 1930s, political leaders like Atatürk or Reza Shah of Iran “became the counterparts to the Western hegemonic masculinity. With the ideal of nationhood and a centralized state came the ideal of one national leader subsuming regional or ethnic masculinities” (Gerami, 2005, p. 450). Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, therefore, fashioned the new Turkish republic in his own image. He was a “modern” man, adorned in Western attire, and looking to the West for inspiration and ideological imperatives. He believed in a healthy nation, and therefore a strong nation; not just figuratively, but literally as well. Much like Friedrich Jahn of Germany and Lord Strathcona of Canada, before him, Atatürk held national military training and systemic physical educational reforms in high regard, preparing the nation for potential military conflict and promoting healthy bodies in healthy minds.
In a study on the construction of masculinities in the Turkish Physical Education
 system, sport sociologists Atencio and Koca (2011) explain that “the shared repertoire constituting the masculine community of practice included measuring one’s physical strength and prowess through activities such as fighting, playing rough, wrestling, and playing football” (p. 63). Engagement in football was a performance of masculine identity in the Turkish context because of the segregation of boys and girls in Physical Education
 classes and, therefore, the playing fields of the community. Youth football in Turkey can be viewed as a moral geography wherein masculine identity is reinforced and normalized. The other predominantly masculine domain in the Turkish sporting landscape is combat sports, most notably wrestling. As stated earlier, the champion wrestler “holds an important place in the physical culture of the rural community,” (Hershiser, 1998, p. 101) and embodies the national masculine ideal. Through political reforms, social restructuring, and the use of new media
, Kemalist rhetoric was able to situate oil wrestling within nationalist discourse as a link between a traditional past and a masculine future. As noted by Gerami (2005), “the national cinemas in countries such as… Turkey had typecasts representing these masculinities. They were virile men, physically and morally strong. They could be simple or rural, as opposed to the cunning urban men” (p. 451). This rural romanticism is not an uncommon theme in nationalist discourses and plays favorably for the positioning of oil wrestling in the secular—traditional nexus of modern Turkish society. The national sport of Turkey is both a conundrum to the Western gaze and a symbol of traditional Turkish values.
The Oldest Sporting Festival in the World
In July 2017, Ismail Balaban, a farmer’s son from the southern Turkish province of Antalya, was crowned the başpehlivan (heavyweight champion) of the world’s oldest continuous sporting festival. The annual Kırkpınar oil wrestling national championship will be organized for the 658th consecutive year in July 2019, dating back to the year 1361. Murad I, the third bey (chieftain) of the Ottoman Sultanate was an integral figure in the history of this tournament, and thus the history of oil wrestling in the region formerly known as Anatolia. In 1363, Murad I conquered the Thracian city of Adrianople, renamed it Edirne, and relocated the Ottoman capital there. Located at the intersection of modern-day Greece, Bulgaria, and Turkey, Edirne is the host site of the Kırkpınar, meaning “forty springs.” As legend has it, the “forty springs” represents the resting place of two brothers who died while wrestling in an effort to please Murad’s brother Süleyman Pasha during the Ottoman expansion into Thrace in the 1340s (Başaran & Gűrcűm, 2011).7 Murad was also responsible for the establishment of the title of sultan, the aforementioned janissary corps of wrestlers, and the devşirme system of slavery, which enslaved Balkan Christian boys who were raised to serve the military state. During the first two centuries (until 1582) of the Kırkpınar, almost all wrestlers were products of the devşirme system, representing villages from across the land. Ottoman athletes
 learned the ways of oil wrestling in special schools, known as tekke, and the best wrestlers were ultimately recruited to stables under the sponsorship of local benefactors, similar to Japanese sumo stables. Eventually, both commoners and nobility participated in the traditional pastime. Even a number of Sultans, including Murad IV (1623–1640) and Emperor Abdülaziz (1861–1876), were considered great pehlivans. It was during the latter’s reign that oil wresting received international attention, as pehlivans like the aforementioned Kurtdereli Mehmet achieved success abroad in exhibition matches. In 1867, Abdülaziz, with his pehlivan janissary entourage, toured Western Europe and impressed French Empress Eugénie, wife of Napoleon III, who then uttered the expression “fort comme une Turc” (strong like a Turk). Today, the Kırkpınar is the “Super Bowl of traditional Turkish wrestling,” with increasing media
 coverage, prize money, and the presence of the Turkish presidents (Krawietz, 2012). However, this sensationalism is still rooted in rural romanticism, which is manifest throughout much of the nation.
In 1980, over half (56%) of the population of Turkey, about 25 million people, lived outside urban centers. This percentage has since dipped to about one quarter (26%) by 2016, but the total rural population is roughly the same.8 Hershiser (1998) relates that during this period “the activity of wrestling played a central role in the socialization of young men within the rural community, forming and maintaining hierarchies of male power relations” (pp. 98–99). In constructing an oral history, of sorts, Hershiser performed many interviews with oil wrestling practitioners and former pehlivans to better understand the culture of masculinity from an insider’s perspective. One such interviewee, an English professor, related a childhood memory of his family moving to a new town and a group of boys lining up outside his new home: “When [my brother and I] went outside to see what was going on, the oldest one told us that we’d have to wrestle everyone there so they could figure out where we stood” (p. 99). Throughout many of the interviews, this was a common story, exemplifying the values imbued in the physical culture of wrestling within rural communities.
The narratives of rural romanticism—extolled by German poets such as Johann Gottfried Herder or the Heidelberg Romantics—are wrought with masculinities and communitarianism, values that are embodied by traditional sports participants worldwide. For instance, the sport of pato—the national sport of Argentina—has been modernized to look like a horseback version of netball, but hints of a historic rural romanticism persist. Spanning miles of open fertile land on the Argentine Pampas, tens (and sometimes hundreds) of gauchos fought for control of the pato (live duck) in an equine version of keep-away (Slatta, 1986). In Turkey, the traditional wrestler was considered “the physical extension of the community’s honor” and “a natural resource of the village” (Hershiser, 1998, pp. 103, 104). Outside the major cities, yağlı güreş was the sport of choice. Today, however, with decreasing employment opportunities in rural communities and increasing popularity of western sports, urban youths are far less likely to participate in the pastime or follow the oil wrestling schedule. Beginning in the 1970s, stemming from urbanization and industrialization, the image of oil wrestling in wider Turkish society was considered backward and antithetical to Western sporting ideals (Krawietz, 2014). Through a Western heteronormative lens, which many modern and secular Turkish youths adopted, this epitome of Turkish masculinity projected a distinctly homoerotic image and functionality.
This Western typecasting stems from the way in which oil wrestling is performed. There are three modes of conduct within traditional oil wrestling culture that are deviant to Western heteronormative hegemony
. First, as is customary, the ceremonial oiling of one’s partner takes place. This is performed as a sign of respect, essentially increasing the difficulty for the oiler in competition. This form of intimate body contact between two stereotypically masculine men infuses a homoerotic undertone to the age-old ritual. The second homoerotic perception of this folk sport has to do with the kispet, the traditional leather trousers adorned by oil wrestlers. The kispet is considered “half the pehlivan,” for “should he let his opponent take hold and pull his kispet down during a match, the wrestler loses the match together with his dignity” (Başaran & Gűrcűm, 2011, p. 117). Considering conventional grasping targets on the body are covered with a slippery lubricant, the kispet is a prime target for opposing wrestlers to take hold of. Other forms of folk wrestling also use articles of clothing for such grasps, such as jackets (see Armenian kokh or French gouren) or belts in Icelandic glima wrestling. In yağlı güreş, the wrestler benefits from sliding his hand down his opponent’s trousers to grab the waistband (kasnak), which is an optimal holding site. Without leaving much room for the imagination, from a heteronormative perspective, this act can be misconstrued and trivialized when taken out of context. It is, therefore, the way in which the kispet is manufactured, and indeed the regulations that the sport follows, that are essential elements of the homoerotic narrative of Turkish oil wrestling. The third, and most socially problematic, stigma associated with the traditional sport is the noted exclusion of women.
As mentioned earlier, many Islamic societies are heavily gender segregated to begin with. The masculine culture of oil wrestling furthers this divide between the sexes. From a young age, boys engage with the masculinization process of the all-male activity, learning how to act “manly,” with honor, and in acceptance of the traditional gender norms. “Although they are generally acknowledged as being symbols of strength and virility, a wrestler’s sexual proclivities are severely curtailed by the customs and traditions that bind him to his profession… actively choos[ing] to distance themselves from nearly all contact with women” (Hershiser, 1998, pp. 108–109). This includes the spectatorship of the opposite sex. Women are strictly forbidden from entering the wrestling field, literally called the “Mansfield” (Er meydani), thus a buffer zone of male spectators separates the pehlivans and their female fans watching from a distance. This segregated, all-male upbringing, coupled with the acts of oiling and kispet holding, combine to form a decidedly homoerotic image in the gaze of the heteronormative West, and brings up questions of masculinity in the contrasting cultures of the Occident and the Orient. The last section of this chapter will delve deeper into a heteronormative analysis of Turkish oil wrestling within the broader orientalist discourse.
Eastern “Gays” Through a Western Gaze
Masculinity and femininity
 are a socially constructed gender binary. Therefore, gender is inherently defined, interpreted, and constructed through a fluid, dynamic, and complex social negotiation. Those who identify as men adhere to an intersection of many masculinities. To name a few, this could be the patriarch, the machismo, the metrosexual, or the romantic. These archetypes are touchpoints from which masculinities unfold, through life experience and societal normalization. Given these archetypal masculinities, men and boys experience the aforementioned fluid interpretation of gender for themselves, based on individual temporal and spatial restrictions. Cultural relativity is imperative to the broader understanding of these restrictions. Masculinity scholar Todd W. Reeser aptly combines heteronormative discourse with Edward Said’s orientalism to expand on the notion of cultural relativity. Reeser (2010) noted that “In an orientalist view of the world, strict binary oppositions are imagined between the East and the West. Consequently, non-sanctioned eastern subjectivities are not heard as viable alternatives to the dominant, official voice of the West” (p. 184). Cultural relativity is the crux of this Western voice or gaze. And so, what does this Western gaze entail? It is not simply an observational process or visual experience. Rather, the Western gaze is a piercing judgment of “other” societies; a critical assessment that brings with it hegemonic globalizing forces. These Western hegemonic signals include white, male, capitalist, democratic, and heterosexual norms.9 These same signals are integral to the concept of heteronormativity, whose “norms, practices and discourses consolidate the hegemony
 of heterosexuality
” (do Mar Castro Varela, et al., 2007, p. 13). In summary, the Western gaze comprises predominantly Western signals, including the hegemony
 of “normal” sexuality.
Since Michael Warner first theorized about heteronormativity in society, there has been a number of definitions of the term. Child/youth development scholars Toomey, McGuire, and Russell (2012) propose that heteronormativity is “a societal hierarchical system that privileges and sanctions individuals based on presumed binaries of gender and sexuality; as a system it defines and enforces beliefs and practices about what is ‘normal’ in everyday life” (p. 188). While, do Mar Castro Varela, Dhawan and Engel (2007) define heteronormativity as “a coherence of idealized morphologies, presumptive heterosexual desire and a thoroughly constructed gender binary” (p. 11). Most definitions of the term focus either on societal normalization or on the familial aspects pertaining to monogamous relationships. This latter meaning is reinforced through nationalist rhetoric, media
 portrayals, and institutional communication. For instance, many conservative leaders worldwide extoll the virtues of traditional heterosexual marriage and resultant family values. This can be found in both Western and Eastern milieus. Beginning with the Netherlands in 2001, same-sex marriage has become legalized in 24 Western nations.10 To note, apart from South Africa, same-sex marriage has not yet been legalized throughout Africa nor Asia—Taiwan will be the first non-Western nation to do so (likely) in 2019.
Turkey, with its patriarchal, predominantly Muslim society, falls within the category of nations that preach the values of heterosexual monogamy. Warner (1991) touches on both the reproductive and societal aspects of heteronormativity. On the one hand, he states that heteronormativity is “the model of the heterosexual and monogamous couple, who are the foundation of the family institution and guarantee of the continuity of the reproductive process” (p. 4). While, on the other hand, Warner (1991) argues that “heterosexual privilege lies in heterosexual culture’s exclusive ability to interpret itself as society” (p. 8). In essence, this is a description of hegemonic assertion. Swedish gender sociologists Marcus Herz and Thomas Johansson (2015) reiterate this viewpoint, explaining that “heteronormativity theoretically focuses on and problematizes the dominant position of heterosexuality
 in society” (p. 1010). And sport, as a cultural focal point, is not immune to the “totalizing tendency” of heteronormativity (Warner, 1991). In fact, sport is one of the primary agents influencing heteronormative norms through the Western gaze.
In Western sport—and therefore in global sport—heterosexuality
 is normalized and reinforced through the gender segregation of elite-level competition, the emphasis on machismo masculinity, and the gendering of aesthetic sports as feminine and violent sports as masculine. British physical educationist Scarlett Drury (2014) holds that “homophobia and heteronormativity are central to the culture of sport” (p. 309). Dworkin and Wachs (2000) further this sentiment, by claiming that “given that sport is one of the most powerful socializing institutions for masculinity that privileges male heterosexual bodies, it provides an interesting forum for exploring norms of sexual behaviour” (p. 50). Thus, to analyze Turkish oil wrestling through a heteronormative lens is an extension of examining sexuality in sport. Although oil wrestling does not abide by a Western heteronormative gaze, it does, however, borrow other Western concepts, most notably sportification. In recent years, the Kırkpınar’s “Super Bowl
” label is due to its promotion as a spectacle, rather than a widespread traditional pastime. The increasing television, sponsorship, and political affiliations attest to this Western capitalist process. Therefore, although oiled wrestlers can be perceived as a facet of “gay” masculinity through the Western gaze, the practice’s decidedly modern trajectory is distilling such notions abroad. That said, the process of Westernization has many fronts.
While sportification may lead to greater acceptance of oil wrestling internationally, the heteronormativity of the global sport of football is redefining masculinity locally. The urbanizing of Turkish youth exposes greater numbers to the global gigantism of the world’s most popular sport. And, as “mainstream men’s football in particular represents one of the most significant institutions involved in the construction of heteronormative notions of masculinity,” (Drury, 2014, p. 311) it is introducing Western sexual norms to non-Western adherents of the sport. For instance, upon moving to the city, rural youth who held wrestlers as the epitome of Turkish masculinity may now question the homoeroticism of yağlı güreş, which is an effect of their newly minted heteronormative perceptions. Global-Western sports, such as football or basketball, can produce or introduce this way of viewing traditional pastimes, especially those which espouse the friction, closeness, and contact of bodies. In this light, Turkish oil wrestling is realizing the import-export processes of globalization and will continue to tread between Western sportification and heteronormative dissonance.
Conclusion
The history of Turkish oil wrestling is wrought with masculine imagery. Notwithstanding the exclusion of women as participants and spectators (until recently), oil wrestling has been epitomized as the masculine ideal in the former Ottoman Empire and rural republican Turkey. Traditional Central Asian folk wrestling cultures, in general, have fostered nationalist masculine ideologies through the sport of physical domination. In the early Ottoman Empire, Sultans were integral to the glorification of strong and virile wrestlers throughout the military state. Wrestling was the one fighting sport that the Prophet allowed, and thus both religious and secular interests coincided in the promotion of sport. Since the nineteenth century, however, oil wrestling has increasingly come under scrutiny from the West, along with Turkish masculinity. The Western gaze—originally European, then including other Western societies—emitted a critical heteronormative hegemony
, questioning the perceived homoeroticism of oil wrestling, along with its practitioners and supporters. As noted by Edward Said (1979), “the relationship between Occident and Orient is the relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony
” (p. 5). The hegemonic flow of Westernization tends to unidirectionally point toward the East. This was particularly problematic for an Ottoman Turkish identity attempting to shed the label of the “Sick Man of Europe.”
The binaries of masculine-feminine and East-West, in this case, are especially pertinent. The parallels between heteronormativity and orientalism, then, are stark and imply a gender-ethnic opposition “linked to an imagined idea of gender… or it might mean that an Arab or Turkish man is assumed to be prone to sexual licentiousness… or to homosexuality
” (Reeser, 2010, p. 185). The feminization or hypermasculinization of the culturally “other” is an element of hegemonic masculinity consistent with the Western gaze. Turkish political scientist Ali Bilgiç (2016), who applies a feminist postcolonial approach to his work, explains this gendered “othering” in depth:Post-colonial feminists form an analysis of masculinities that construct hierarchical relations within the West/non-West context through gendering. This is epitomized primarily, albeit not exclusively, in two ways. In the case of hypermasculinisation, the non-West is represented and discursively reproduced as excessively authoritarian, barbaric, violent, reactionary and irrational… The feminisation of the non-West, on the other hand, constructs it as passive, emotional and weak. Reflecting the post-colonial matrix, gendering the non-West is essential for its spatial construction… as the other and as an underdeveloped, uncivilized, non-modern space that requires the West’s intervention to reorder (p. 43).

