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The self is not the body but arises in social experience. Explaining this insight is perhaps
the greatest contribution of George Herbert Mead. Mead argues that the basic shape of
our personalities is derived from the social groupings in which we live. Note, too, that
even the qualities that distinguish each of us from others emerge only within a social

community.

In our statement of the development of intelli-
gence we have already suggested that the language
process is essential for the development of the self.
The self has a character which is different from

that of the physiological organism proper. The self

is something which has a devel-
opment; it is not initially there, at
birth, but arises in the process of |
social experience and activity,
that is, develops in the given indi-
vidual as a result of his relations
to that process as a whole and to |
other individuals within that pro-
CeSa T

We can distinguish very defi-
nitely between the self and the
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body. The body can be there and can epetic na
very intelligent fashion without there beiny o 'f
involved in the experience. The self has the char-
acteristic that it is an object to itself, and that char-
acteristic distinguishes it from other objects and
from the body. It is perfectly true
that the eye can see the foot, but it
does not see the body as a whole.
We cannot see our backs: we can
feel certain portions of them, if we
are agile, but we cannot get an
experience of our whole body.
There are, of course, experiences
which are somewhat vague and
difficult of location bt the bodily
expericnces are for us organized
about a scli. The ‘eot and hand
belong to the <17 “w¢ can see our
feet, especially i* ¢ took at them
from the wrong ¢ ! of an opera
glass, as strange th1 o« which we
have difficulty in rccognizing as
our own. The parts o1 the body are



quite distinguishable from the self. We can lose
parts of the body without any serious invasion of
the self. The mere ability to experience different
parts of the body is not different from the experi-
ence of a table. The table presents a different feel
from what the hand does when one hand feels
another, but it is an experience of something with
which we come definitely into contact. The body
does not experience itself as a whole, in the sense
in which the self in some way enters into the expe-
rience of the self.

It is the characteristic of the self as an object to
itself that I want to bring out. This characteristic is
represented in the word “self,” which is a reflexive,
and indicates that which can be both subject and
object. This type of object is essentially different
from other objects, and in the past it has been dis-
tinguished as conscious, a term which indicates an
experience with, an experience of, one’s self. It was
assumed that consciousness in some way carried
this capacity of being an object to itself. In giving
a behavioristic statement of consciousness we have
to look for some sort of experience in which the
physical organism can become an object to itself.'

When one is running to get away from someone
who is chasing him, he is entirely occupied in this
action, and his experience may be swallowed up in
the objects about him, so that he has, at the time
being, no consciousness of self at all. We must be,
of course, very completely occupied to have that
take place, but we can, I think, recognize that sort
of a possible experience in which the self does not
enter. We can, perhaps, get some light on that situ-
ation through those experiences in which in very
intense action there appear in the experience of the
individual, back of this intense action, memories
and anticipations. Tolstoi as an officer in the war
gives an account of having pictures of his past expe-
rience in the midst of his most intense action. There
are also the pictures that flash into a person’s mind
when he is drowning. In such instances there is a
contrast between an experience that is absolutely
wound up in outside activity in which the self as an
object does not enter, and an activity of memory

and imagination in which the self is the principal
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object. The self is then entirely distinguishable from
an organism that is surrounded by things and acts
with reference to things, including parts of its own
body. These latter may be objects like other objects,
but they are just objects out there in the field, and
they do not involve a self that is an object to the
organism. This is, I think, frequently overlooked. It
is that fact which makes our anthropomorphic
reconstructions of animal life so fallacious. How
can an individual get outside himself (experien-
tially) in such a way as to become an object to him-
self? This is the essential psychological problem of
selfhood or of self-consciousness; and its solution
is to be found by referring to the process of social
conduct or activity in which the given person or
individual is implicated. The apparatus of reason
would not be complete unless it swept itself into its
own analysis of the field of experience; or unless the
individual brought himself into the same experien-
tial field as that of the other individual selves in
relation to whom he acts in any given social situa-
tion. Reason cannot become impersonal unless it
takes an objective, noneffective attitude toward
itself; otherwise we have just consciousness, not
self-consciousness. And it is necessary to rational
conduct that the individual should thus take an
objective, impersonal attitude toward himself, that
he should become an object to himself. For the indi-
vidual organism is obviously an essential and
important fact or constituent element of the empir-
ical situation in which it acts; and without taking
objective account of itself as such, it cannot act
intelligently, or rationally.

The individual experiences himself as such,
not directly, but only indirectly, from the particu-
lar standpoints of other individual members of the
same social group, or from the generalized stand-
point of the social group as a whole to which he
belongs. For he enters his own experience as a
self or individual, not directly or immediately, not
by becoming a subject to himself, but only inso-
far as he first becomes an object to himself just as
other individuals are objects to him or in his expe-
rience; and he becomes an object to himself only
by taking the attitudes of other individuals toward
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himself within a social environment or context of
experience and behavior in which both he and
they are involved.

The importance of what we term “communica-
tion” lies in the fact that it provides a form of
behavior in which the organism or the individual
may become an object to himself. It is that sort of
communication which we have been discussing—
not communication in the sense of the cluck of the
hen to the chickens, or the bark of a wolf to the
pack, or the lowing of a cow, but communication in
the sense of significant symbols, communication
which is directed not only to others but also to the
individual himself. So far as that type of commu-
nication is a part of behavior it at least introduces
a self. Of course, one may hear without listening;
one may see things that he does not realize; do
things that he is not really aware of. But it is where
one does respond to that which he addresses to
another and where that response of his own
becomes a part of his conduct, where he not only
hears himself but responds to himself, talks and
replies to himself as truly as the other person
replies to him, that we have behavior in which the
individuals become objects to themselves. . . .

The self, as that which can be an object to itself,
1s essentially a social structure, and it arises in
social experience. After a self has arisen, it in a
certain sense provides for itself its social experi-
ences, and so we can conceive of an absolutely soli-

tary self. But it is impossible to conceive of a self

arising outside of social experience. When it has
arisen we can think of a person in solitary con-
finement for the rest of his life, but who still has
himself as a companion, and is able to think and to
converse with himself as he had communicated
with others. That process to which I have just
referred, of responding to one's self as another
responds to 1t, taking part in one’s own conversa-
tion with others, being aware of what one is saying
and using that awareness of what one is saying to
determine what one is going to say thereafter—
that is a process with which we are all familiar. We
are continually following up our own address to
other persons by an understanding of what we are

saying, and using that understanding in the (i,
tion of our continued speech. We are finding oy
what we are going to say, what we arc going to do
by saying and doing, and in the process we arc u,,,f
tinually controlling the process itself. In the ¢,
versation of gestures what we say calls out a ceryy;,
response in another and that in turn changes o,
own action, so that we shift from what we starte
to do because of the reply the other makes, Ty,
conversation of gestures is the beginning of cop,.
munication. The individual comes to carry on
conversation of gestures with himself. He Sayy
something, and that calls out a certain reply in him.
self which makes him change what he was going (,
say. One starts to say something, we will presune
an unpleasant something, but when he starts to say
it he realizes it is cruel. The effect on himsclf of
what he is saying checks him; there is here a con
versation of gestures between the individual an
himself. We mean by significant speech that the
action is one that affects the individual himscl|
and that the effect upon the individual himsell 1.
part of the intelligent carrying-out of the conve
sation with others. Now we, so to speak, amputal
that social phase and dispense with it for the tim
being, so that one is talking to one’s self as on
would talk to another person.?

This process of abstraction cannot be carried o
indefinitely. One inevitably seeks an audience, ha
to pour himself out to somebody. In reflective intel
ligence one thinks to act, and to act solely so th:
this action remains a part of a social proces:
Thinking becomes preparatory to social action. Th
very process of thinking is, of course, simply an
inner conversation that goes on, but it is a conver-
sation of gestures which in its completion implics
the expression of that which one thinks to an audi-
ence. One separates the significance of what he 1s
saying to others from the actual speech and gets it
ready before saying it. He thinks it out, and per-
haps writes it in the form of a book: but it is still a
part of social intercourse in which one is address-
ing other persons and at the same time addressing
one’s self, and in which one controls the address
to other persons by the response made to one’s own



gesture. That the person should be responding to
himself is necessary to the self, and it is this sort of
social conduct which provides behavior within
which that self appears. I know of no other form of
behavior than the linguistic in which the individual
is an object to himself, and, so far as I can see, the
individual is not a self in the reflexive sense unless
he is an object to himself. It is this fact that gives
a critical importance to communication, since this
is a type of behavior in which the individual does
so respond to himself.

We realize in everyday conduct and experience

that an individual does not mean a great deal of
what he is doing and saying. We frequently say that
such an individual is not himself. We come away
from an interview with a realization that we have
left out important things, that there are parts of the
self that did not get into what was said. What deter-
mines the amount of the self that gets into com-
munication is the social experience itself. Of
course, a good deal of the self does not need to get
expression. We carry on a whole series of different
relationships to different people. We are one thing
to one man and another thing to another. There are
parts of the self which exist only for the self in rela-
tionship to itself. We divide ourselves up in all sorts
of different selves with reference to our acquain-
tances. We discuss politics with one and religion
with another. There are all sorts of different selves
answering to all sorts of different social reactions.
It is the social process itself that is responsible for
the appearance of the self; it is not there as a self
apart from this type of experience.

A multiple personality is in a certain sense nor-
mal, as | have just pointed out. . . .

The unity and structure of the complete self
reflects the unity and structure of the social pro-
cess as a whole; and each of the elementary selves
of which it is composed reflects the unity and struc-
ture of one of the various aspects of that process in
which the individual is implicated. In other words,
the various elementary selves which constitute, or
are organized into, a complete self are the various
aspects of the structure of that complete self
answering to the various aspects of the structure of

Reading 15 The Self 67

the social process as a whole; the structure of the
complete self is thus a reflection of the complete
social process. The organization and unification of
a social group is identical with the organization
and unification of any one of the selves arising
within the social process in which that group is
engaged, or which it is carrying on.?

. . . Another set of background factors in the
genesis of the self is represented in the activities
of play and the game. . . . We find in children . . .
imaginary companions which a good many chil-
dren produce in their own experience. They orga-
nize in this way the responses which they call out
in other persons and call out also in themselves.
Of course, this playing with an imaginary com-
panion is only a peculiarly interesting phase of
ordinary play. Play in this sense, especially the
stage which precedes the organized games, is a play
at something. A child plays at being a mother, at
being a teacher, at being a policeman; that is, it is
taking different roles, as we say. We have some-
thing that suggests this in what we call the play of
animals: A cat will play with her kittens, and dogs
play with each other. Two dogs playing with each
other will attack and defend, in a process which if
carried through would amount to an actual fight.
There is a combination of responses which checks
the depth of the bite. But we do not have in such a
situation the dogs taking a definite role in the sense
that a child deliberately takes the role of another.
This tendency on the part of children is what we are
working with in the kindergarten where the roles
which the children assume are made the basis for
training. When a child does assume a role he has in
himself the stimuli which call out that particular
response or group of responses. He may, of course,
run away when he is chased, as the dog does, or he
may turn around and strike back just as the dog
does in his play. But that is not the same as play-
ing at something. Children get together to “play
Indian.” This means that the child has a certain set
of stimuli that call out in itself the responses that
they would call out in others, and which answer to
an Indian. In the play period the child utilizes his
own responses to these stimuli which he makes use



88 Swoudizcton

of m busiding 2 seif The respoase whach he bas a
temdency o meice 1 these sl orgamizes them.
He piavs thas e 5. for mstance. offerimg hemself
wmetiing. 2ad he buys it he gives 3 letter to ham-
se¥f and takes 2 2way; he addresses lomself as a
parent. 28 2 ieacher: he arrests bamself as a2 police-
mam. He bas 2 set of stimal: which call out n him-
se¥f the sort of respomses they call out m others.
He wkes tas groep of responses and organizes
therms mto 2 centain whole. Such s the simplest
form of being another 1w one’s scif. It mvolves a
temporal seuzsion. The child says somethng in one
character and responds m another character, and
then his respondang m another character is a stim-
whus to bimsself wm the first character, and so the
comsersation goes on. A cenam organized struc-
taxe zrises i him and m his other which replies to
18, and these caery om the conversation of gestures
bermeen themacives.

i we contrast play with the situation m an orga-
nized game, we mne the essential difference that
the child who plays m a game must be ready to
ke the atitude of everyone else involved in that
game. and that these different roles must have a
defimite relationship 10 each other. Taking a very
srnple garme such us ide-and-seek, everyone with
the exception of the one who 15 hiding is a person
whio i bunting. A child does not require more than
the persom whw is bunted and the one who is hunt-
mg. 1§ a child 15 playing in the first sense he just
goen om phaymyg. it there 15 no basic orgamzation
gained, In that carly stage he passes from one to
arurther pust as 4 whim takes him. Bul in a game
where a manber of indiduals are imvolved, then
the child takiny one role must be ready o take the
ride of everyone else. If he gets in a ball game he
rriust have the responses of each position involved
i his own position, He must know what everyone
else 18 goiny W do in order to carry out his own
phiay. He bas w take all of these roles, They do not
all have to be present in conscioustiess 4t the same
titre, bt it some toorrents he has 1o have three or
fuist individisals present in his own attitude, such as

the ome who 1s going 10 throw the ball, the one who
18 going to catch i, and so on, These responses

must be, in some degree. present in his own mg
up. In the game, then. there is a set of response; of
such others so organized that the attitude of o,
calls out the appropnate attitudes of the other.

This organization is put in the form of the nyj.
of the game. Children take a great interest in ruje;
They make rules on the spot in order to help the;,.
selves out of difficulties. Part of the enjoyment ¢
the game is to get these rules. Now. the rules are th.
set of responses which a particular attitude cal|.
out. You can demand a certain response in others ¢
you take a certain attitude. These responses are aj)
in yourself as well. There you get an organized se:
of such responses as that to which I have referre
which is something more elaborate than the rol:
found in play. Here there is just a set of respons:
that follow on each other indefinitely. At such
stage we speak of a child as not yet having a full
developed self. The child responds in a fairly inic
ligent fashion to the immediate stimuli that con
to him, but they are not organized. He does ne
organize his life as we would like to have him dc
namely, as a whole. There is just a set of responsc
of the type of play. The child reacts to a certai
stimulus, and the reaction is in himself that is calle
out in others, but he is not a whole self. [n his gam:
he has to have an organization of these roles; ol
erwise he cannot play the game. The game repic
sents the passage in the life of the child from taking
the role of others in play to the organized part tha
15 cssential to self-consciousness in the full sense
of the term.