During the modernization of the Republic of Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk used the nation’s bodies to combat such gendered perceptions and rewrote the Turkish history thesis to demonstrate a proud and traditional culture. Thus, not only was Turkish oil wrestling a facet of the ancient Ottoman masculinization process, it became a tool within the reimagination of a Turkish republic from the 1920s to the 1960s. Whether combatting Western feminization, representing the nation, or reaffirming gender segregationist policies
, yağlı güreş is a misunderstood and trivialized pastime in the heteronormative West.
The crux of this gender-geographic nexus is cultural relativism. Although coined by American philosopher Alain Locke, cultural relativism was established by German-American anthropologist Franz Boas (1887), who wrote that “Civilization is not something absolute, but … is relative, and… our ideas and conceptions are true only so far as our civilization goes” (p. 589). In contrast to ethnocentrism, which espouses the merits of one’s own culture over others, cultural relativism takes a broader approach, accepting the differences in cultural norms the world over. In parallel, heteronormativity can be viewed as a sexual version of ethnocentrism—a sexual centrism. As such, taking a cultural relativist approach to Turkish oil wrestling would counter this Western heteronormative lens. The lens is only as strong as the observer’s inability or ignorance to view the world in relative terms. People are different, cultures are different, and societies are different. Of course, there are sociopolitical trends that weave a complex narrative, but perspective and acceptance, to be blunt, are the key ingredients in understanding the world as we know it. Although the kispet regulations, gender segregation, and oiling of wrestlers align with a Western homoerotic narrative, as viewed through a heteronormative lens, these acts are accepted and encouraged within Turkish culture. Turkish wrestling is wedged between Occidental and Oriental viewpoints, with contrasting heteronormative and cultural relativistic ideals. Through a Western heteronormative gaze, the national sport of Turkey is stigmatized as the “other’s” normalized body culture. In conclusion, yağlı güreş is a cultural conundrum, an homage to traditional masculine values, and an illusory aspect of the modern 

Turkish narrative.
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Footnotes
1Geographically, the Orient may refer to any one of, or the combination of, the following regions: The Middle East, Central Asia, the Caucasus, the Asian Subcontinent, Southeast Asia, and the Far East.

 

2To note, the second Turkish national sport is cirit (or jereed), an equestrian team sport involving the use of blunted javelins to throw at opposition members in order to tag them out. Cirit and yağlı güreş (oil wrestling) comprise two of the three “manly sports” of wrestling, archery, and horsemanship, popularized through the military traditions of ancient Central Asian tribes, such as the Mongols or Huns. In fact, the three “games of men” comprise Mongolia’s three contemporary national sports, which are celebrated at the annual Naadam festival, whose traditional masculinity has been threatened in recent times by the inclusion of the first female competitors.

 

3As women are excluded from participation, masculine gender pronouns will be used in reference to oil wrestlers.

 

4The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) established this register in 2008 in order to safeguard and promote the awareness of significant intangible cultural heritages (dance
, sport, language, traditional practices, etc.) worldwide.

 

5Folk wrestling is a traditional, cultural, regional, or ethnic physical practice, distinct from Olympic wrestling (Greco-Roman and freestyle) and professional wrestling (WWE, sumo, or lucha libre, to name a few).

 

6Percentages of Muslims within the national populations are presented in parentheses. All percentages derived from the Pew Research Center (a Washington, DC, nonpartisan fact tank) religious profile projection for the year 2020 (Pew Research Center, “Religious Composition by Country, 2010–2050,” http://​www.​pewforum.​org/​2015/​04/​02/​religious-projection-table/​2020/​percent/​all/​.)

 

7Thrace is the European part of Turkey, west of Istanbul.

 

8The World Bank, “Rural Population,” https://​data.​worldbank.​org/​indicator/​SP.​RUR.​TOTL?​end=​2016&​locations=​TR&​page=​1&​start=​1960&​view=​chart.

 

9To note, Western religious hegemony
 is not included in this list, as the formerly dominant Judeo-Christian denomination is increasingly being resisted, and recently destabilized, by the burgeoning atheist-agnostic movement. Either case, however, still has a Westernizing influence in the world.

 

10Netherlands (2001), Belgium (2003), Spain, Canada (2005), South Africa (2006), Norway, Sweden (2009), Portugal, Iceland, Argentina (2010), Denmark (2012), Brazil, France, Uruguay, New Zealand (2013), England-Wales-Scotland (2014), Luxembourg, United States, Ireland (2015), Colombia (2016), Finland, Malta, Germany, and Australia (2017).
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Despite the increasing tolerance for different forms
 of masculinity (Anderson, 2011) and decreasing discrimination towards homosexuals in sports (Magrath, Anderson, & Roberts, 2015; Magrath, 2017), football
 stadiums in Poland remain social spaces in which ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (Connell, 1987; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) and ‘homosocial bonds’ (Lipman-Blumen, 1976; Sedgwick, 1985) are exposed, reinforced and reproduced through various match-day practices, including the performances of ultras.1