... The fundamental difference between th
game and play is that in the former the child mu
have the attitude of all the others involved in tha!
game, The attitudes of the other players which the
participant assumes organize into a sort of unit
and it is that organization which controls the
response of the individual, The illustration used
was of a person playing baseball. Each one of b
own acts 18 determined by his assumption of the
action of the others who are playing the gam:
What he does 14 controlled by his being everyon®
elve on that team, @t Jeast insofar as those attitude
affect his own particular response, We get then ¢



“other” which is an organization of the attitudes of
those involved in the same process.

The organized community or social group
which gives to the individual his unity of self may
be called “the generalized other.” The attitude of
the generalized other is the attitude of the whole
community.* Thus, for example, in the case of such
a social group as a ball team, the team is the gen-
eralized other insofar as it enters—as an organized
process or social activity—into the experience of
any one of the individual members of it.

If the given human individual is to develop a
self in the fullest sense, it is not sufficient for him
merely to take the attitudes of other human indi-
viduals toward himself and toward one another
within the human social process, and to bring that
social process as a whole into his individual expe-
rience merely in these terms: He must also, in the
same way that he takes the attitudes of other indi-
viduals toward himself and toward one another,
take their attitudes toward the various phases or
aspects of the common social activity or set of
social undertakings in which, as members of an
organized society or social group, they are all
engaged; and he must then, by generalizing these
individual attitudes of that organized society or
social group itself, as a whole, act toward differ-
ent social projects which at any given time it is car-
rying out, or toward the various larger phases of
the general social process which constitutes its life
and of which these projects are specific manifes-
tations. This getting of the broad activities of any
given social whole or organized society as such
within the experiential field of any one of the indi-
viduals involved or included in that whole is, in
other words, the essential basis and prerequisite of
the fullest development of that individual’s self:
Only insofar as he takes the attitudes of the orga-
nized social group to which he belongs toward the
organized, cooperative social activity or set of such
activities in which that group as such is engaged,
does he develop a complete self or possess the sort
of complete self he has developed. And on the other
hand, the complex cooperative processes and activ-
ities and institutional functionings of organized
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human society are also possible only insofar as
every individual involved in them or belonging to
that society can take the general attitudes of all
other such individuals with reference to these pro-
cesses and activities and institutional functionings,
and to the organized social whole of experiential
relations and interactions thereby constituted—and
can direct his own behavior accordingly.

It is in the form of the generalized other that the
social process influences the behavior of the indi-
viduals involved in it and carrying it on, i.e., that
the community exercises control over the conduct
of its individual members; for it is in this form that
the social process or community enters as a deter-
mining factor into the individual’s thinking. In
abstract thought the individual takes the attitude of
the generalized other® toward himself, without ref-
erence to its expression in any particular other indi-
viduals; and in concrete thought he takes that
attitude insofar as it is expressed in the attitudes
toward his behavior of those other individuals with
whom he is involved in the given social situation or
act. But only by taking the attitude of the general-
ized other toward himself, in one or another of
these ways, can he think at all; for onlv thus can
thinking—or the internalized conversation of ges-
tures which constitutes thinking—occur. And only
through the taking by individuals of the attitude or
attitudes of the generalized other toward them-
selves is the existence of a universe of discourse.
as that system of common or social meanings
which thinking presupposes at its context, rendered
possible.

... | have pointed out, then, that there are two
general stages in the full development of the self.
At the first of these stages, the individual’s self'is
considered simply by an organization of the par-
ticular attitudes of other individuals toward him-
self and toward one another in the specitic social
acts in which he participates with them. But at the
second stage in the full development of the indi-
vidual's self that self is constituted not only by an
organization of these particular individual attitudes,
but also by an organization of the social attitudes
of the generalized other or the social group as a
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t take the roles of, or “put himself in the place of,” the other
individuals implicated with him in given social situations; and
upon his consequent sensitivity to their attitudes toward himself
and toward one another. These specifically social expressions
of intelligence, of course, acquire unique significance in terms
of our view that the whole nature of intelligence is social to the
very core—that this putting of one’s self in the places of others,
this taking by one’s self of their roles or attitudes, is not merely
one of the various aspects or expressions of mtelligence or in-
telligent behavior, but is the very essence of its character.
Spearman’s “X factor” in intelligence—the unknown factor
which, according to him, intelligence comtains—is simply (if
our social theory of intelligence is correct) this ability of the in-
telligent individual to take the attitude of the other, or the attj-
tudes of others, thus realizing the significations or grasping the
meanings of the symbols or gestures in terms of which thinking
proceeds: and thus being able to carry on with himself the in-
ternal conversation with these symbols or gestures which think-
ing involves,

3. The unity of the mind is not identical with the unity of
the self. The unity of the self is constituted by the unity of the
entire relational pattern of social behavior and experience in
which the individual is implicated, and which is reflected in
the structurc of the self; but many of the aspects or features of
this entire pattern do not enter into consciousness, so that the
unity of the mind is in a sense an abstraction from the more
inclusive unity of the self.

4. It is possible for inanimate objects, no less than for
other human organisms, to form parts of the generalized and
organized—the completely socialized—other for any given
human individual, insofar as he responds to such objects so-
cially or in a social fashion (by means of the mechanism of
thought, the internalized conversation of gestures). Any
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thing-—any object or set of objects, whether animate or inani-
mate, human or animal, or merely physical—toward which he
acts, or 10 which he responds, socially, is an element in what
for him is the generalized other; by taking the attitudes of
which toward himself he becomes conscious of himself 23 an
object or individual, and thus develops a self or personality.
Thus, for example, the cult, in its primitive form, is merely
the social embodiment of the relation between the given so-
cial group or community and its physical environment—an
organized social means, adopted by the individual members
of that group or community, of entering into social relations
with that environment, or (in a sense) of carrying on conver-
sations with it; and in this way that environment becomes part
of the total generalized other for each of the individual mem-
bers of the given social group or community.

5. We have said that the internal conversation of the indi-
vidual with himself in terms of words or significant gestures—
the conversation which constitutes the process or activity of
thinking—is carried on by the individual from the standpoint of
the “generalized other” And the more abstract that conversa-
tion is, the more abstract thinking happens to be, the further re
moved is the generalized other from any connection with
particular individuals. It is especially in abstract thinking, tha
is to say, that the conversation involved is carmed on by the in
dividual with the generalized other, rather than with any partic
ular individuals. Thus it is, for example, that abstract concept:
are concepts stated in terms of the attitudes of the entire socia
group or community; they are stated on the basis of the individ
ual’s consciousness of the attitudes of the generalized other to
ward them, as a result of his taking these attitudes of the
generalized other and then responding to them. And thus it i
also that abstract propositions are stated in 2 form which any
one—any other intelligent individual—will accept.
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come from poor or working-class families, while
the majority (nine of fourteen of the white men)
had come from middie-class or professional fam-
ilies. All had at some time in their lives based their
wJentities largely on their roles as athletes and could
therefore be said to have had “athletic careers.”
Twelve had played organized sports through high
school, eleven through college, and seven had been
professional athletes. Though the sample was not
randomly selected. an effort was made to see that
the sample had a range of difference in terms of
race and social class backgrounds, and that there
was some vanety in terms of age, types of sports
played. and levels of success in athletic careers.
Without exception, each man contacted agreed to
be interviewed.