In the sports context, one can speak of two kinds of hegemony
, as distinguished by Demetriou (2001), that is, internal and external hegemony
. The first refers to the relationships between different groups of men, between which there is a defined hierarchy. For example, in stadiums, so-called ultra fans have exercised the greatest influence on fandom culture due to the fact that they are well-organized, strongly committed and traditionally play the most active role on the stands. Meanwhile, external hegemony
 is the domination of men over women on the stands, which is sustained by excluding both persons and behaviours ‘considered the opposite of masculine, such as women, homosexuals and children’ (Del Campo, 2003, p. 67).
This chapter focuses on stadium performances, which play a pivotal role in building the identity of football fans and shape ultras’ culture in Poland (as well as in other countries, see, e.g. Kossakowski, Szlendak, & Antonowicz, 2018; Doidge & Lieser, 2018; Perasović & Mustapić, 2018). More precisely, it aims to analyse images of choreographies prepared by ultras who are defined as football fans responsible for the performative part of team-supporting. As such, the chapter focuses on the reproduction of homosocial bonds through the visual performances of ultras, as the existing research in this field has mainly examined the verbal aspects of fandom, namely chants, songs and forms of abuse
 (Clark, 2006; Magrath, 2017).
The conducted research (see ‘Methodology’ section later in the chapter) revealed that the performances of Polish fans are based, to a large extent, on images of hegemonic masculinity and its features, such as domination, physical strength and heterosexual orientation. The authors have distinguished five types of male role models manifested via ultras’ performances in order to forge and reproduce their hegemonic masculinity and, at the same time, to humiliate their opponents by attributing ‘feminine’ and ‘homosexual’ roles to them.
The chapter is organized in the following order. It begins by drawing upon the wider social contexts of the transformation of Polish fandom, which plays an important role in understanding the content of the ultras’ performances. Furthermore, it sheds light on the category of masculinity as a key concept for the analysis of football fandom. It also briefly presents the meanings and roles of ultras’ performances during football matches. In the next section, the methodology of this study is presented and by doing so, special attention is paid to the choice of a grass-roots fans’ magazine, the time-frame of analysis and most importantly the way in which the content of the magazine was examined.
The main part of this study consists of detailed analyses of ultras’ performances with respect to the manifestation of hegemonic masculinity. The last section offers a discussion about our empirical findings carried in a wider social context with strong reference to the theoretical backdrop.
The Transformation of the (Male) Stadium Terraces
The values which are presented in the stands are not separated from the historical and contemporary socio-cultural environment. Therefore, it is necessary to acknowledge that Poland is a country characterized by a mono-ethnic society (roughly 95% of habitants identified themselves as Poles, GUS, 2015), a turbulent and painful political history (encompassing the lack of statehood between 1795 and 1918) and the massive extermination of Polish citizens during World War II followed by decades of the communist regime. In short, Poland is an example of young democracy, with little in the way of democratic tradition and a history of military and political turbulences during the twentieth century. Poland also stands out from other European countries due to the prevailing social and political role of the Roman-Catholic Church.
The development of Polish fandom, as well as its ideological background, is strongly related to the transformation of Polish society. During the post-transformation period (after 1989), the collective ideology of the working class has been diminished, along with the role of men from a working-class background. In this context, football terraces became an enclave for precarious masculinity, in which other (ultra) fans were perceived as a source of companionship, providing a sense of belonging, strength and the feeling of mightiness (Antonowicz, Kossakowski, & Szlendak, 2016). Additionally, the post-transformation period—by ‘anarchy’, social anomie and a lack of law enforcement dedicated to mass sports events—had a massive influence on the development of football fandom in Poland (Antonowicz & Grodecki, 2016). Football fandom became a symbol of anti-social behaviour, with strong reference to the cult of physical power, street fights and other ‘tribal’ rituals of violence
.
Moreover, the structure of Polish fandom was developed via a ‘militant’ mode of conduct within its hierarchical order, the fusion of personal identity with the group, physical and mental strength, physical punishment for the breaking of rules and discipline (Kossakowski, 2015; Kossakowski & Besta, 2018). The ‘militant’ character of football fandom, together with the frequent references to God and Poland as the fatherland reveal the strong influence of conservative ideology. To make the matter more complex, the extremely difficult post-war period, which was marked by totalitarian and authoritarian regimes (appealing to ‘leftist’ values, e.g. ‘classless society’), created an awkward situation in which most fans (presenting generally anti-system attitudes) tended to associate leftist values only with the communist system.
Such deeply embedded anti-leftism (or even leftist phobia) produces a particular ideological intransigence, which means that issues such as lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) rights are almost automatically repudiated. So, the ultras’ stands became one of the major bastions of ultra conservative ideology, with the flagship issues of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987) and a massive deficit in terms the exhibition of tolerance for other forms of masculinity. However, their views—albeit radical—largely reflect general social attitudes towards sexual minorities, as only 16% of the population state that homosexuality
 is normal (24% consider it as abnormal and intolerable; 55% state that it is deviation from the norm, but it should be tolerable; CBOS, 2017). Taking this into consideration, football fandom culture reflects prevailing conservative values rooted in Polish society. Most recently, this culture is reproducing national-conservative re-sentiments, which are well reflected in the current popularity of right-wing political parties. This covers a variety of issues, including the perception of the gender
 order and gender patterns, with a particular focus on the role of men and women in society. But on the other hand, it needs to be acknowledged that Polish stands do not stand out in this respect from those of other European countries, as the football stadium has become one of the few remaining bastions of masculinity (Spaaij, 2008) in the era of women’s emancipation and the declining role of the working class.
Masculinity and Male Bonds in Football Fans’ Studies
Although masculinity has hardly ever been a separate category of research in the field of fandom studies, it is frequently used as explanatory variable for fans’ behaviour in the stands. In particular, it is deployed in studies focused on sports-related violence
. It is widely acknowledged that sports, as a social institution, imposes a narrow account of masculinity and also that the latter is defined and empowered through performing fandom (Haynes, 1993; Kennedy, 2004; King, 2004; Redhead, 1993). However, only research on hooliganism places ‘masculinity’ in the most central position (Spaaij, 2008), making strong and frequent references thereof, whilst exploring its development across Europe. Hooliganism, which will be presented later in the chapter, plays a dominant role whilst also setting the structure of masculinity amongst Polish ultras, as reflected in their performances. At the heart of hooliganism—regardless of its geographical location—rests the glorification of physical strength and a contempt for any form of behaviour that was not seen as ‘masculine’ (strong, tough, aggressive) (Dunning, 1999). As Connell (2000, p. 2018) notes, for many men and boys, being ‘a good warrior’ and having the ‘ability to defend himself against enemies’ are important identity factors. Furthermore, living with the continuous danger of facing physical confrontations with rivals from other hooligans’ gangs becomes the ultimate test of masculinity.
The English roots of football hooliganism attracts the attention of British scholars and also imposes a specific understanding of the phenomenon, referring to a structural interpretation and focusing on hooliganism’s strong links with the class society (Murphy, Williams, & Dunning, 2014). The scholars from the Leicester school of sports research underline the working-class background of members of hooligan firms, who—through physical and mostly symbolic violence
—reinforce their hegemonic masculinity as defined through the cultural lens of the lower classes. Demonstrating their toughness, bravery and in-group loyalty helps members to achieve a relatively high social status, as well as a macho image amongst their peers. Paradoxically, drunkenness is also seen as a part of the masculine identity of lower class males (Dunning, Murphy, & Williams, 1986).
This approach has been criticized for its narrow focus on England and the use of its specific ‘class perspective’, which may not be equally relevant when exploring hooliganism in other countries (it being necessary to consider the specific socio-cultural environment in which they are embedded) (Doidge, 2015). So, the concept of ‘lower class macho’ as one of the driver of football hooliganism fails to provide a sufficient explanatory platform for the ‘hard’ or ‘aggressive’ masculinity found in the very specific context of football hooliganism. Alluding to this critical approach, Giulianotti (1999) claims that football hooliganism cannot simply be explained by reducing it to the working-class habitus. To the contrary, the subculture of football hooliganism leaves some room for the expression of various forms of masculinity.
Leaving aside the ongoing discussion about football hooliganism, it needs to be acknowledged that perhaps ‘masculinity’ as a separate category has not yet received sufficient research focus; however, as an explanatory variable, it makes a significant contribution to our understanding of sports hooliganism (Spaaij, 2006, 2008). Changes in modern football are linked to the evolution of ‘masculinity’ in western societies (King, 1997). In this context, Armstrong (1998, p. 302) points at the increasingly confining role of the work place as a space of socialization into ‘hard masculinity’. With the decline of male-dominated industry, football fandom remains one of the last social spaces in which ‘masculinity’ can be shaped and reinforced. So, the transformation of football has had an impact on fandom culture and the emergence of alternative models of masculinity in the stands. The process of the commodification of football and its gradual opening to new types of fans, women in particular (e.g. Ben-Porat, 2009), has again shifted public and academic focus onto the masculine character of fandom culture. As illustrated by Cere (2012), female fans have growing access to fandom culture, but only under conditions and in roles defined by their male peers. In other words, female fans aiming to participate in fandom culture have almost no options but to perform their allocated gender roles in football stands. In general, when entering fandom culture, new fans are confronted by well institutionalized patterns of behaviour which reproduce and reinforce ‘hegemonic masculinity’ through various forms of ‘laddish behaviour’ (Ben-Porat, 2009, p. 892) and various symbolic modes of exclusion (Antonowicz, Jakubowska, & Kossakowski, 2018). The most adequate illustration of such behaviours is a popular sexist football chant directed towards female fans, stewards or hostesses ‘get your tits out for the lads’.
As Chiweshe (2011) acknowledges, sexism
 has become an integral part of football fandom, encompassing references to female as sexual objects and the feminization of other teams and their supporters (see also Chiweshe, 2014; Erhart, 2013; Jones, 2008). The language of football fandom is demonstrated by numerous chants and songs, but also on flags and banners, which display various sexist, misogynist and homophobic phrases (Erhart, 2013). But as football fandom expanded into other than verbal forms of support, the spectacular ultras’ choreographies—which entered football stadiums in the late 1990s—have become a powerful visual form of fans’ expression. The latter has become a powerful visual tool of hegemonic masculinity (Adams, Anderson, & McCormack, 2010; Mewett & Toffoletti, 2008) that deserves the separate research focus this study aims to offer.
The Ultras’ Performances on Polish Stands
Polish fans have recently increasingly attracted the attention of scholars (e.g. Antonowicz & Grodecki, 2016; Grodecki, 2017; Kossakowski, 2017; Kossakowski & Besta, 2018). This also encompasses the study of Polish ultras (Kossakowski et al., 2018), which beyond any doubt, have become one of the most dynamic and politically engaged fan groups in Europe. They are well known for their spectacular tifos displays, choreographies, flags and banners. Therefore, for the sake of this chapter, it is reasonable to incorporate the term ‘performance’ to describe the whole range of techniques used by ultras (Guschwan, 2009). In this context, performance needs to be considered in a broad sense as more than the technical aspects of ‘spectacle’ (materials, etc.), but as a social space for the demonstration of values in front of a well-populated audience.
In his analysis, Alexander (2006) identifies several elements of performance: systems of collective representation (background symbols and foreground scripts), means of symbolic production, actors, observers/audience, mise-en-scéne and social power. In the case of the Polish ultras, match-day performances—including slogans, banners, flags and large-scale choreographies—frequently resort to the use of symbolic violence
. This is a direct consequence of the eradication of physical violence
 from stadiums, due to development of surveillance techniques and, most importantly, the undertaking of radical legal steps against any form of physical violence
 in stadiums (Antonowicz & Grodecki, 2016). Therefore, the main activity of the ‘hardcore’ fans in the stadiums was diverted into symbolic and performative support, which reinforces ultras’ identity, as well as humiliating their opponents. Additionally, spectacular fan performances, rich in aesthetic value and organized with great technical impetus, have found their way into mainstream Polish culture.2 They often attract much attention, including being featured in a large amount of television coverage and widely presented on popular mainstream websites, as well as through social media
. But, above all, they are highly respected as an important contribution to the creation of a unique atmosphere at matches.
Technically speaking, most ultras’ displays in Poland are based on the following rules: they involve the (direct or mediated) presence of the audience and have a marked beginning and ending (e.g. the unfolding, presentation and folding up the banner). Each performance usually takes a few minutes and is characterized by its uniqueness, in the sense that the same motifs are never repeated in the same space again. What is more, the tools/material/means used for the preparation of a performance are most often destroyed once the show is over. To prepare a choreography, the ultras need to devote a huge amount of financial and human resources, as well as infrastructure facilities, to the task. All such tasks are undertaken in secret, as opponents from different ultras groups ‘hunt’ for their enemies’ work in order to steal it before a game. Conquered (stolen) items (fully or partly prepared choreographies, flags) are treated as ‘trophies’ and are exposed upside-down before being burnt to ashes.
The content analysis of Polish ultras’ performances (Kossakowski et al., 2018) shows that their fundamental contents and value concerns include: the manifestation of the unity and collective identity of the group; the celebration of the idea of the beloved club; the commemoration of important (in the ultras’ view) historical events, national heroes and facts (referring mostly to patriotic and anti-communist values); and expressing their views on current political issues. In all respects, ultras are politically incorrect in the stands on a variety of issues, including football authorities, Islam, abortion, the ‘progressive’ and leftist agenda, sexual minorities and Poland’s communist past. Within this social package of anti-modernity (Antonowicz et al., 2016), there is important stream of thought dedicated to ‘hard masculinity’ and supporting the image of ultras as ‘real’ men who despise any form of physical weakness and homosexuality
 (thus, ultras tend to humiliate their opponents by attributing ‘female’ labels to them).
Methodology
The analysis of ultras’ displays is based on visual materials published in the grass-roots ultras’ magazine To My Kibice (hereafter: TMK), the literal translation of which being ‘We are the fans’, which is published in full colour on art paper and is available on the internet, in most important retail groups, as well as magazine and book stores. The point of departure of this study is that the qualitative analysis of a visual dimension of ultras’ culture could be very beneficial as a direct mode of contact with the elementary expression of ultras’ cultural values (see Banks, 2007). In studied cases, ultras’ performances haven’t been artificially evoked by researchers, but were all prepared and demonstrated by ultras’ fans for their own purposes and audience. Thus, the images presented in ultras’ choreographies are made and performed in a natural environment.
TMK belongs to an increasingly popular type of fan magazine, which developed from popular homemade football fanzines in the 1980s (Haynes, 1995). The latter, however, were linked to particular clubs or firms, documenting their activities alone, while modern ultras’ magazines (e.g. TMK) cover the entire ‘ultras scene’. Nevertheless, they still rely on contributions from fans, namely the representatives of ultras’ groups, which make them genuine and reliable first-hand sources of knowledge about the views and performances of ultras’ fans. In spite of their grass-roots character, in several countries, like Spain (Super Hincha), the Netherlands (Panenka Magazine), Germany (Blickfang ultra), Italy (Supertifo), Turkey (Sopali Pankrat Fanzine) and of course Poland (TMK), such magazines enjoy considerable popularity amongst football fans.
In general, TMK (published monthly) does not employ journalists, but provides space for contributions from numerous ultras’ groups, from top league games (Ekstraklasa) to selected games in the lower leagues. TMK is also made by male (judging by the nicknames) fans for male fans and, therefore, offers first-hand narratives, for which the authors (usually hidden behind nicknames) have a particularly good sense of the audience (to which they also belong). TMK can be considered as a collection of match-day diaries of Polish ultras, containing both narratives and photographs. These match-day reports include many details (both objective information and subjective opinions) regarding both the behaviour of a club’s own fans and an evaluation of the performance of the rival fans. They are illustrated with a number of pictures showing the stands and, to a smaller extent, situations that occurred before or after the match (e.g. travelling, incidents of clashes with the police or enemies from rival clubs).
The period of our investigation stretches from 2006 to 2016, covering a total of 131 issues of TMK. Overall, the study consists of three major phases. In the first phase, each researcher separately examined the photographs, presenting all images related to masculinity and male bonds. In the second phase, each of the three researchers independently investigated the gathered visual materials in order to explore the images of ultras’ masculinity and also the symbolic denigration of opponents (the chosen images are presented, and others are evaluated narratively). In the last phase of the analysis, the researchers established (cooperatively) major analytical categories and classified all the identified cases in order to produce a taxonomy of the masculinity of ultras’ performances in Poland. It must be stated that investigated categories are qualitative in nature and our analysis cannot be regarded as being of statistical significance. However, previous research on Polish fandom (see: Antonowicz et al., 2018; Kossakowski, 2017) allows ‘TMK’ to be placed in the ‘mainstream’ of fandom/ultras’ culture and—to the best our knowledge—the magazine provides a unique and relevant account of the actual ‘state of the art’ of the phenomenon.
Visual Representation of Masculinity
Previous research has provided evidence that the analysis of various aspects of masculinity has made frequent reference to the hooligan dimension of fandom. As Antonowicz et al. (2016) show, Poland is not an exception and that, although ‘hooligan’ is not the most populated category of fans in stadiums, there is little doubt that they exercise the biggest influence on fandom culture and its values, as well as the social norms of football grounds. This influence primarily concerns the content of the choreography presented by ultras’ fans as the most powerful instrument of communication to the general audience. In general, hooligans have an indirect and soft control over ultras’ groups and their performance, although the degree of control varies between clubs. Most frequently, these two groups intermingle, but remain separate in terms of their identity. Nevertheless, the dominant role of hooligans in the stands is beyond any doubt, and it largely rests upon features such as strength, hierarchy and loyalty. Thus, such values—as the further analysis shows—are also manifested in many ultras’ performances. Overall, the analysis distinguished six prevailing types of motive for ultras’ performances, which reinforce and reproduce hegemonic masculinity. The following themes were identified: (a) muscular fighters; (b) criminal; (c) chivalry; (d) brotherhood; (e) patriotic heroes; and, in addition, the separate category of (f) homosexual content of performances, mostly used to insult opponents from different groups.
Muscular Fighters
Ultras’ choreographies are forms of symbolic communication with a large audience, so they often use simple but spectacular means to convey their message. Such choreographies, as cultural performances, aim to demonstrate values that the fans stand for. This manifestation serves both external and internal purposes. With respect to the first one, they aim to demonstrate the fans’ (ultras) mission statement to a large crowd, while the second one is a form of inner-group communication designed to raise morale. This is why ultras’ choreographies frequently present symbols of muscularity, toughness, physical strength, combat skills and the ability to confront enemies in fights. This is how they want to be seen both by the general audience and by themselves. In this context, the crucial kind of audience is other men, other hooligans and other ultras, as ‘manhood is demonstrated for other men’s approval. It is other men who evaluate the performance’ (Kimmel, 2003, p. 63).
For example, the fans of Unia Oświęcim presented a big figure who flexed his muscles with a spectacular banner reading ‘Develop your skills’. The ‘muscular motive’ in ultras’ performances refers to bodybuilding training that leads to a muscular silhouette. The latter is one of the most typical images, being displayed on numerous occasions by ultras’ groups across the country. Furthermore, this figure often wears boxing gloves and raises his hands in a gesture of triumph. The figure often has a masked face, such as, for example, in the choreography of Korona Kielce (together with a banner reading ‘Young Boys Hooligans’). Such performances are meant to pose a threat to opponents and warn them of the toughness and combat skills of the ultras. One of the most spectacular choreographies presented by Cracovia depicted several tough looking hooligans with masked faces in sports outfits and club shirts under an equally spectacular banner reading ‘You have no idea who you’re messing with’. Thus, domination is viewed as only taking place via a belligerent attitude, tough character and the flexing of muscles. A good example is the choreography by the fans of Ruch Chorzów, who presented three fighters standing side by side accompanied by a big banner reading ‘We do not ask how many enemies we have, we only ask where they are’ (willingness to fight is connected with male character, honourable reputation and prevents negative labels; see Hochstetler, Copes, & Forsyth, 2014).
Our investigation shows that the motif of muscular fighters is most popular during local derbies, which appear to be a special occasion in which to manifest one’s physical and hegemonic position over others, who are pictured as weak, inferior and terrified. It is said that a picture is worth a thousand words, and there is no doubt that this is the case for ultras’ choreographies, as the exhibited pictures convey a very powerful message about who rules the city. Interestingly enough, both sides often use similar symbolic tools to demonstrate their superiority over local rivals. A good example of such logic is the performance produced by Cracovia, in which they presented a couple of muscular Cracovia fans chasing their local rivals from Wisła. This picture was accompanied by a big banner reading ‘better train for sprints, rednecks’. So, the message was lapidary, namely that the weak must escape from the strong, leaving no doubt as to who is who in the context. Such symbolic ‘battles’ are not only typical of Polish ultras. As Dal Lago (1990) notes, choreographies produced by ultras are ‘the representations of the battle’, and through such choreographies ultras’ groups fight other groups whilst demonstrating the hegemony