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

In collecting what amounted to life histories of
these men, my overarching purpose was to use
feminist theories of masculine gender identity to
explore how masculinity develops and changes as
boys and men interact within the socially con-
structed world of organized sports. In addition to
using the data to move toward some generaliza-
tions about the relationship between “masculinity
and sport.” I was also concerned with sorting out
some of the variations among boys, based on class
and racial inequalities, that led them to relate dif-
ferently to athletic careers. I divided my sample
into two comparison groups. The first group was
made up of ten men from higher-status back-
grounds. primarily white, middle-class, and pro-
fessional families. The second group was made up
of twenty men from lower-status backgrounds, pri-
marily minority, poor, and working-class families.

BOYHOOD AND THE PROMISE
QOF SPORTS

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

How did organized sports come to play such a

central role in these boys’ lives? When asked to recall
how and why they initially got into playing sports,
many of the men interviewed for this study seemed
a bit puzzled: after all, playing sports was “just the
thing to do.” A forty-two-year-old black man who
had played college basketball put it this way:
It was just what you did. It’s kind of like, you went to
school, you played athletics, and if you didn’t, there was
something wrong with you. It was just like brushing your
teeth: it's just what you did. It’s part of your existence.

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

I’d say when I wasn't in school, 95% of the time was

spent in the park playing. It was the only thing to do. It
just came as natural.

And a black, thirty-four-year-old professional
basketball player explained his early experiences
in sports:

My principal and teacher said, “Now if you work at this

you might be pretty damned good.” So it was more or
less a community thing—everybody in the community
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ot : clean,
said, “Boy. if yvou work hard and keep your "f’si
YOu gonna be good.” Cause it was natural instinct.

"It was natural instinct.” *1 was a natural.” bc\.l-
eral athletes used words such as these o cxplanz
their early attraction 1o sports. But certainly there
is nothing “natural” about throwing a ball 'through
a hoop, hitting a ball with a bat. or jumpmg.OVer
hurdles. A boy, for instance. may have amazmg‘.}’
dexterous inborn hand-eye coordination, but this
does not predispose him to a career of hitting base-
balls any more than it predisposes him to a life as
a brain surgeon. When one listens closely to what
these men said about their early experiences in
SPOTts, it becomes clear that their adoption of the
self-definition of “natural athlete” was the result
of what Connel] (1990) has called “a collective
practice™ that constructs masculinities. The boy-
hood development of masculine identity and status—
truly problematic in 3 society that offers no official
rite of passage into adulthood—results from a pro-
cess of interaction with people and social instity-
tions. Thus, in discussing early motivations ip
Sports, men commonly talk of the importance of

relationships with family members, peers, and the
broader community,
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then of course all the compliments come—and I began
to notice a change, even in my parents—especially in
my father—he was proud of that, and that was very im-
portant to me. He was extremely important . . . he
showed me more affection, now that I think of it.

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

RELATIONSHIPS WITH FATHERS

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

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

Some who were similarly “pushed” by their
fathers were not so successful as the aforemen-
tioned man had been in Little League baseball, and
thus the experience was not altogether a joyous

affair. One thirty-four-year-old white man, for
instance, said he “inherited” his interest in sports
from his father, who started playing catch with him
at the age of four. Once he got into Little League,
he felt pressured by his father, one of the coaches,
who expected him to be the star of the team:

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

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

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

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

My father had a voice that sounded like rolling thun-
der. Whether it was intentional on his part or not, I
don’t know, but my father gave me a sense, an image
of him being the most powerful being on earth, and
that no matter what | ever did 1 would never come
close to him . . . There were definite feelings of physi-
cal inadequacy that I couldn’t work around.

It is interesting to note how these feelings of
physical inadequacy relative to the father lived on
as part of this young man’s permanent internalized
image. He eventually became a “feared” high
school football player and broke school records in
weight-lifting, yet,

As | grew older, my mother and friends told me that 1
had actually grown to be a larger man than my father.
Even though in time | required larger clothes than he,
which should have been a very concrete indication, nei-

ther my brother nor I could ever bring ourselves to say
that I was bigger. We simply couldn’t conceive of it.

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

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

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

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

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

MASCULINE IDENTITY AND EARLY
COMMITMENT TO SPORTS

When many of the men in this study said that dyr.
ing childhood they played sports because “it’s just
what everybody did,” they of course meant that jt
was just what boys did. They were introduced tq
organized sports by older brothers and fathers, ang
once involved, found themselves playing within an
exclusively male world. Though the separate (and
unequal) gendered worlds of boys and girls came
to appear as “natural,” they were in fact socially
constructed. Thorne’s observations of children’s
activities in schools indicated that rather than “nat-
urally” constituting “separate gendered cultures.”
there is considerable interaction between boys and
girls in classrooms and on playgrounds. When
adults set up legitimate contact between boys an!
girls, Thorne observed, this usually results |
“relaxed interactions.” But when activities in th:
classroom or on the playground are presented .
children as sex-segregated activities and gender |
marked by teachers and other adults (“boys line 1
here, girls over there”), “gender boundaries .
heightened, and mixed-sex interaction becomes
explicit arena of risk” (Thorne, 1986; 70). Th:
sex-segregated activities such as organized spor:
as structured by adults, provide the context i
which gendered identities and separate “genderc:
cultures” develop and come to appear natural. Fo:
the boys in this study, it became “natural” to equatc
masculinity with competition, physical strength.
and skills. Girls simply did not (could not, it was
believed) participate in these activities.

Yet it is not simply the separation of children. by
adults, into separate activities that explains why
many boys came to feel such a strong connection
with sports activities, while so few girls did. As |
listened to men recall their earliest experiences in
organized sports, I heard them talk of insecurity.
loneliness, and especially a need to connect with
other people as a primary motivation in their early
sports strivings. As a forty-two-year-old white man
stated, “The most important thing was just being
out there with the rest of the guys being friends”
Another thirty-two-year-old interviewee was bor”
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in Mexico and moved to the United States at a
fairly young age. He never knew his father, and his
mother died when he was only nine years old. Sud-
denly he felt rootless, and threw himself into sports.
His initial motivations, however, do not appear to
be based on a need to compete and win:

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

ally wanted, which was some kind of closeness. It was
just being there, and being friends.

Clearly, what these boys needed and craved was
that which was most problematic for them: con-
nection and unity with other people. But why do
these young males find organized sports such an
attractive context in which to establish “a kind of
closeness” with others? Comparative observations
of young boys’ and girls’ game-playing behaviors
yield important insights into this question. Piaget
(1965) and Lever (1976) both observed that girls
tend to have more “pragmatic” and “flexible” ori-
entations to the rules of games; they are more prone
to make exceptions and innovations in the middle
of a game in order to make the game more “fair.”
Boys, on the other hand, tend to have a more firm,
even inflexible orientation to the rules of a game;
to them, the rules are what protects any fairness.
This difference, according to Gilligan (1982), is
based on the fact that early developmental experi-
ences have yielded deeply rooted differences
between males’ and females’ developmental tasks,
needs, and moral reasoning. Girls, who tend to
define themselves primarily through connection
with others, experience highly competitive situa-
tions (whether in organized sports or in other hier-
archical institutions) as threats to relationships, and
thus to their identities. For boys, the development
of gender identity involves the construction of posi-
tional identities, where a sense of self is solidified
through separation from others (Chodorow, 1978).
Yet feminist psychoanalytic theory has tended to
oversimplify the internal lives of men (Lichterman,
1986). Males do appear to develop positional iden-
tities, yet despite their fears of intimacy, they also
retain a human need for closeness and unity with

others. This ambivalence toward intimate relation-
ships is a major thread running through masculine
development throughout the life course. Here we
can conceptualize what Craib (1987) calls the
“elective affinity” between personality and social
structure: For the boy who both seeks and fears
attachment with others, the rule-bound structure
of organized sports can promise to be a safe place
in which to seek nonintimate attachment with oth-
ers within a context that maintains clear bound-

aries, distance, and separation.

COMPETITIVE STRUCTURES
AND CONDITIONAL SELF-WORTH

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

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

It was expected of me to do well in all my contests—I
mean by my coaches, my peers, and my family. So 1 in
turn expected to do well, and if 1 didn’t do well, then
I'd be very disappointed.

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

It got to the point where | started realizing, noticing
that people were always there for me, backing me all
the time—sports got to be really fun because 1 always
had some people there backing me. Finally my oldest
brother started going to all my games, even though |
had never really seen who he was [laughs]—after the
game, you know, we never really saw each other, but
he was at all my baseball games, and it seemed like we
shared a kind of closeness there, but only in those situ-
ations. Off the field, when | wasn’t in uniform, he was
never around.

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

For many of the men in this study, throughout
bovhood and into adolescence, this conscious striv-
ing for successful achievement became the primary

means through which they sought connection With
other people (Messner, 1987). But it is importap,
to recognize that young males’ internalized ambiy,_
lences about intimacy do not fully determine th,
contours and directions of their lives. Masculinit,
continues to develop through interaction with the
social world—and because boys from differep,
backgrounds are interacting with substantially dif.
ferent familial, educational, and other institutiong
these differences will lead them to make differen;
choices and define situations in different wayg
Next, | examine the differences in the ways that
boys from higher- and lower-status families and
communities related to organized sports.

STATUS DIFFERENCES
AND COMMITMENTS TO SPORTS

In discussing early attractions to sports, the expe-
riences of boys from higher- and lower-status back-
grounds are quite similar. Both groups indicate the
importance of fathers and older brothers in intro-
ducing them to sports. Both groups speak of th:
joys of receiving attention and acceptance amor
family and peers for early successes in sports. No
the similarities, for instance, in the followi
descriptions of boyhood athletic experiences of tt
men. First, a man born in a white, middle-clo-
family:

[ loved playing sports so much from a very early @
because of early exposure. A lot of the sports ca
easy at an early age, and because they did, and beca:
you were successful at something, I think that you'
inclined to strive for that gratification. It’s like.
you're good, you like it, because it’s instant gratific.
tion. I'm doing something that I'm good at and I'r
gonna keep doing it.

Second, a black man from a poor family:

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

For boys from both groups, early exposurc 1€
sports, the discovery that they had some “ability.
shortly followed by some sort of family. peer. and
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community recognition, all eventually led to the
commitment of hundreds and thousands of hours of
playing, practicing, and dreaming of future star-
dom. Despite these similarities, there are also some
identifiable differences that begin to explain the
tendency of males from lower-status backgrounds
to develop higher levels of commitment to sports
careers. The most clear-cut difference was that
while men from higher-status backgrounds are
likely to describe their earliest athletic experiences
and motivations almost exclusively in terms of
immediate family, men from lower-status back-
grounds more commonly describe the importance
of a broader community context. For instance, a
forty-six-year-old man who grew up in a “poor
working class™ black family in a small town in
Arkansas explained:

In that community, at the age of third or fourth grade,
if you're a male, they expect you to show some kind of
inclination, some kind of skill in football or basketball.
It was an expected thing, you know? My mom and my

dad, they didn’t push at all. It was the general environ-
ment.

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

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

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

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

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

[ think I kind of downgraded the stardom thing. 1
thought it was small potatoes. And sure, that’s nice in
high school and all that, but on a broad scale, I didn’t
think it amounted to all that much.

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

strivings:



He knew 1 ftked the game | loved the game. But bas-
sethall was pot recommended. my dad would say.
“That's 2 sieyeotyped image for black youth . When
wowr basketball » pome and fimshed what are yos
ponua 497 One day, vou maght get mpured What are
vou goona jook forward 107 He stressed education.

Sipularky, a thirtytwo-year-old man who was

rzised m 3 white, muddle-class family, had found in
spurts a key means of gaiming acceptance and con-
nection 16 s peer group. Yet he was simultane-
vusly developing a5 image of himseif as 2 “sman
studen,” and becoming awase of 2 wide range of
nomsports life options:
My mofher was constantly wiling me how smart | was,
how good § was. what a mce person | was, and giving
me all sors of pomtive strokes, and those positive
strokes became 2 sell-motivating kind of thing | had
thss smage of myvelf as smart, and | lived up to that
gL

it 1 not that parents of boys in ower-status fam-
thaes dud nont 2l encourage thetr boys o work hard
i swhool. Several reported that their parents
“stressed books firs, sports second” 1t's just that
the broader social context  education, economy,
and cormnumty — was more likely W narrow lower-
status boys’ perceptions of real-life options, while
boys from higher-status backgrounds faced an
expanding world of options, For instance, with a
different sousosconomic background, one thirty-
frv-year-M black man roght have become a great
soasiesan wnstead of 3 sar professional fooball run-
ming back, But he did nat. When he was a4 child, he
said, he was most sieresied i music:

| owamed 1 be s drummer. Bt we couldn’t afford
drums, My dad couldn’t g it snd buy e a drum set
of & gatar even # was just ome of (howe things, he
wan yust (rying 10 make ends 1,

But he could aflond, as could so many in his
K AAAMOTL Comdition, 16 spend couless hours
at the Vocal park, where he was 10ld by the park
SUPETVisor
that § was a naturad ot only i gynastics or base-
trall  whatever | did, | was 4 nastural, He told ms |

shonddn't waste this talent, and so | immedistoly
sharted watching the big guys then.

In retrospect. this man had potential to'be 2

musician or any number of things, but his eny;.
ronment limited his options to sports. and he mage
the best of it. Even within sports. he, like most bays
in the ghetto, was limited:
We didn’t have any tennis courts in the ghett,— .
used 10 have a lot of tennis balls. but no racquer |
wonder today how good 1 might be in tennis if | hag
gotien a racquet in my hands at an early age.

It is within this limited structurc of opportunity
that many lower-status young boys found sport: 1o
be the place, rather than a place, within which 1)
construct masculine identity, status, the relatio
ships. A thinty-six-year-old white man explain-
that his father left the family when he was ver
young and his mother faced a very difficult str
gle o make ends meet. As his words sugpent,
more limited 2 boy’s options, and the more in
cure his family situation, the morc likely he is
make an early commitment (o an athletic carce:

I uned 10 ride my bicycle to Little League practics
1'd waited for someone 10 pick me up and take me
the ball park 1'd have never played, 1'd get o the b
park and all the other kids would have their dad b
them 1o practice or games. But 1'd park my bike o1
side and when it was over 1'd gt on it and go ho
Sports was the way for me 10 move everything o
side-—family problems, Just all the embarrassicn!
and think aboint one thing, and that was sports . . . |
the third grade, when the teacher went around th
classroom and asked everybody, “What do you wari! 1
be whien you grow up?” 1 said, “1 want to be a maj

league baseball player,” and everybody laughed ther
heads off.