 of their values.
Such choreography can be also directed at football players, where the figure of the muscular fighter reminds them of the attitudes expected on the pitch. For example, the fans of Igloopol Dębica showed an image of a muscular fighter to their players, while fans of KSZO Ostrowiec sought to boost the morale of their players by a banner with the rather straightforward message ‘through the fight to victory’. The readiness to fight and demonstrate bravery constitute the main features of the—sometimes real, sometimes imaged or desired—male character of ultras. Symbolically, even if banners are not prepared for a special purpose (e.g. to insult a rival), many aspects of this kind of attitude are still incorporated. Sometimes, there is only a ‘clenched fist’ between the slogans, club badges and so on.
The choreographies of Polish ultras provide an explanation of the conviction that, in order to be recognized as a ‘real’ fan, it is necessary to socialize in a ‘muscular’ and ‘hooligan’ manner. The choreography made by Ruch Chorzów’s ultras seems to be the perfect recapitulation of this process. It comprised two—great in size—slogans. The first was ‘The factory of hooligans’ and the second ‘We form the spirit, we harden body, and we change the boys into brave men’. Young male fans have to incorporate and demonstrate the proper skills by protecting themselves and defending their homosocial group. Thus, this is the means to reproducing hegemonic masculinity, how more experienced hooligans set the standards for both the psychological (‘be tough’) and physical (‘be strong’) evaluation crucial to becoming a ‘real man’ (Connell, 1987).
Criminal
Hooligans hardly ever follow legal rules and tend to see justice in a slightly different light to mainstream society. Thus, the second important masculine motive in ultras’ performances refers to the wide range of law-breaking activities, including anything from setting up pyrotechnics, to exchanging blows during street fights and drug dealing (Chlebowicz, 2009; Kossakowski, 2017). Although the scale of such illegal activities remains largely unknown, the strong presence of prison culture in ultras’ choreographies may suggest that it is important aspect of their identity. The most common (present in almost every match) banner holds the simple message ‘Greetings to Prison’ [PDW—Pozdrowienia do więzienia] and it is followed by the nicknames of fans who remain behind bars. It shows that these two worlds are strongly linked, if not intertwined.
The connections between Polish football fandom and prison culture have existed since the early 1970s. Among staunch supporters, a relatively high status is enjoyed by individuals with a criminal past, local mobsters, vandals or thieves. Such people have injected a specific criminal code of conduct into fandom culture. This is why fandom culture developed to hate the police, glorify physical violence
 and consist of a strong, brutally executed inner-group hierarchy. Despite the fact that this was a relatively long time ago, the link between prison culture and football fandom remains sound and, even though the majority of fans (or even many hooligans) do not have serious problems with the law, those earlier-mentioned norms remain visible. The state of being ‘out of the law’ coincides with the necessity for creating a new, homosocial sets of laws and rules. As a result, the system of power was generated under the influence of homosociality
, of ultras who became men in power, men with power and men of power—consolidating the borders of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1987).
So, one of the most offensive type of choreographies refers to a rival’s cooperation (real or alleged) with the police. In order to illustrate such specific Polish types of choreography, one can cite the choreography presented by Cracovia fans, which shows a Cracovia hooligan in a balaclava being pointed at by a fan of their local rivals, Wisła, who is saying to the police ‘this is him’. This choreography has an irreverent character, but at the same time holds a very symbolic meaning about the code of conduct amongst ultras’ fans. Any form of cooperation with the police is totally prohibited and could possibly be a source of shame, condemnation and infamy for the entire group. In this context, there is absolutely no exception; both ultras and hooligans tend to expel members for cooperating with the police. Thus, the real ultras’ fans should be aware of the possible consequences of their activities and remain firm if caught by the police. Another performance with a strong message is the flag of Unia Tarnów on which three extremely scary male figures are dressed like New York gang members from the 1920s. This highly appealing picture is accompanied by an even stronger message (to their local rivals), which reads ‘terror on the street, we fight to exterminate our enemies’. This perhaps slightly shocking statement reminds us that many Polish hooligans groups operate as ordinary gangs, and fight viciously for the power and territory with which they can run their businesses (apparently illegal). But the extent to which the criminal image remains an important part of football fandom culture is slightly surprising. For example, fans of Motor Lublin show (in a lapidary way) what they think of the growing concerns expressed by mass media
 about the ‘dark side’ of football fandom. They displayed a giant choreography with a big banner reading ‘Bandit city, bandit club’ and a skull with cowboy hat and masked face. This criminal motive underlines men’s traditional loyalty to each other, even in extremely difficult situations, and it reminds everyone that football fandom is an extreme hobby, for tough men who may well risk their freedom for their club. Even if it is more myth than reality, it makes a vital contribution and reinforces the macho image of football fans.
Chivalry
Perhaps one of most surprising motives for ultras’ performances manifesting hegemonic masculinity is chivalry. For the sake of this analysis, it shall be underlined that chivalry performs an important role in Polish culture and symbolizes the Polish military tradition. Therefore, through spectacular performances, Polish ultras make frequent and strong reference to the myths and historical symbols that underline their special commanding role among fans. Knights and kings are presented as men of strong physical appearance, which fits well the macho image of ultras. Furthermore, it supports their hegemonic position in the stands and provides a strong legitimacy for the assignation of female fans to inferior social roles, such as taking care of children during matches (Antonowicz et al., 2018). Also, by alluding to the myths of chivalry, the ultras want to glorify physical and symbolic violence
 not as mindless and savage scrimmages, but as battles for honour and dignity. One could say that it is hard to find a symbol that glorifies masculinity more appealing than chivalry.
Chivalry relates perfectly with the wider and more complex identity project in which males are the rulers and conquerors with physical strength, exceptional combat skills and great commanding attitudes that predestine them to assume the supreme role in society. There are many examples of such choreography, but the most typical one was created by the ultras group of Cracovia, who wanted to celebrate a long-standing friendship
 between the fans of three football clubs (Arka Gdynia, Cracovia and Lech Poznań [called ‘Triada’]). They displayed a big choreography with three horse riders in battle formation, with each rider wearing the different football shirt of Arka, Cracovia and Lech. The ‘royal’ and ‘knightly’ character of this presentation supports the sense of uniqueness and majesty, but also appeals to the noble principles that make the victory more important. ‘Royal Majesty’ was also presented in show prepared by the ultras of Legia Warsaw (to motivate the football team). In their choreography, they used the image of the Polish King Zygmunt III (who reigned 1587–1632) wearing a Legia scarf tied his neck. Below the image, there was an inscription that read: ‘Fight persistently to let the Champion come back in splendour and glory’. It is worth noting that, in the old town of Warsaw, there is a column with a monument of Zygmunt III and that this is the place Legia fans always gather to celebrate the club’s successes. Choreography, therefore, has an important identity-historical significance.
In this context, a great choreography (the whole sector covered) made by the Cracovia ultras is emblematic. Two knights on horses, in full gear, attack their opponents—and this choreography was presented during a derby against Wisła Kraków. The knights wield shields with the crossed out logo of Wisła Kraków. There is also an inscription associated with the image: ‘Defenders of Holy Land’, which emphasizes the meaning of ‘crusade’ and the ‘battle’. ‘Knightly’ ultras defend their town against ‘enemies’, claiming the right to ‘rule’ Cracow). However, the ultras of GKS Bełchatów presented a choreography with two knights with the date of 1977 engraved on their shields—the date the club was founded. An inscription ‘The Guardians of Traditions’ was added to the picture. Appealing to knights and the kings helps to connect ultras’ activity with the historical identity of the club and the region. In such ‘historical’ performances, however, there are no female figures, and only men can be the rulers and ‘noble’ knights.
Brotherhood
The other prevailing motive in ultras’ performance refers to ‘brotherhood’, ‘companionship’ or ‘togetherness’, which fits well with the important features of fandom culture. Typically, it is illustrated by ‘male only’ groups of friends who visibly enjoy each other’s company by hanging around or shaking hands as a popular ‘non-sexual’ gesture. This category fits perfectly with the concept of ‘homosociality
’ (Lipman-Blumen, 1976) because it concerns both the physical/spatial separation of the male reservoir and the symbolic and moral values related to this enclave. Here, a homosocial bond means that there is no need to consider other (female) points of view, thus ‘brothers in scarves’ (the common notion describing football fan in Poland, club scarves are one of the most important utensils for fans) can indulge themselves and ‘feel themselves’ out of social conventions.
Such performances present a certain image of a fan as a loyal, joyful and young male who can be relied on. Fandom itself appears as a strongly collective activity that builds a sense of togetherness through the love and passion for the club. But all such ultras’ performances refer to males only, and the lack of women in the images is not a surprise, as women are often seen stereotypically as a potentially hostile and interfering force within the true male sense of friendship
. Overall, the ideology of brotherhood is an important aspect of sports fandom and numerous performances make frequent and strong references to it. Thus, it also shows that bonds between fans are stronger than other bonds, as they go far beyond sports arenas and also work well in other social contexts. The strength of those bonds is manifested in two ways. First, by presenting fans outside the sports contexts as best mates who hang out together and drink beer, which symbolizes the strong bonds between fans that go far beyond the sports context. Also, drinking alcohol together—at least in the Eastern European context—symbolizes a high level of trust. Secondly, the brotherhood among fans—often between two clubs—is manifested by exposing the physical strength of the muscular grip of two shaking hands. This is a very simple but also powerful symbol of unity that holds a strong message about fans brotherhood/friendship
. Generally, the idea of brotherhood is very masculinist as it ad vocem excludes females, and is softly and indirectly reflected in the ultras’ performances presented by Polish fans.
The Patriotic Heroes
One of the key characteristics of Polish fandom is the glorification of patriotic attitudes and heroes. This has many causes (mainly historical and political), but one of the key aspects is the structure of the movement, which is based on male solidarity, hierarchy, the cult of strength, the defence of local status and a lack of leftist ideas—in such circumstances, being a ‘defender’ of patriotic values is a natural consequence. For example, the ultras of Śląsk Wrocław prepared a banner with the slogan ‘We want patriotism in schools’, expressing their wish for the valuable socialization of children. The fans of Warta Poznań, in similar vein, presented a choreography comprised of the Polish emblem and words: ‘The Guardians of Polishness’. By doing so, they emphasized not only their ‘defending role’ of national heritage in times of blurring national identities, but also, and most importantly, the national character of their masculinity (Nagel, 1998).
In this category, special attention should be paid to the cultivation of the memory of people and events related to Polish history. This phenomenon is based on a selective narrative of Polish history, because ultras highlight only those examples that are (in their eyes) glorious, noble and heroic. The very popular motif in recent years refers to the glorification of the ‘Cursed Soldiers’—guerrilla troops who fought against the communist regime shortly after World War II. Their myth—for a long contested due to political reasons—has been incorporated by football fans as that of a role model because—in their eyes—they represent uncompromising sacrifice in the fight for their country, anti-system attitudes, great courage and a sense of brotherhood. Among the members of these groups, there were also several women. Fans—in their choreographies—have commemorated these as well as the men, but the emphasis was placed on their scarification, devotion and fulfilling the traditional duties of women (Kossakowski et al., 2018).
In the last couple of years, glorification of ‘Crusade Soldiers’ has become an integral part of fandom culture in Poland. Their images are often exposed on football stadiums on various occasions. For example, the ultras of Cracovia performed a choreography with the profiles of some of the ‘Cursed Soldiers’, with an inscription on white and red (the national colours of Poland) material reading: ‘An independent Poland was the most important issue for you. Cursed Soldiers, Cracovia will never forget!’. Interestingly, some Polish ultras also honour the women who fought with the Cursed Soldiers troops. The ultras of Korona Kielce presented an enormous choreography with one of the female soldiers (dressed in soldiers’ uniform), many Polish national flags and the words: ‘Glory to the Heroines! Honour their memory! Cursed Maids’. Emblematically, women deserve respect due to their fighting spirit and the cultivation of ‘fraternal’ charisma. This performance, however, does not weaken the nature of male homosociality
, as women are interpreted as ‘one of the boys’ (Fine, 1987) as they joined a body
 of male troops.
Ultras glorify such attitudes because—stripped of context and nuances—they are the perfect ground for hardening ideology and a sense of manhood. In the world of hardcore fans, where radicalism, physical violence
 and an authoritarian mode of management prevail, appealing to the noble attitude of courage and honour fulfils an important identity need. The men’s world of Polish ultras promotes—even if only discursively and symbolically—idealistic image in which hard-working fighters, obeying the principles of honour, struggle in the name of noble values, defend local/national soil and bring up young, ‘healthy’ generations. In some senses, this is a traditional—practically non-existent in the broader social context—model for forming masculinity. Its symbolic evoking could be interpreted as a craving for a world of black and white values, and clearly defined gender roles.
All five investigated themes of ultras’ performances reproducing hegemonic masculinity seem to constitute the ‘positive’ inspiration for all fans aspiring to be part of the ultras/fandom culture. Naturally however, it is crucial to convey the system of ‘negative’ and adverse values, as well as behaviours that should be avoided. In the next section, there are examples of labelling and insults as the kind of identity components that cannot be incorporated in the structure of ultras’ manhood.
Homosexual Contents: The Way of Insulting Opponents
The key issue in the hegemonic masculinity of fans is the lack of ambivalence in terms of who should/could be a ‘real’ fan. Thanks to a dichotomous disposition, it is very easy to determine the features of who is located on a separate pole. As Messner states, ‘There are two interconnected features of homosocial settings on which masculine identity is founded: distinction from the world of females that is often devalued, and conjunction with other men’ (2004, p. 397). In the context of Polish ultras, this statement has to be a little refurbished as, along with devaluation of women (most of all in terms of their value as fans), even more crucial is the distinction from homosexual men. Both women and gays’ devaluation serves as a frame for identity creation, thus being an ultra is synonymous with ‘not being like a woman’ and ‘not being like a gay’.
Therefore, rivals are pictured as fundamentally weak, ‘female’ subjects who not only have no chance in a physical confrontation, but are sexually exploited in homosexual relationships. The ‘homosexual’ character (discursively assigned) of rivals becomes the subject of mockery. One performance showed a crossed-out image of male pair engaged in the sexual act and the slogan ‘On the visitors side pride parade’ suggesting that there are many (or only) gays amongst the visiting fans. Explicitly, homophobic content aims to show that the rivals engage in gay sex
 among themselves. Therefore, along with emphasizing the ‘weak’ hooligan skills of the opponents, attributing a homosexual orientation to them constitutes an important factor in terms of denigration in ultras culture. And it does not really matter whether their sexual orientation is homosexual or not, simply labelling them under ‘homosexuality
’ seems to be powerful enough to constitute a heavy insult.
It is worth completing the evaluation of the sound dimension of ultras’ performances. Choreographies—due to organisational and financial limits—can be presented only a few times a season. They hold powerful images with strong messages; but, in order to sustain them, they need to be supported by football chants which can be endlessly repeated on any occasion. In the Polish context, homophobic chants serve as a tool of denigration for practically all enemies: rivals from opposite clubs, policemen, politicians, speakers, journalists and so on. ‘Being gay’ is much worse than ‘not being a real man’ and it is a cause of shame. As a discursive tool, homophobic chants make a significant contribution to the building of the gender identity of ultras as ‘real men’. On the other hand (even if not directly), homophobic chants help produce a rhetorical territory within football stadia, ‘which is based on devaluing gay men’s sexuality and the ridiculing of sexual activity that involves anal penetration’ (Caudwell, 2011, p. 126).
As a consequence, Polish ultras refrain from granting equal rights to homosexual people and do not accept (formal and informal) homosexual relationships. On this matter, their view point remains strong and unquestionable, regardless of social and cultural changes in Europe. Perhaps the rationale behind this bold message was most genuinely expressed by the performance of the Obra Kościan ultras via the crossed-out symbol of a sexual act between two men and the slogan: ‘Homosexuality forbidden. Boy, girl, normal family’. This leaves no room for interpretation, as the ultras find no reason to accept homosexual relations. Polish ultras celebrate hegemonic masculinity through the image of a ‘tough’ guy with no sympathy (or even contempt) for any other forms of masculinity.
Discussion and Concluding Thoughts
Ultras’ performances can be defined as a visual way of demonstrating the most important cultural values for football fans. In most cases, they are communicated through simple and powerful symbols that leave little space for interpretation. Such images serve as aesthetic metaphors and also a space for identity disputes. Football stands are a kind visual and sonic ‘rhetorical territory’, in which football fandom and hegemonic masculinity are reproduced in a safe way (there being no opponents inside stadia with an alternative set of values). The analysis found that the masculinity of Polish ultras is characterized by the following categories: (a) muscular body
 and the physical strength crucial to fights and hooligan’s combat; (b) in-group loyalty, regardless of the circumstances; (c) militant character, ‘royal majesty’ and ‘knight’ principles, with no place for ambivalence; (d) cultivation of homosocial, fraternal bonds; (e) glorification of national and historical heroes, with an emphasis on honour, courage and non-conformity in defence of rules. Ultras are anything but radical, and their approach also represents such a sharp distinction. Anything that does not fit into their narrow understanding of masculinity falls into the lapidary classification of ‘otherness’ as ‘female’, ‘homosexual’, ‘weak’ and ‘dominated’.
As Kimmel concludes, ‘We equate manhood with being strong, successful, capable, reliable, in control’ (2003, p. 61). In the evaluated cases, it would not be an exaggeration to assume that ‘ultras manhood’ could be equated with being strong (mainly on the physical level, as confrontation in fights serves as fundamental proof of a ‘real’ fan), successful (in terms of winning fights, preparing breath-taking choreographies, gaining opponents’ flags and scarves), capable (of supporting homosocial bonds, of defending the group and the honour of the club), reliable (in terms of the level of trust and keeping secrets) and in control (thanks to group hierarchy, punitive structure and a strong feeling of cohesion). However, some other ‘trademarks’ emerged from the analysis. There are loyal (to the group and the club), fraternal (in terms of male homosociality
), authoritarian (order ensured by a vertical hierarchy), disciplined (for the sake of their own skills and the group’s interests), homophobic (disrespect to homosexual men), patriotic (local region and national pride) and traditional (in terms of gender roles and family and relationship order).
The model of hard masculinity manifested in football stands is developed by ultras both through their definition of ‘who we are’ (tough, strong males) and by defining the opposition—‘who we are not’ (vulnerable, weak, non-male). The latter is achieved through the symbolic degradation of opponents by attributing female/homosexual characteristics to them. Recent research conducted in the UK shows that there is a ‘discursive gap between fans’ inclusive attitudes and their practice of chanting homosexually themed language
 inside football stadia’ (Magrath, 2017, p. 1). Homophobic football chants aim to humiliate opponents, although, in principle, those singing such offensive chants are found to accept homosexuality
.
Football, as a social phenomenon, is a dynamic concept which has undergone a ‘cultural shift’ with respect to gay football players, which marks a gradual move from a ‘hegemonic’ to an ‘inclusive’ masculinity (Anderson, 2011; Gaston, Magrath & Anderson, 2017). This reminds us that the development of masculinity on the pitch, as well as on the stands, takes place within wider socio-cultural contexts and, therefore, at different speeds. ‘Cultural shifts’ that have happened in England or Germany are still far from being feasible in Polish stands. In fact, in every country or cultural enclave where a particular homosociality
 of men is generated, there is a different set of men that serve to define ‘real’ men. For American, ‘real’ masculinity is built in opposition to ‘others’ (men): Italian, Jewish, Irish, African, Native, Asian, gay (Kimmel, 2003, p. 67). In the Polish context, ‘real’ men (in the ultras’ community) should avoid, amongst others: gay men, skinny men, women, leftists, Jewish, Arab (the recently created ‘other’) and so on. The different kinds of otherness confirm that masculinity is a matter of historical and cultural evolution and not a timeless phenomenon. This makes possible to imagine that, in the future, the ‘hegemonic’ type will transform itself in some variation of ‘inclusiveness’.
On the other hand, the images of manhood observed in ultras’ culture can be interpreted as the result of the search for an enclave in which ‘hegemonic’ men may feel ‘themselves’. As mentioned earlier, ultras can be radical only in specific situations in the stands, where they feel free to express their radical views by preparing ‘hegemonic’ choreographies or excluding women and gays from their enclaves. But in other day-to-day contexts, they can hardly resist the cultural transformation which—even slowly—is steadily influencing Polish society. Their social roles outside football contexts are likely to expect less radical attitudes to other forms of masculinity. Also, they cannot stop the emancipation of women in other social domains. Sooner or later, they will have no choice but to get used to masculinities other than those that are hegemonic; however, they might want to preserve hegemonic masculinity in the stands. The hegemonic masculinity and strong homosocial character of ultras’ performances combines their wishful thinking for traditional gender roles and the symbolic expression of their frustration with the changing nature of society, which encompasses various forms of masculinity. This may mean that the hegemonic masculinity of Polish ultras’ performances is a way in which to cope with the identity paradoxes of the contemporary world, which even a muscular fighter may find hard to defeat.
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Footnotes
1‘Ultras’ are a type of fans who are focused on creating atmosphere during matches: preparing choreographies, displaying banners, waving the flags, using pyrotechnic. Other kinds of fans include hooligans (focused on violence
 and physical confrontation) and ‘ordinary’ fans (not engaged in both ultras and hooligans activities).