This man evemually did enjoy a major leaps”
bascball career, Most boys from lower- stitu: back:
grounds who make similar early commitiicnts ©
athletic carcers are not 8o successtul, As stated ¢!
lier, the career structure of organized sports 1°
highly competitive and hicrarchical. In fact, the
chances of attaining professional status in spost
are approximately 4:100,000 for g white mab
2:000,000 for a black man, and 3.1 million for 4
Hispanic man in the United States (Leonatd 800
Reyman, 1988). Nevertheless, the immediz”
rewards (fun, status, attemion ), alony with the
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constricted (nonsports) structure of opportunity,
attract disproportionately large numbers of boys
from lower-status backgrounds to athletic careers
as their major means of constructing a masculine
identity. These are the boys who later, as young
men, had to struggle with “conditional self-worth,”
and, more often than not, occupational dead ends.
Boys from higher-status backgrounds, on the other
hand, bolstered their boyhood, adolescent, and early
adult status through their athletic accomplishments.
Their wider range of experiences and life chances
led to an early shift away from sports careers as the
major basis of identity (Messner, 1989).

CONCLUSION

The conception of the masculinity—sports rela-
tionship developed here begins to illustrate the idea
of an “elective affinity” between social structure
and personality. Organized sports is a “gendered
institution”—an institution constructed by gender
relations. As such, its structure and values (rules,
formal organization, sex composition, etc.), reflect
dominant conceptions of masculinity and femi-
ninity. Organized sports is also a “gendering insti-
tution”-—an institution that helps to construct the

current gender order. Part of this construction of

gender is accomplished through the “masculiniz-
ing” of male bodies and minds.

Yet boys do not come to their first experiences
in organized sports as “blank slates,” but arrive
with alrcady “gendering” identities due to early
developmental experiences and previous social-
ization. I have suggested here that an important
thread running through the development of mas-
culine identity is males’ ambivalence toward inti-
mate unity with others. Those boys who
experience early athletic successes find in the
structure of organized sport an affinity with this
masculine ambivalence toward intimacy: The rule-
bound, competitive, hierarchical world of sport
offers boys an attractive means of establishing an
emotionally distant (and thus “safe”) connection
with others. Yet as boys begin to define themselves
as “athletes,” they learn that in order to be

accepted (to have connection) through sports, they
must be winners. And in order to be winners, they
must construct relationships with others (and with
themselves) that are consistent with the competi-
tive and hierarchical values and structure of the
sports world. As a result, they often develop a
“conditional self-worth” that leads them to con-
struct more instrumental relationships with them-
selves and others. This ultimately exacerbates their
difficulties in constructing intimate relationships
with others. In effect, the interaction between the
young male’s preexisting internalized ambivalence
toward intimacy with the competitive hierarchical
institution of sport has resulted in the construc-
tion of a masculine personality that is character-
ized by instrumental rationality, goal-orientation,
and difficulties with intimate connection and
expression (Messner, 1987).

This theoretical line of inquiry invites us not
simply to examine how social institutions “social-
1ze” boys, but also to explore the ways that boys’
already-gendering identities interact with social
institutions (which, like organized sport, are them-
selves the product of gender relations). This study
has also suggested that it is not some singular “mas-
culinity” that is being constructed through athletic
careers. It may be correct, from a psychoanalytic
perspective, to suggest that all males bring ambiva-
lences toward intimacy to their interactions with the
world, but “the world” is a very different place for
males from different racial and sociocconomic
backgrounds. Because males have substantially dif-
ferent interactions with the world, based on class,
race, and other differences and inequalities, we
might expect the construction of masculinity to take
on different meanings for boys and men from dif-
fering backgrounds (Messner, 1989). Indeed, this
study has suggested that boys from higher-status
backgrounds face a much broader range of options
than do their lower-status counterparts. As a result,
athletic careers take on different meanings for these
boys. Lower-status boys are likely to see athletic
careers as the institutional context for the con-
struction of their masculine status and identities,
while higher-status males make an early shift away
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from athletic careers toward other institutions (usu-
ally education and nonsports careers). A key line
of inquiry for future studies might begin by explor-
ing this irony of sports careers: Despite the fact that
“the athlete” is currently an example of an exem-
plary form of masculinity in public ideology, the
vast majority of boys who become most commit-
ted to athletic careers are never well-rewarded for
their efforts. The fact that class and racial dynam-
ics lead boys from higher-status backgrounds,
unlike their lower-status counterparts, to move into
nonsports careers illustrates how the construction of
different kinds of masculinities is a key component
of the overall construction of the gender order.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

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

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

3. How do factors such as family influence, a fa-
ther’s role, and social class shape a boy's interest
in sports and his identity as “masculine™?
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1 7 Socialization and the

Power of Advertising

JEAN KILBOURNE

Can parents just turn off the TV to protect their kids from the negative impact of advertis-
ing? No, claims Jean Kilbourne. Because advertising permeates our environment, she
claims, “'We cannot escape it.” Advertisers customize ads for subscribers of the same mag-
azine, attract children to Web sites with games and prizes, and bombard us with products
on billboards, public transportation systems, and the sides of buildings, trucks, and shop-
ping carts. As a result, Kilbourne argues, advertising continues to persuade people of all

ages that the way to be happy is to buy, buy, buy.

If you’re like most people, you think that advertis-
ing has no influence on you. This is what advertis-
ers want you to believe. But, if that were true, why
would companies spend over $200 billion a year
on advertising? Why would they be willing to
spend over $250,000 to produce an average televi-
sion commercial and another $250,000 to air it? If
they want to broadcast their commercial during
the Super Bowl, they will gladly spend over a mil-
lion dollars to produce it and over one and a half
million to air it. After all, they might have the
kind of success that Victoria’s Secret did during
the 1999 Super Bowl. When they paraded bra-
and-panty-clad models across TV screens for a
mere thirty seconds, 1 million people turned away

Source: Reprinted with the permission of The Free Press, a
Dwvision of Simon & Schuster Adult Publishing Group, from
Deadly Persuasion: Why Women and Girls Must Fight the
Addictive Power of Advertising by Jean Kilbourne. Copyright ©
1999 by Jean Kilbourne.

from the game to log on to the Web site promoted
in the ad. No influence? . . .

Through focus groups and depth interviews,
psychological researchers can zero in on very spe-
cific target audiences—and their leaders. “Buy this
twenty-four-year-old and get all his friends abso-
lutely free,” proclaims an ad for MTV directed to
advertisers. MTV presents itself publicly as a place
for rebels and nonconformists. Behind the scenes,
however, it tells potential advertisers that its view-
ers are lemmings who will buy whatever they are
told to buy.

The MTV ad gives us a somewhat different per-
spective on the concept of “peer pressure.” Adver-
tisers, especially those who advertise tobacco and
alcohol, are forever claiming that advertising
doesn’t influence anyone, that kids smoke and
drink because of peer pressure. Sure, such pres-
sure exists and is an important influence, but a lot
of it is created by advertising. Kids who exert peer
pressure don’t drop into high schools like Martians.
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They are kids who tend to be teaders, whom other
Kads follow for good or for had. And they themselves
are mighuly influenced by advertising, sometimes
very deliberately, as in the MTV ad. As an ad for
Seventeen magazine, pictuning & group of attrac-
tive voung people, says, “Hip doesnt just happen.
1t starts at the source: Sevenreen.” In the global vil-
lage, the “peers™ are very much the same, regard-
less of nationality, ethnicity, culture. In the eyes of
the media, the youths of the world are becoming a
single. scamless, soulless target audience—often
cynically labeled Generation X, or, for the newest
wave of teens, Generation Y. “We're helping a soft
dnink company reach them, even if their parents
can't,” says [a newspaper ad] featuning a group of
young people. The ad continues, “If you think
authority figures have a hard time talking to Gen-
eration X, you should try being an advertiser.” and
goes on to suggest placing ads in the television sec-
tons of newspapers. . . .

Home pages on the World Wide Web hawk
everything from potato chips to cereal to fast
food—to drugs. Alcohol and tobacco companies,
chafing under advertising restrictions in other
media, have discovered they can find and woo
voung people without any problem on the Web.
Indeed, children are especially vulnerable on the
Internet. where advertising manipulates them,
invades their privacy, and transforms them into cus-
tomers without their knowledge. Although there
are various initiatives pending. there are as yet no
regulations against targeting children online. Mar-
keters attract children to Web sites with games and
contests, and then extract from them information
that can be used in future sales pitches to the child
and the child’s family. They should be aware that
this information might be misleading. My daugh-
ter recently checked the “less than $20.000™ house-
hold income box because she was thinking of her
allowance.

Some sites offer prizes to lure children into giv-
ing up the email addresses of their fiends too. Online
advertising targets children as young as four in an
attempt to develop “brand lovalty™ as early as possi-
ble. Compantes unrelated to children's products have

Web sites for children, such as ChevionXsite, wy,
foatures games, tovs, and videos touting the imp,
tance of —surprise! - -the ol industin. In thiey,
COMPANICS CAN CTOALE an IMage et v onandean 4.
gather marketing data. As one ad says o adveny
“Beginning this August, Kidstar will be able to e,
every kid on the planct. And you can, too”

The United States s one of the few industig); -
nations in the world that thinks that childrey
legitimate targets for advertisers. Belpinm, Dy,
mark, Norway, and the Canadian provinee orQy,
bec ban all advertising to children on television ap,
radio, and Sweden and Greece are pushing for g
end to all advertising aimed at children througho,
the European Union. An effort to pass sinika oy
islation in the United States in the 19705 wa
squelched by a coalition of food and toy comp,
nies, broadcasters, and ad agencies. Chaldien i
America appear to have value primarily as new con
sumers. As an ad for juvenile and infant beddin:
and home accessones savs, “Having children s w
rewarding. You get to buy childish stuftand pretc
it’s for them.” Our public policy- o lack thereo!
on every children’s issue, from education to dr
to teen suicide to child abuse, leaves many to ¢
clude that we are a nation that hates its childre

However, the media care about them. The Ti
Cartoon Network tells advertiscrs, “Todavs b
influence over $130 billion of their parent’s sp.
ing annually. Kids also spend $8 billion of theu ¢
money. That makes these little consumers big b
ness.” Not only are children influencing a lo
spending in the present. they are developing br.
loyalty and the beginnings of an addiction to ¢
sumption that will serve corporations well int
future. According to Mike Searles. president of K
‘R Us, “If you own this child at an earlv age. v
can own this child for years to come. Compun
are saying. ‘Hey, I want to own the kid youngerar:
younger.” ™ No wonder Levi Strauss & Co. find- "
worthwhile to send a direct mailing to seven v
twelve-year-old girls to learn about them when the
are starting to form brand opinions. According ®
the senior advertising manager. “This is morc 0
long-term rc!alinmhip that we're tr'nnf w ¢_\r{m .



There may not seem much harm in this until we
consider that the tobacco and alcohol industries are
also interested in long-term relationships beginning
in childhood—and are selling products that can
indeed end up “owning” people.

Advertisers are willing to spend a great deal on
psychological research that will help them target
children more effectively. Nintendo U.S. has a
research center which interviews at least fifteen
hundred children every week. Kid Connection, a
unit of the advertising agency Saatchi & Saatchi,
has commissioned what the company calls “psy-
chocultural youth research™ studies from cultural
anthropologists and clinical psychologists. In a
recent study, psychologists interviewed young peo-
ple between the ages of six and twenty and then
analyzed their dreams, drawings, and reactions to
symbols. Meanwhile, the anthropologists spent
over five hundred hours watching other children
use the Internet.

Children are easily influenced. Most little chil-
dren can’t tell the difference between the shows
and the commercials (which basically means they
are smarter than the rest of us). The toys sold dur-
ing children’s programs are often based on char-
acters in the programs. Recently, the Center for
Media Education asked the Federal Trade Com-
mission to examine “kidola,” a television market-
ing strategy in which toy companies promise to
buy blocks of commercial time if a local broadcast
station airs programs associated with their toys.

One company has initiated a program for adver-
tisers to distribute samples, coupons, and promo-
tional materials to a network of twenty-two
thousand day care centers and 2 million preschool
children. The editor-in-chief of KidStyle, a kids’
fashion magazine that made its debut in 1997, said,
“It’s not going to be another parenting magazine.
This will be a pictorial magazine focusing on
products.”

Perhaps most troubling, advertising is increas-
ingly showing up in our schools, where ads are
emblazoned on school buses, scoreboards, and
book covers, where corporations provide “free”
matenial for teachers, and where many children are
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a captive audience for the commercials on Channel
One, a marketing program that gives video equip-
ment to desperate schools in exchange for the right
to broadcast a “news” program studded with com-
mercials to all students every morning. Channel
One is hardly free, however—it is estimated that it
costs taxpayers $1.8 billion in lost classroom time.
But it certainly is profitable for the owners who
promise advertisers “the largest teen audience
around” and “the undivided attention of millions
of teenagers for twelve minutes a day.” Another ad
for Channel One boasts, “Our relationship with 8.1
million teenagers lasts for six years [rather remark-
able considering most of theirs last for . . . like six
days].” Imagine the public outcry if a political or
religious group offered schools an information
package with ten minutes of news and two min-
utes of political or religious persuasion. Yet we tend
to think of commercial persuasion as somehow
neutral, although it certainly promotes beliefs and
behavior that have significant and sometimes
harmful effects on the individual, the family, the
society, and the environment.

“Reach him at the office,” says an ad featuring
a small boy in a business suit, which continues,
“His first day job is kindergarten. Modern can put
your sponsored educational materials in the lesson
plan.” Advertisers are reaching nearly 8 million
public-school students each day.

Cash-strapped and underfunded schools accept
this dance with the devil. And they are not alone.
As many people become less and less willing to
pay taxes to support public schools and other insti-
tutions and services, corporations are only too
eager to pick up the slack—in exchange for a cap-
tive audience, of course. As one good corporate
citizen, head of an outdoor advertising agency, sug-
gested, “Perhaps fewer libraries would be closing
their doors or reducing their services if they
wrapped their buildings in tastefully done outdoor
ads.”