 

2Not only in Polish culture. For example, the choreography dedicated to the Warsaw Uprising anniversary (prepared and presented by the Legia Warsaw ultras in August 2017), contained the slogan ‘During the Warsaw Uprising Germans killed 160000 people. Thousands of them were children’ and was commented on by many international newspapers and websites.
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I have borrowed these two terms from Timothy Ashton’s Soccer in Spain: Politics, Literature, and Film (2013). Ashton uses the term “kick-flick” to refer to the “films that use soccer as either a central theme or a point of departure” (167). For the term “kick-lit” genre, the scholar argues that he utilizes the word “kick” for three reasons: English is the global language; the term coincides with other similar terms (“chick-flick,” “brit-lit”); and soccer is an English term from its origin (62).
In “Atiguibas”—a short story originally published in 1992—Peruvian writer Julio Ramón Ribeyro describes the soccer atmosphere he experienced in Lima as a child in the late 1930s. The narrator portrays the old National Stadium, where lower-class soccer fans used to eat, drink and smoke what walking vendors offered in the tribunes while watching all types of games. These spectators were all men, the narrator adds, for “in this time, no woman attended games at the stadium. Soccer was just for machos” (Ribeyro, 1995, p. 271, my translation).
Eight decades later, things seem to have changed in Peruvian society as the number of female soccer fans attending games has increased exponentially in recent years. However, regarding the representation of soccer in Peruvian literary texts and films, this macho scenario is still similar to what Ribeyro describes in his short story. If we examine Peruvian contemporary films and novels that use soccer as their main topic (which, in the present article, I called “kick-flicks” and “kick-lit” stories, respectively), we can see that they are mainly focused on the construction of masculinity, while female characters are portrayed following gender
 stereotypes or as mere accompanying figures defined by their relationship with a male character. In these fictions, moreover, if a male figure does not fit under the representation of a macho that can practice, understand, enjoy and benefit from the beautiful game, he is ridiculed and presented as an outcast.
Although soccer originated as an activity to keep young men athletic and disciplined in nineteenth-century Britain and is currently perceived as a predominantly masculine sport in diverse regions of the globe and specially in Latin America, the connection between the beautiful game and the concept of masculinity in the Americas has remained as an unexplored territory for scholars until very recent years. Argentinian sociologist Pablo Alabarces has been the most prolific soccer scholar publishing diverse books examining this fútbol-masculinity relation over the last two decades: Héroes, machos y patriotas: El fútbol entre la violencia y los medios (2014) and Historia mínima del fútbol en América Latina (2018) are just a couple of instances of his work in which the study of masculinity plays a significant role in understanding how Latin American societies operate. Alabarces has also published diverse articles about this topic and has collaborated as editor of volumes on soccer, violence
 and masculinity as well. Other relevant authors in this field include Eduardo Archetti (Masculinities: football, polo and the tanto in Argentina, 1999), Carlos Sandoval García (Fuera de Juego. Fútbol, identidades y masculinidades en Costa Rica, 2006), Roger Magazine (Golden and Blue Like My Heart. Masculinity, Youth, and Power Among Soccer Fans in Mexico City, 2007) and José Garriga Zucal (who has published a series of academic texts examining the connection between masculinity, violence
 and hooliganism in Argentina).
In contrast, literary criticism has paid little attention to analyzing the masculinities of the protagonists of Latin American “kick-flicks” and “kick-lit” stories. A few scattered academic articles (David Wood, 2005, 2013, 2016; Erwin Snauwaert, 2015; Ann González, 2016), a book (Wood’s Football and Literature in South America, 2017) and a doctoral thesis (Luis Alejandro Díaz Zuluaga’s Literatura y fútbol: otros horizontes de la literatura en España e Hispanoamérica, 2014) have examined the manner in which Latin American fictional texts (novels, short stories but also films) have appropriated fútbol for their stories. Nevertheless, literary critics have not studied the formation, hegemony
 and subversion of the masculinities of the heroes portrayed in the vast production of “kick-lit” stories and “kick-flicks” of this region, a production that includes Argentinian authors Roberto Fontanarrosa and Eduardo Sacheri’s short stories, Colombian writer Ricardo Silva Romero’s novel Autogol and Venezuelan film director Marcel Rasquin’s Hermano (2010).
In Peru, the situation is similar. Although diverse social scientists including Aldo Panfichi (who has produced an extensive bibliography about soccer and society both as individual publications and in collaboration with other scholars), Alberto Vergara and Luis Carlos Arias Schreiber, and a few literary critics (principally, Víctor Vich) have published some texts in which they study the relationship between soccer and Peruvian politics, only David Wood has examined the social role of “kick-flicks” and “kick-lit” stories. In diverse publications, the British academic has analyzed the influence certain social, economic and political changes exerted both in the history of Peruvian soccer and in the literary representation of this sport. For instance, in his most recent book, Football and Literature in South America (2017), Wood dedicates a chapter to examine the manner in which diverse literary texts inspired by soccer construct a national identity in Peru and Ecuador. Furthermore, the critic has studied the connection between fútbol and the Peruvian society in several scholarly publications, including the aforementioned article “Reading the Game: The Role of Football in Peruvian Literature” (2005) and “Fútbol, cultura e identidad en el Perú” (2016).
Nevertheless, Wood and the majority of literary critics of this South American country have overlooked the role fictions inspired by fútbol play regarding the construction of masculinity. In light of this, the following lines aim to demonstrate that Peruvian “kick-flicks” and “kick-lit” texts released in the current century present an image of a nation that is not based on the inclusion of every race
, class and gender but rather, on discrimination: these literary publications and films portray male subjects (often light-skinned, urban, heterosexual and privileged ones, or, in other words, a representation that embodies the concept of “hegemonic masculinity” for the elites in Latin America according to diverse Masculinities scholars of the region including Matthew Gutmann, Francisco Ferrándiz and Mara Viveros Vigoya, among others) as their protagonists. These characters (always male subjects whose masculinity cannot be challenged) are able to and know how to practice, understand, enjoy and benefit from the beautiful game thanks to the immorality and corruption of Peruvian society. Additionally, in these fictions, the characters that belong to other populations (women, LGBTQIA communities, Andean populations, unprivileged individuals, and, to use Australian sociologist R.W. Connell’s terminology, men belonging to subordinated and marginalized masculinities groups) are excluded from a community identity precisely because, in a paradoxical manner, these “unmanly” individuals do not “know” how to practice, understand, enjoy and benefit from soccer.
This group of fictional narratives includes the three works I will examine in the following lines: two “kick-lit” novels (Phillip Butters’ Muerte súbita: La historia que los hinchas no conocen, published in 2006; and Santiago Roncagliolo’s La pena máxima, released eight years later) and the “kick-flick” Lusers (2015). These three examples constitute paradigmatic cases of fictions inspired by soccer that represent a nation in which fútbol is, all things considered, only for “machos.”

Sudden Death (Phillip Butters’ Muerte súbita, 2006)1

In Muerte súbita: La historia que los hinchas no conocen (Sudden Death. The Story that Soccer Fans Ignore), Peruvian journalist and novelist Phillip Butters depicts a fictional world where the crisis of Peruvian soccer mirrors the political, economic and social crisis this South American country experiences. This “kick-lit” novel portrays Rodrigo Soriano and “El Gringo” Sergio, two young Peruvian soccer stars whose careers are severely damaged by the corruption of their clubs’ managers (Arturo Perales and Paco Sondrio), the immorality of tabloid press, and the ineptitude of the Peruvian Football Federation. Thus, similarly to other fictional texts that insert soccer in their plots, Muerte súbita portrays two aspects of the construction of masculinity and national identity in Peru: on the one hand, certain populations from unprivileged classes are prevented from climbing socially through the beautiful game; on the other hand, men from privileged classes who envision soccer as a “business” from which they can profit receive no punishment.
The two protagonists embody a pair of overly simplistic, melodramatic stories shaped by classist conservatism. Rodrigo Soriano is a mestizo (the narrator introduces him as a young “brown skinned” and “hirsute” player) who comes from a working-class family (his mother worked as a laundress for rich families, while his father always wanted to become a navy officer but was not allowed to obtain a high position because “he was black”; furthermore, due to a quarrel with a racist officer, he is expelled from the institution and has to work as a security guard at a casino to make ends meet). However, Rodrigo achieves social progress, earns thousands of dollars, becomes famous and receives sexual favors from female celebrities thanks to soccer. His life becomes a rollercoaster and he has no time or space to reflect about his behavior. Debauchery provokes his fall after his transfer to French team Monaco and, eventually, he dies in a tragic car accident while one of his lovers was giving him a blowjob. Rodrigo, hence, perfectly embodies the concept of “marginalized masculinity,” a category that, according to R. W. Connell, describes men who could aspire to occupy hegemonic male positions in society but who are unable to accomplish these aspirations due to their class or race
 (Connell, 2005, pp. 80–81).
In contrast, “el Gringo” Sergio is the epitome of “hegemonic masculinity” for the Latin American elites: he is white (the narrator highlights that he has the “genes of a European player”) and he belongs to a privileged family (his father studied at a British school and was an Air Forces officer before dying in a plane accident). The novel highlights that his family background enables Sergio to be more rational and behave properly in front of high-class characters both in Peru and abroad. Although he has affairs with other women while his wife is pregnant, he does have time and space to reflect on his life and the ways it can improve and be rectified compared to Soriano. Class is what separates their destinies: Rodrigo dares to climb socially and dies eventually due to his audacity; Sergio, on the other hand, is a white middle-class player who has to work to support his family economically after his father’s death. “El Gringo,” in contrast to Rodrigo, has the possibility to redeem himself and be successful personally, socially and professionally.
The impossibility of social climbing for one of the characters and the possibility of redemption for another one both take place in a society where executing power leads to temptations related to mafias, corruption and bribing. For instance, another protagonist of Muerte súbita, the controversial manager Arturo Perales, has an epiphany: political power provided corrupt people with multiple individual benefits: “He started visiting Congress regularly and organized informal meetings with corrupt politicians and mafiosos like him… It was in those days that Perales saw that political power was quite convenient for him clearly.” (Butters, 2006, p. 166)
Throughout Butters’ “kick-lit” novel, an impotent reader observes the manner Perales and other corrupt characters become successful thanks to a mafia network that controls Peruvian soccer. This network includes players, coaches, footballers’ agents, managers of the Peruvian Football Federation and, of course, both sports and gossip tabloids. In fact, the novel (the “story that soccer fans ignore” but that they will learn after reading Butters’ text) embodies a passionate condemnation of the Peruvian soccer bubble, which several characters (all of which are light-skinned, male heterosexual and privileged individuals) describe as a “business.”
The metaphor of soccer as business reaches a national level when the other young promise of Peruvian soccer, Rodrigo Soriano, has been transferred to the French team Monaco. This transfer is described in terms of a business for his personal reputation and professional development, and concurrently a business for the whole nation. Club Sporting’s manager, Paco Sondrio, makes the transfer public with the following phrases: “We received an offer through our agreement with the advertisement company Efigie. Transfer conditions were quite profitable for everybody, especially for Soriano, who will reach his peak in Copa America thanks to this deal. It is a good business for the country” (Butters, 2006, p. 203).
Nevertheless, considering that Perales and Sondrio are constantly portrayed as power-thirsty mafiosos, describing soccer as a business influenced by a capitalist system out of control is not neutral. On the contrary, the novel seems to argue that Peruvian fútbol is going through a terrible crisis because of this type of immoral and cynical characters who only think of their personal benefit and the insane amount of money they can earn through bribing and other crimes. The narrator states that Sondrio was, “a sinister character who wouldn’t mind destroying his own club as long as he gets whatever he wants.” (Butters, 2006, p. 196)
The person who should assume control over the chaos would be the President of the Peruvian Football Federation, the most powerful institution in terms of management, organization and administration of issues related to soccer in Peru. However, Manuel Lorca is described in the novel as a “jerk,” a coward, a puppet controlled by other people, “the weak president criticized by everybody but whom nobody wanted to oust” (Butters, 2006, p. 196). In order to succeed, Peruvian soccer should go through a revolution but Muerte súbita proposes that it will not take place, as the institutions that should enable radical changes in how the beautiful game is managed in Peru are all corrupt by a capitalist logic of consumerism that sees the sport as a profitable opportunity, as a business. As can be seen, the tone of the novel is very critical towards the omnipresent corruption in Peruvian soccer, a world led by privileged heterosexual men. This world, in addition, discriminates, humiliates and corrupts the brown-skinned individual who belongs to lower classes.
Nonetheless, according to Pablo Alabarces, Muerte súbita
presents a limited localism as he wrote a novel in code: reading the text requires a particular knowledge that enables the reader to recognize the fake names, the concrete references… For a foreign reader who does not have a very specific knowledge about irrelevant details related to the misfortunes of Peruvian soccer, most of these references fall on deaf ears. (Alabarces, 2007, p. 16)



The localism of the novel limits his message and also weakens the potential condemnation against Peruvian soccer world. With “localism,” I mean that, as Alabarces suggests, an average reader would need a tremendous amount of knowledge about Peruvian soccer culture in order to understand most of the extradiegetic references of the text. In fact, the appeal of Muerte súbita among Peruvian readers is based on the morbid desire to deciphering what real-life sinner is behind each fictional character. An obese and immoral individual, the aforementioned Arturo Perales, manages Estudiantes, the most popular club in Peru according to the narrator. While Estudiantes is Universitario de Deportes (one of the most popular soccer clubs in South America), Perales is actually Alfredo González, who, like his fictional alter ego, was accused of corruption and bribe by the Peruvian Congress in the late 1990s. The other team mentioned in the novel is Sporting. Its manager, Paco Sondrio, is an ominous person who used to work in advertisement and then started making movies. The star of this team is Rodrigo Soriano and the coach is El Sordo (“The Deaf.”) This team is in reality Sporting Cristal, which was managed by filmmaker Francisco Lombardi at the beginning of this century. Rodrigo Soriano is based on Nolberto Solano, while Juan Carlos Oblitas (whose nickname is “El Ciego,” “The Blind Man”) used to be the team’s coach when Solano made his debut in professional soccer on April 13, 1992. All these references are obvious to an average soccer male fan in Peru, but they are likely inaccessible for foreign readers.
Subsequently, as Peruvian literary critic Iván Thays highlights, behind this secret story that the text wants to unveil, the reader only finds stupid scandals and silly gossips about the nitty-gritty of players, referees, agents, managers and female celebrities’ world that every Peruvian soccer fan knows by heart thanks to soccer tabloid newspapers.
The end scene is revealing. Club manager and filmmaker Paco Sondrio wonders how to use Soriano’s tragic death for the plot of one of his future films: “maybe I could make another movie, maybe a drama about Soriano’s life; after all, it was a great story. Every opportunity was great to do businesses… His productive idea made him smile, ‘it would be a blockbuster.’” (Butters, 2006, p. 263) As we have seen, the tone of the novel is quite critical with Peruvian society’s corruption and immorality. However, the efficacy of this criticism is challenged as Muerte súbita is inserted in the same logic of consumerism/“business” that it reproves. To a certain degree, the filmmaker is a reflection of the author’s figure as Butters uses “the dirt tracks of soccer,” “the adventures of soccer idols and their flirtation with wealth, luxury, women, fame and endless lust provided by fast money” to write a best-seller and do business with it.

Maximum Penalty (Santiago Roncagliolo’s La pena máxima, 2014)2

Santiago Roncagliolo’s “kick-lit” novel La pena máxima (2014) operates under this premise: Félix Chacaltana Saldívar, an assistant at the Archive of the Peruvian Judiciary, has the mission to investigate who murdered his best friend, Joaquín Calvo. Over the course of his investigation, complying with his duties and satisfying his personal desires are opposite forces in the protagonist’s mind, and the rest of characters will only exacerbate this tension. In fact, Chacaltana has to deal with his own mother, an overprotective widow; his boss, the director of the archive whose only passion in life is fútbol; Cecilia, his candid girlfriend; and Susana Aranda, an attractive woman who is married to a navy intelligence officer but who also had an affair with Calvo. On a different level, La pena máxima has a special connection with Peruvian soccer as the plot unfolds during the 1978 men’s World Cup in Argentina, where Peru participated as one of the teams of Group 4. After defeating Scotland and Iran and tying with the Netherlands, the South American squad passed the group stage. Nevertheless, in the second phase, the Peruvians did not score a single goal, losing 3-0 against Brazil, 1-0 against Poland and 6-0 against Argentina (in a controversial game that remains as one of the darkest episodes of the history of Peruvian soccer).
Several publications have explained the political significance of the tournament the hosts won by defeating the Dutch team 3-1 on June 25, 1978. In his celebrated book Soccer in Sun and Shadow, Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano affirms that:The Argentine military dictatorship… remained in good health, and to prove it played host to the eleventh World Cup. Ten European countries, four from the Americas, plus Iran and Tunisia, took part. The Pope sent his blessings from Rome. To the strains of a military march, General Videla pinned a medal on [then-President of FIFA João] Havelange during the opening ceremonies in Buenos Aires’ Monumental Stadium. A few steps away, Argentina’s Auschwitz, the torture and extermination camp at the Navy School of Mechanics, was operating at full speed. A few miles beyond that, prisoners were being thrown alive from airplanes into the sea. (Galeano, 2003, p. 152)



In this section, I am not interested in exploring this connection between Roncagliolo’s novel and the political context of the 1978 men’s World Cup further. Instead, I would like to examine the relation diverse characters (both the protagonist and other secondary figures) establish with the beautiful game and masculinity. As opposed to Phillip Butters’ Muerte súbita, La pena máxima does not feature footballers and other members of the soccer world as protagonists. However, demonstrating that one understands and appreciates soccer is a manner in which male characters reinforce their masculinity, while the lack of knowledge about this sport belongs to the feminine sphere or is a characteristic of a dis-masculinized man.
Although the nation portrayed in La pena máxima is not as corrupt as the society depicted in Butters’ “kick-lit” novel, it is the paradigm of a soccer-loving land. At the beginning of the story, an anonymous character has to deliver a package in a working-class area of Lima but cannot reach the person he was supposed to encounter. This character is Joaquín Calvo, a National Intelligence agent who has infiltrated a left-wing radical group. Streets are empty and from the poor houses shapeless rumors emerge. “A distant roar,” says the narrator. Everybody is at home because the whole nation appears to be in front of a television. It is June 3, 1978. The Peruvian national team starts its participation in that year’s World Cup battling Scotland, which the South American squad will eventually defeat 3-1. Calvo starts getting nervous while waiting for the person who shall receive the package. In order to calm down, he attempts to listen to the game. The goalkeeper Ramón Quiroga, “El Loco” (The Mad Man) has just blocked a penalty kick that would have given a 2-0 lead to the Scots.A new roar shook Barrios Altos. Despite the setback [of not finding the owner of the package,] he smiled slightly. ‘This country is incapable of being organized for anything useful,’ he thought. But for a soccer game, it behaves with the discipline of an army. In fact, the air sounded as a stampede. He looked through a window that everybody in a house was standing up, and they screamed at the players on the TV, as if those players could listen to them. The child with Cubillas’ jersey held a Peruvian flag in his hand and shook it frantically. (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 14)