According to the Council for Aid to Education,
the total amount corporations spend on “educa-
tional” programs from kindergarten through high
school has increased from $5 million in 1965 to
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about $500 million today. The Seattle School Board
recently voted to aggressively pursue advertising
and corporate sponsorship. “There can be a Nike
concert series and a Boeing valedictorian,” said the
head of the task force. We already have market-
driven educational materials in our schools, such as
Exxon’s documentary on the beauty of the Alaskan
coastline or the McDonald’s Nutrition Chart and a
kindergarten curriculum that teaches children to
“Learn to Read through Recognizing Corporate
Logos.”

No wonder so many people fell for a “news
item” in Adbusters (a Canadian magazine that cri-
tiques advertising and commercialism) about a
new program called “Tattoo You Too!”, which
pays schools a fee in exchange for students will-
ing to be tattooed with famous corporate logos,
such as the Nike “swoosh™ and the Guess question
mark. Although the item was a spoof, it was
believable enough to be picked up by some major
media. | guess nothing about advertising seems
unbelievable these days.

There are penalties for young people who resist
this commercialization. In the spring of 1998 Mike
Cameron, a senior at Greenbrier High School in
Evans, Georgia, was suspended from school. Why?
Did he bring a gun to school? Was he smoking in
the boys’ room? Did he assault a teacher? No. He
wore a Pepsi shirt on a school-sponsored Coke day,
an entire school day dedicated to an attempt to win
ten thousand dollars in a national contest run by
Coca-Cola.

Coke has several “partnerships”™ with schools
around the country in which the company gives
several million dollars to the school in exchange
for a longterm contract giving Coke exclusive
rights to school vending machines. John Bushey, an
area superintendent for thirteen schools in Col-
orado Springs who signs his correspondence “The
Coke Dude,” urged school officials to “get next
year’s volume up to 70,000 cases™ and suggested
letting students buy Coke throughout the day and
putting vending machines “where they are acces-
sthle all day.” Twenty years ago, teens drank almost
twice as much milk as soda. Today they drink twice

as much soda as milk. Some data suggest (p;,
contributes to broken bones while they are stil|
teenagers and to osteoporosis in later nte... ..

ADVERTISING IS OUR
ENVIRONMENT

Adbvertisers like to tell parents that they can alway;
turn off the TV to protect their kids from any of
the negative impact of advertising. This is likc
telling us that we can protect our children from ajr
pollution by making sure they never breathe
Advertising is our environment. We swim in it as
fish swim in water. We cannot escape it. Unless,
of course, we keep our children home from school
and blindfold them whenever they are outside of
the house. And never let them play with other chil-
dren. Even then, advertising’s messages are inside
our intimate relationships, our homes, our heart:.
our heads.

Advertising not only appears on radio and tel -
vision, in our magazines and newspapers, but al.»
surrounds us on billboards, on the sides of bui'’
ings, plastered on our public transportation. Bu
now in many cities are transformed into facsimi
of products, so that one boards a bus masquer
ing as a box of Dunkin’ Donuts (followed.
doubt, by a Slimfast bus). The creators of this at
ity proudly tell us in their ad in Advertising A.
“In your face . . . all over the place!” Indeed.

Trucks carry advertising along with products
part of a marketing strategy. “I want every truck "
have on the road making folks thirsty for Bud Ligh
says an ad in Advertising Age, which refers to a tru
as a “valuable moving billboard.” Given that almo
half of all automobile crashes are alcohol-relat
it’s frightening to think of people becoming thirst
for Bud Light while driving their cars. A Span!
company has paid the drivers of seventv-five car
in Madrid to turn their cars into Pall Mall cigarcth
packages, and hopes to expand its operanan
throughout Spain. lmagine cars disguised as bottle
of beer zipping along our highways. If we seck ®
escape all this by taking a plane, we become a cap
tive audience for in~{light promotional videos



Ads are on the videos we reat, the shopping
carts we push through stores, the apples and hot
dogs we buy. the online services we use, and the
savigational screens of the luxury cars we drive.
A pew device allows advertisers to print their mes-
sages directly onto the sand of a beach. “This is
my best idea ever—5.000 imprints of Skippy
Peanat Butter jars covering the beach,” crowed the
mwentor. Added the promotion director, “I’'m here
lcokang at thousands of families with kids. If
they re on the beach thinking of Skippy, that’s just
what we want.” Their next big idea is snow imprint-
img at ski resorts. In England the legendary white
cliffs of Dover now serve as the backdrop for a
laser-projected Adidas ad. American consumers
have recently joined Europeans in being offered
free phone calls if they will also listen to commer-
cials. Conversations are interrupted by brief ads,
tailored to match the age and social profiles of the
comversants. And beer companies have experi-
mented with messages posted over urinals, such as
“Time for more Coors” or “Put used Bud here.”

The average American is exposed to at least
three thousand ads every day and will spend three
years of his or her life watching television com-
mercials. Advertising makes up about 70 percent of
our newspapers and 40 percent of our mail. Of
course, we don’t pay direct attention to very many
of these ads, but we are powerfully influenced,
mostly on an unconscious level, by the experience
of being immersed in an advertising culture, a mar-
ket-driven culture, in which all our institutions,
from political to religious to educational, are
mncreasingly for sale to the highest bidder. Accord-
ing to Rance Crain, editor-in-chief of Advertising
Age, the major publication of the advertising indus-
try, “Only eight percent of an ad’s message is
received by the conscious mind; the rest is worked
and reworked decp within the recesses of the brain,
where a product’s positioning and repositioning
takes shape.” It is in this sense that advertising is
subliminal: not in the sense of hidden messages
embedded in ice cubes, but in the sense that we
aren’t consciously aware of what advertising is
doing,
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Commercialism has no borders. There is barely
any line left between advertising and the rest of the
culture. The prestigious Museum of Fine Arts in
Boston puts on a huge exhibit of Herb Ritts, fash-
ion photographer, and draws one of the largest
crowds in its history. In 1998 the museum’s Monet
show was the most popular exhibit in the world.
Museum officials were especially pleased by
results of a survey showing 74 percent of visitors
recognized that the show’s sponsor was Fleet
Financial Group, which shelled out $1.2 million to
underwrite the show.

Bob Dole plays on his defeat in the presidential
election in ads for Air France and Viagra, while Ed
Koch, former mayor of New York City, peddles
Dunkin’ Donuts’ bagels. Dr. Jane Goodall, doyenne
of primatology, appears with her chimpanzees in
an ad for Home Box Office, and Sarah Ferguson,
the former duchess of York, gets a million dollars
for being the official spokeswoman for Weight
Watchers (with a bonus if she keeps her weight
down). . . .

The unintended effects of advertising are far
more important and far more difficult to measure
than those effects that are intended. The important
question is not “Does this ad sell the product?” but
rather “What else does this ad sell?” An ad for Gap
khakis featuring a group of acrobatic swing dancers
probably sold a lot of pants, which, of course, was
the intention of the advertisers. But it also con-
tributed to a rage for swing dancing. This is an
innocuous example of advertising’s powerful unin-
tended effects. Swing dancing is not binge drink-
ing, after all.

Advertising often sells a great deal more than
products. It sells values, images, and concepts of
love and sexuality, romance, success, and, per-
haps most important, normalcy. To a great extent,
it tells us who we are and who we should be. We
are increasingly using brand names to create our
identities. James Twitchell argues that the label
of our shirt, the make of our car, and our favorite
laundry detergent are filling the vacuum ongce
occupied by religion, education, and our family
name.