This is the general tone throughout the novel. In La pena máxima, every time Peru plays a match, the world stops, Peruvians’ most nationalist emotions
 emerge and spectators lose every single critical skill becoming a multitude, a stampede, a wolf pack that screams at the television. Throughout June, Peruvian flags hanging from windows and doors cover the streets “as if they were the red and white shrouds of a dead city.” (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 9) Every time Teófilo Cubillas scores a goal, the ground shakes, fans applaud feverishly, and, above all, they shout a goal with “a unisonous and omnipresent scream, as if there were thunders in the sky” (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 13).
Nevertheless, the protagonist of the novel, Félix Chacaltana, is portrayed as a childish character that is clueless about soccer. He is the paradigm of R. W. Connell’s “subordinated masculinity” (2005, pp. 78–79): as we will see, he is repressed, discriminated and dis-empowered because he does not fit typical images of masculinity for the other characters. The first time he appears in the text, the assistant has a conversation with his boss (the director of the archive) in which Chacaltana’s ignorance about fútbol is noticeable:You have to tell me what goal you enjoyed the most. I’m conducting a survey.
What goal? The … the first one.
The director looked at him with surprise.
The first one? Scotland scored the first one!
Ah. I meant the first goal by… hmmmmm… Alianza Lima?3

Now, instead of surprised, the director was astonished.
Kiddo—the director said-. Peru is playing a World Cup in Argentina. Did you not know?
Soccer was beyond Félix Chacaltana’s mental universe. If it had a place in this universe, it was next to the images of duck-billed platypus and marsupials, very far away from he cared about. (Roncagliolo, 2014, pp. 21–22)



Progressively, the director associates Chacaltana’s ignorance about the beautiful game with a lack of manhood. In fact, after this first encounter, the boss will use diminutives (“Felixito,” “hijito,”: little Felix, kiddo) when addressing his employee and offer quite basic explanations about what is happening in the tournament. Both the diminutives and the explanations infantilize the assistant:Brazil plays against Poland three hours before our game, Felixito. That means that Argentina will know how many goals it needs in order to earn a spot in the final game… And our goalie, do you know where he is really from? Do you know where he was born? In Argentina; to be precise, in Rosario, where Peru now plays. Peru is already out, so the result doesn’t really matter. Do you understand? (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 285)



Peru lost this game 6-0, proving that the director’s fears were justified. This lopsided defeat is one of the most famous episodes in Peruvian history, Argentinian history and, even, the history of the World Cups. As Simon Kuper argues, Argentine military dictatorship needed the national team to win the tournament to consolidate its regime and, as the Peruvian generals who governed the country during the elections of the Constitutional Assembly in 1978 needed money, they did not see any problem in helping a military regime like the one they were ruling. After the “favor” the tournament hosts received from the Peruvians, Argentina “shipped 35,000 tons of free grain to Peru, and probably arms too, while the Argentine central bank unfroze $50 million in credits for Peru… It may be the only World Cup match so far to have been won with a bribe.” (Kuper, 2006, pp. 211–212). Although Andreas Campomar does not want to believe in conspiracy theories, the historian maintains that the shipment of wheat and the unblocking of credits for the Peruvian nation only reinforced this type of theories about “why Peru capitulated in such a craven manner when they came to play Argentina” (Campomar, 2014, p. 341) However, he also admits that the fact that the Peruvian national team could not progress any further in the tournament by the time it had to face the hosts should be a factor to be considered in this account.
Although he is not the only character who treats Chacaltana as if he were a little kid (his own mother, his girlfriend Cecilia, Susana Aranda and her husband Héctor Carmona do the same), it is significant that, for the director, his assistant’s lack of soccer knowledge is directly connected with his lack of manhood. Therefore, the protagonist’ masculinity is questioned because he does not possess the tools to understand and enjoy fútbol.
In contrast, the director of the archive of the Peruvian Judiciary personifies that abstract multitude of optimist fans that lives and dies for their national team. As mentioned earlier, he is the paradigm of an evidently sexist community, in which only men can consume, enjoy, understand and debate about soccer. The director, “a male sixtysomething with the bold head of a 70-year old and glasses that an 80-year-old man would wear,” (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 20) creates suspense in the plot with questions and comments that could refer to the crime Chacaltana is investigating but that, in reality, refer to Peru’s participation in the World Cup. This is, for instance, the conversation he has with his assistant just after Susana Aranda’s funeral:Extremely sad.
Yes, sir.
Depressing.
Without doubts.
Outrageous.
Whatever you say, sir.
The director of the archive shook because of rage. From time to time, he emerged from his office and asked for a useless document, or reprehended Chacaltana because of an errand the assistant had actually run earlier. But that was just an excuse. What he really wanted to rant about was the Peruvian team.
They were pale shadows of who they are in reality, kiddo. Shame on them. It is impossible that they could have played so terribly. (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 281)



Four days after being defeated 3-0 by Brazil on June 14, Peru faced Poland. In the first half, the game was deadlocked but, ultimately, the South American team lost 1-0. It is this loss what the director describes as extremely sad, depressing and outrageous rather than what the reader has just witnessed: Susana Aranda, an innocent victim of her circumstances, committed suicide because she thought she had discovered a horrendous plan. As she could not have children with her husband (the navy intelligence officer Héctor Carmona), she wanted to abandon him in order to start a new life with Joaquín Calvo. The infiltrated agent had kidnapped a baby (this is the package that he carries at the beginning of the novel) and she believed that Carmona had murdered her lover when he realized what was occurring.
In contrast to Chacaltana, the director is portrayed as a roguish macho that puts his work at the archive of the Peruvian Judiciary aside in order to watch the World Cup. He also recommends his assistant that he should live a little, go to watch soccer games, drink a beer instead of taking his job so seriously and play dumb when receiving a worthless assignment. The director, then, embodies the caricature of a Peruvian soccer fan: a man whose ethics is based on putting forth the minimal effort; a man with no aspiration in life, whose passion for soccer is more important than serving his country; in other words, a passive subject whose destiny is forged by circumstances related to 22 players kicking a ball for 90 minutes. Later in this “kick-lit” novel, Peru’s 6-0 loss against Argentina will force the director to take perhaps the most significant decision in his life: to retire from his job at the archive of the Peruvian Judiciary. The only event that makes him reevaluate his existence is the destruction of his national pride and sense of community due to a terrible defeat, as he feels betrayed by his soccer idols.
As can be seen, both in Muerte súbita and in La pena máxima, soccer is only for machos. In Butters’ novel, women have a subordinate and insignificant role in the plot: the female characters with some relevance are “Gringo” Sergio’s wife and Mónica Cerruti, the prostitute who dies with Rodrigo Soriano in the car accident. The same situation concerning the representation of female subjects occurs in Roncagliolo’s text. In fact, while Chacaltana’s conservative and religious mother despises soccer, Cecilia (the protagonist’ girlfriend) assumes a subjugated position regarding male fandom
:Soccer—protested the mother—. Yesterday no man attended the service. All of them were watching a game. That’s horrible.
But all them are happier—said Cecilia happily—I like that. (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 30)



Moreover, Susana Aranda, the third woman who interacts with the novel’s male characters, shows no interest in fútbol throughout the text. Therefore, none of the female characters in La pena máxima knows how to practice, appreciate, understand or benefit from the game, in a similar manner to what Phillip Butters depicts in Muerte súbita.
Other characters that do enjoy soccer belong to a group of Argentinian torturers at the Navy School of Mechanics in Buenos Aires. Chacaltana’s investigation about Joaquín Calvo’s murder leads the protagonist to the city in Río de la Plata, where he attempts to reconstruct what his friend did before the crime that put an end to his life. The infiltrated agent had learned that some subversive Argentinian groups had ties with their Peruvian left-wing equivalents. This is why he had access to the Navy School of Mechanics, where he kidnaped a newborn from this “Argentinian Auschwitz.”
Chacaltana visits the Navy School and witnesses the horrors and tortures committed against political prisoners described earlier in Galeano’s quote. The narrator portrays these cruelties vividly: “On both sides of the hall, separated by room dividers, there were human bodies lying on the floor. Chacaltana thought that they were corpses but their voices’ murmurs, their breathing, their coughing showed that there was life in them.” (Roncagliolo, 2014, pp. 320–321) Hoods with a couple of holes that enabled the political prisoners to breath cover their faces, and all of them are chained. From time to time, the narrator says, one could hear a person begging for a sip of water. In other space known as “the Maternity,” two pregnant women are imprisoned because of their political opinions against the military dictatorship. One of the torturers working in this Argentinian inferno guides the assistant through the building and tells him that, although the women will be freed once they give birth, the regime would keep the newborns to avoid letting them being raised by “terrorists… humanity’s worst garbage.” (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 324)
The protagonist’s visit to Buenos Aires takes place during Argentina’s 6-0 victory against Peru, which provides the hosts with a spot in the final game of the tournament. In this context, the tormentors listen to the game on the radio, comment it with Chacaltana with statements that aim to reinforce their masculinity (“Tell me, Peruvian. Did you bring Vaseline? Because we’ll have to f∗ck you in the ass,” Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 317) and celebrate each of the goals “like a volcano erupting” (Roncagliolo, 2014, p. 318). Therefore, just like the director of the archive and some of the protagonists in Muerte súbita, only men (whose masculinity, in the specific case of the tormentors, is strongly associated with violence
) are the only subjects that have the knowledge to understand and appreciate the beautiful game. In fact, David Wood maintains that in the Peru-Argentina opposition that the novel proposes one can observe a confrontation between civilization and barbarism, an ironic twist since the nation from the Río de la Plata has constructed its national identity based on the concept of civilization. Roncagliolo, however, appears to show that the cruelties that took place in the Navy School of Mechanics in Buenos Aires challenged both this national identity and its subsequent idea of civilization. Nevertheless, concludes Wood, while La pena máxima depicts a Peruvian democracy under reconstruction after a military dictatorship, Roncagliolo’s Abril rojo (2006) showed that this reconstruction was inefficient and provoked the emergence of the Shining Path, the civil conflict between the Peruvian state and this radical group and the death and disappearance of more than 70,000 people. (Wood, 2017, pp. 185–186)

Lusers. One Doesn’t Choose His Friends (Director Ticoy Rodríguez’s Lusers. Los amigos no se eligen, 2015)4

A Peruvian is escaping from a mafia that wants to murder him due to a crime he did not commit; a Chilean has matrimonial issues that could put an end to his marriage; and an Argentinian has to drive a taxi for 15 hours every day in order to be able to pay for child support: these are the protagonists of Lusers,5 a “bro trip” film set during the men’s World Cup hosted by Brazil in 2014.
Aníbal (Felipe Izquierdo) has won two tickets for the final game of the tournament but his wife will not accompany him, as she will file for divorce. With the extra ticket, the Chilean teacher and the taxi driver Rolo (Pablo Granados) agree on crossing South America to attend the game together. On their way to Rio de Janeiro, Edgar (Carlos Alcántara) joins them. Because the Peruvian has been accused of a robbery that he never committed, he is running away from a hired assassin. The three men traverse inhospitable territories and run into outlandish characters (including a group of pirates on the Amazon river and a tribe whose representation appears to be inspired by Ace Ventura 2, a comedy in which an African cannibal frenetically beats the “white devil” character played by Jim Carrey) until they eventually arrive at the stadium to watch the Argentina-Germany matchup.
Approximately 40,000 Peruvians watched the film on October 1, 2015 (its premiere) and more than half million had already watched it two weeks later (La República). Chilean director’s Ticoy Rodríguez’s cinematographic debut had such a positive reception (740,650 viewers) that, according to Alberto Castro, it became the second most-watched Peruvian movie in 2015. Lusers is, in reality, a binational production in which Tondero Films (Peru) and Bamboosa (Chile) cooperated. Nevertheless, the reception of the movie in Chile was not particularly enthusiastic: only 565 viewers attended the premiere. This is why I prefer to catalog this film as quintessentially Peruvian.
Despite its popularity, the film barely received a few reviews both in print (El Comercio’ Sebastián Pimentel) and online (Rodrigo Bedoya, Jennifer Bassaletti, Ana Josefa Silva, Claudio Tapia and the author of these lines), and no academic text has examined it up to date. Therefore, in this section, I analyze a crucial aspect of Lusers: although the film appears to extol one of its characters’ manhood at first sight, the three protagonists’ masculinity is challenged from the very title. As will be seen, it is not their shared soccer passion what connects Edgar, Aníbal and Rolo but rather the impossibility to embody the stereotypical Latin American macho.
Edgar is portrayed as a voracious womanizer who has lovers in each city, port and small town that he visits, disregarding his conquests’ race
 or social class
. In fact, he affirms that he is “always in different beds” and that he has had “good times” with such a lifestyle. Thus, the Peruvian embodies a metrosexual and postmodern Don Juan who continuously seeks pleasure with a middle-class Limeña, a Brazilian pirate and an indigenous princess who wears loincloth and feathers. Furthermore, towards the middle of the film, a poisonous snake bites him; the only manner to save his life is by sucking the venom out through fellatio. As Rolo and Aníbal are not willing to take their friendship
 to that extreme, an indigenous woman resolves to heal the macho alfa and performs the operation. When Edgar regains consciousness, he looks at his friends with uneasiness and says, “I was scared. I thought it was one of you.” Hence, the macho comes back to life thanks to a woman’ sexual subjugation, and, simultaneously, he displays angsts when his manhood could be challenged. This version of masculinity (self-confident in its sexual prowess and physical strength) is representative of the way individuals like Edgar (Peruvian middle-class men, especially those living in Lima, the capital) conceive themselves, as Peruvian Anthropologist Norma Fuller argues (2003, p. 135). This manliness, however, is ironically fragile when sexual prowess is questioned in public, as this questioning would put a man in risk of “being emasculated and converted into being feminine” (Fuller, 2003, p. 136). The situation is not radically different in the private sphere, since in domestic spaces, women are relatively equal to men since “home is defined as feminine, and everyday life is primarily under women’s (mothers’ and wives’) rule… therefore, when a man is inside its walls, he runs the risk of being feminized simply by his presence” (Fuller, 2003, p. 138). It is not surprising, then, that the Peruvian character of the film feels distressed (“I was scared”) when realizing that he could have enjoyed a blowjob executed by a man. Edgar uses humor to confirm that his fears are unjustified and relieve his anxiety, a defense mechanism that he will use again later.
The film, nonetheless, does challenge one of the most powerful stereotypes about Latin America: hegemonic masculinity as embodied by the figure of the macho. In contrast with Edgar, Aníbal is portrayed as a good-natured “moron”: his wife, his in-laws, his students, his colleagues and his compatriots in general show no respect for him. In this absurd South American odyssey, the Chilean teacher makes a fool of himself several times. For example, the three protagonists lose 5-0 in a soccer game against a group of indigenous players, and Aníbal scores an own goal. Later, he has to clean a toilet full of excrement in a pirate ship on the Amazon River and he sets his shirt on fire by accident in a scene apparently inspired by the cheap humor of Home Alone 2. Finally, he is the only protagonist whose sexuality is questioned both implicit and explicitly: he behaves suspiciously “affectionate” with his friends and other indigenous men when he gets drunk at a party in the jungle; the Peruvian and the Argentinian then cast doubt on Aníbal’s heterosexuality
 since he likes Brad Pitt. He is portrayed, thus, as the loser among losers. The Chilean is the equivalent of Félix Chacaltana in the film.
Furthermore, being losers (and not the fact that they belong to three nations united by their love for fútbol) is the only manner in which the three protagonists are in an actual condition of equality: Edgar is indeed an insatiable gigolo, but he is not the capo of the mafia that employs him; on the contrary, the boss is a woman. Aníbal has matrimonial issues, none of his colleagues respects him and, as mentioned earlier, his heterosexuality
 is regularly questioned. Finally, Rolo is a separate man, he does not have the custody of his son and he needs temporary jobs as a taxi driver to make ends meet. In a scene emphasizing his tragedy, the taxi driver holds a paper displaying a family portrait his son Nahuel drew. One can observe a child holding his parents’ hands and connecting the two of them; the three look happy and wear the Argentinian national team’s jersey with pride. Rolo’s taxi can be seen on one side of the portrait as well. Edgar makes a comic-relief comment (“He drew you smaller than his mom.”) In reality, this comment highlights the sexist concept that Rolo is a loser because he is inferior to his partner. In this sense, Claudio Tapia considers that the film has a “despicable” title that leans “toward sexism, almost misogyny
.” Therefore, for the Chilean film critic, Lusers does not belong to a parodic, ironic or satiric genre and it is not an “intelligent comedy.” Instead, it simply represents “a proposal ending in stupidity.”
As can be seen, the characters’ “loserhood” is based on the fact that they do not embody the typical pater familias with flawless masculinity and robust economy. The three of them are, in fact, a group of “lusers” who are passionate about soccer and whose bond strengthens by singing cheesy romantic songs in Rolo’s taxi. In this scene, Edgar has just joined the group and the three men cross the Andes with Rolo’s car. Aníbal wants to forget his problems and switches the radio on. Suddenly, the protagonists listen to Italian singer Eros Ramazzotti’s “Another like you” (“There can’t be, where would I find her, another girl just like you… With the same emotions
, with the expressions, I wouldn’t see in another smile, with that attentive look, to the indifference when I go out of situation. With the same fantasy, the capacity to take the ruthless rhythm of my bad mood”). The song puts Aníbal in a nostalgic mood as it reminds him of the first kiss with his wife. The Chilean starts singing aloud and Edgar joins him immediately. Rolo first shows reticence to sing, and makes gestures and comments affirming that the song is not for machos: “In this car only rock is allowed… Put something for men, please.” (In the 1990s, Eros Ramazzotti was quite popular in Latin America because of his romantic songs, which male listeners associated to emotions
 and a feminized male subject.) However, the Argentinian eventually sings along with his friends.
A melodramatic revelation in the middle of the movie reinforces the idea that the three friends are not “real men”: their behavior does not fit in what diverse Masculinities Studies scholars (the earlier-mentioned Connell, Mike Donaldson, Tim Carrigan, John Lee, etc.) have denominated “hegemonic masculinity” (i.e. the consolidation of power structures through cultural gender practices that reinforce gender inequality and that “involves a specific strategy for the subordination of women,” Donaldson, 1993, p. 645). In that sense, the characters are not “real men” in the view of both Latin American middle classes and elites (as authors such as the aforementioned Fuller, Matthew Gutmann and Mara Viveros Vigoya have examined). Edgar confesses that his mask of insatiable macho disappears when he faces his loneliness at home.Edgar: Compromise is a scary thing. I’ve always been scared of that… when I get home by myself, I always feel the same. I feel something is missing. I don’t know. It’s like I wanted something else.



Edgar displays vulnerability in front of his peers, and thus, he puts himself at risk of being emasculated by them. This risk is clearly unjustified, as, from the very beginning of the film, the three protagonists are representations of failure, of the impossibilities of accomplishing hegemonic statuses and positions in their lives. As previously with the blowjob, the Peruvian gigolo deals with this awkward moment through humor: he forgets all these thoughts and fears about loneliness and unfulfillment the morning after they come to his mind and he goes back to his daily life. “It’s better to be alone, isn’t it?” he says while laughing nervously. This time, however, his two peers look at the void with depressed gestures and the cynical smile on Edgar’s face disappears as well.
Finally, another key element of Lusers is its call for a Latin American brotherhood: although they are archrivals when facing each other on a soccer pitch, the South American countries can actually profess fraternal love among them. Throughout the film, each country’s national pride is regularly mentioned featuring heated debates about the origin and quality of Pisco, national borders and the “correct” pronunciation of certain local colloquialisms. Nevertheless, despite this troubled relationship among their nations, Edgar, Aníbal and Rolo agree that, “the best Pisco, is the one you drink among friends.” Furthermore, at the end of the film, the Argentinian taxi driver and the Chilean teacher sell their tickets and eventually watch the final game with their Peruvian friend at a bar near the Maracanã Stadium. Finally, while the final credits are rolling, Pablo Granados (the actor playing the role of Rolo) sings “A friendship
 without borders” (“‘You can count your true friends on one hand,’ my father told me before passing away”).
This brotherhood between neighboring countries is, however, only apparent. As mentioned earlier, Lusers offers contradictory representations: on the one hand, it is based on the idea that men from three historically opposing nations can become true friends; on the other hand, while one of them is portrayed as an ultra-masculine subject, the other one is repeatedly humiliated. This disparity on their representations casts doubts on the equality among characters: although the three of them are losers, one of them is the greatest loser. As Claudio Tapia affirms, “the film delivers a message of Latin American brotherhood… which is in reality absolutely clumsy.”
Conclusion
Peru is making remarkable progress in politics, economy and sport: its current democratic system has lasted 19 years up to date, one of the longest democratic periods in the nation’s history; the country’s macro-economy is experiencing a sustained growth that makes it one of the strongest Latin American economies; on the sporting side, Peru reached the World Cup final stage after 36 years of absence. And, starting in 2019, every Peruvian professional male soccer team is required to have its own women’s team. Yet, in terms of racism, classism, and especially gender inequality both in Peruvian soccer and its representation in literature
 and film, radical changes remain to be carried out if this South American nation aspire to become a factual democracy, as contemporary “kick-lit” novels and “kick-flicks” demonstrate.
This chapter has discussed the way three paradigmatic Peruvian “kick-flicks” and “kick-lit” stories portray Peru from a narrow-minded and discriminatory perspective. In these three texts (two novels and a film) that utilize soccer in their plots, one can observe the soccer-Peruvian society-toxic masculinity triad. Phillip Butters’ Muerte súbita portrays the manner a corrupt society led by immoral men damage a footballer’s promising career. While these dishonest individuals benefit from the “business” of soccer, an unprivileged athlete
 has no possibility to climb socially through the sport. In Santiago Roncagliolo’s La pena máxima (set during the 1978 men’s World Cup in Argentina), a male figure who does not possess the knowledge to enjoy and understand soccer is repeatedly infantilized; in contrast, an unethical man and a group of Argentinian torturers do have this knowledge and, thus, this “kick-lit” novel highlights their manhood. Finally, Ticoy Rodríguez’s “kick-flick” Lusers depicts three South American soccer fans. Although their passion for fútbol appears to be, at first sight, what unites them, it is their questionable masculinity what in reality connects the trio. What seems obvious, hence, is that physical features and heterosexuality
 do not suffice to become part of hegemonic groups for men in these fictions. As R. W. Connell has argued in his classic book Masculinities, class and race
 represent factors that marginalize men from hegemonic male elites.
Therefore, we can affirm that the contemporary Peruvian “kick-flicks” and “kick-lit” stories depict an immoral society in which only machos (i.e. what Peruvian elite and middle classes conceive as individuals fitting in the “hegemonic masculinity” category, as anthropologist Norma Fuller argues in diverse publications about masculinity in this South American nation) have the knowledge to appreciate, comprehend and make a profit out of soccer. The rest of the Peruvian population (mainly women and men belonging to subordinated and marginalized masculinities groups in the stories I examine in the present article, but also LGBTQIA communities, Andean individuals, African descendants, communities living in the Amazon, etc.) is relegated to a secondary role in these texts and they are usually excluded from the ideal image of a successful individual and the construction of Peruvian national identity.
This statement can be extrapolated to other Latin American and even Latino “kick-lit” stories and “kick-flicks.” Take, for instance, Argentinian writer Roberto Fontanarrosa’s most famous soccer short story, “El 19 de diciembre de 1971” (1982), which depicts a group of male fútbol fans who kidnap a man so that their team, Rosario Central, defeats its city archrivals Newell’s Old Boys. It does not matter that the man (“el viejo Casale”) suffers from cardiac issues and could have a heart attack at any moment. The narrator and his friends need the old guy for he is a sort of amulet: every time Casale attends a derby between “The Rabble” (Rosario) and “The Lepers” (Newell’s), the former wins. As soon as Rosario defeats their archenemies, and thus reaches the final game that will determine the national champion, the old Casale dies. Díaz Zuluaga argues that this short story preserves the collective memory of a “magic moment” by adding an epic character to this moment. Fontanarrosa, therefore, constructs a foundational myth that will function as a constitutive element of a social group whenever it requires answers about its own identity (Díaz Zuluaga, 2014, p. 178) Needless to say, this foundational myth belongs to a community of men who appreciate soccer to such a degree that they are willing to put one of their lives at risk as long as their men’ soccer team defeats their crosstown rivals.
Moreover, in the Hollywood blockbuster Goal! The Dream Begins (Danny Cannon, 2006), Santiago Munez, a Latino busboy living in Los Angeles, overcomes the barriers of poverty thanks to his soccer skills, which lead him to Newcastle, England. He accomplishes this feat despite the toxic masculinity his father displays and thanks to his grandmother’s economic sacrifice. Once Santiago reaches professional success, his father’s approval is more important than his grandmother’s opinion (a melodramatic moment that the film highlights as the father dies before Newcastle’s last match of the season, in which the former busboy scores the goal that seals his team’s qualification to the following UEFA Champions League). Rudo y Cursi (Rough and Vulgar) (Carlos Cuarón, 2008) is another soccer movie that deals with soccer as a way to escape from poverty. However, this movie appears to be a parody of Goal!, as it portrays two half-brothers, Beto (Diego Luna) and Tato (Gael García Bernal), who work in a banana plantation in Jalisco, Mexico. A scout notices their fútbol abilities (Tato, as an attacker; Beto, as a goalkeeper) and takes them to Mexico City, where they become professional players. Unfortunately, after wasting their carriers and squandering their money in women, drugs and superfluous expenses, they have to return to their shantytown. Similarly to Muerte súbita, Rudo y Cursi appears to propose that the protagonists’ tragedy is strongly connected to (if not, catalyzed by) their low-class provenance. Class, therefore, positions the half-brothers in a marginalized masculinity group while hindering their path towards professional success.
“Kick-lit” stories and “kick-flicks” like the three mentioned earlier, in which men are capable of practicing, enjoying and understanding soccer (although not all of them manage to profit from this sport), are abundant all over Latin America and the Latino community in the US. Nevertheless, scholarly publications examining these soccer fictions are scarce. Despite their relevance to the field due to their focus on the connection between soccer, society and history, these publications (Luis Alejandro Díaz Zuluaga’s doctoral thesis, Literatura y fútbol: otros horizontes de la literatura en España e Hispanoamérica, 2014; David Wood’s articles from 2005, 2013 and 2016, and his book Football and Literature in South America, 2017; and a few academic texts including Erwin Snauwaert’s 2015 article analyzing references to soccer in Peruvian novelist Alfredo Bryce Echenique’s narrative work; and Ann González’s 2016 piece studying Costa Rican writer Carlos Rubio’ short novel Papá es un campeón (2006) from a post-colonial perspective) have paid little attention to the representation of masculinity (in all its forms, including hegemonic, complicit, marginalized and subordinated) in Latin American fiction. These publications have not examined in depth the way novels and films portray the construction, consolidation and subversion of the idea of “manliness” in the Hispanic world either. That is why further studies of the representation of masculinities in fictional stories produced in Latin America will need to understand the diverse configurations of masculinities in their particular contexts, especially regarding the “diversity of gendered meanings, institutions, and relations within and between different social groupings” and in connection with the “understanding of the body
 and sexuality [that] requires an examination of cultural and historical factors and not simply the inspection of genitalia,” as anthropologist Matthew Gutmann argues in his book The meanings of macho: Being a man in Mexico City). These lines aim to lay the foundation stone (or be the kickoff, to use a soccer analogy) for this exciting and necessary project.

Literature
 and film might not provoke an immediate social revolution by means of which men and women will be treated equally. Nevertheless, due to their popularity in Latin America, “kick-lit” stories and “kick-flicks” have the ability to normalize depictions of empowered non-masculine characters that are able to enjoy, practice, understand and profit from soccer; to challenge generally accepted ideas about masculinities; and to subvert power structures that consolidate gender inequality through the representations and images these fictions put in circulation in our societies.
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Footnotes
1I have translated all the quotes in this section (both from the novel and from the Pablo Alabarces’ review).

 

2I have translated all the quotes of this novel in this section.

 

3A very popular soccer club in Lima that obviously did not participate in the World Cup.

 

4All the quotes of the movie including Eros Ramazzotti’ song are taken from Netflix’ subtitles. I have translated the rest of quotes.

 

5As can be deduced, Lusers is the Hispanicized pronunciation of the English word “losers.”
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