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Doing Time, Doing Masculinity

Sports and Prison

DON SABO

I am a white, male college professor in my forties,
hunched over a table in Attica Correctional Facility,
My heart is pounding, my upper body is locked taut
and shaking, and I am gazing into the eyes of an
African American prisoner who, like so many of the
men in this New York State prison, comes from what
sociologists call the “underclass.” We are different in
most respects, but right now we are alike. Like me,
he’s puffing and straining, trying not to show it, some-
times cursing, and returning my gaze. We are arm
wrestling, and in this case he puts me down in about
two minutes, which in arin wrestling can be a long,
long time.

I started arm wrestling in the joint about five years
ago. I enjoy the physical connection that the contest
brings. The participants initially stalk one another over
a period of days or weeks, keeping their distance, eval-
vating each other’s strengths and weaknesses. There
may be some playful bad-mouthing or boasting that
leads up to a bout, Eventually, they make the necessary
moves that bring each to the table hand-in-hand, eye-
to-eye. Even though arm wrestling is overtly combat-
ive, it can breed a closer connection with another man

than is allowed for in most aspects of men's lives, It al-
lows me to climb outside the bourgeois husk of my life
and join with somebody in a way that temporarily sus-
ends the hierarchical distinctions betwe’:%ﬁ? man
d nmale, white and black, privileged and underpriv-
ileged, and teacher and student.
Arm wrestling also lets me pull my athletic past
into the present, to enjoin youthful masculine spirits
and facades. At t€3ame time that these manly juices

are resurrected, though, I try to tell myself and others

that T don’t take the competition so seriously. I want to
learn the lesson that it is OK to be vulnerable to defeat.

Sometimes [ win; sometimes [ lose. It still matters
to me whether I win or lose. [ try hard to win, but,
when I lose, I get over it quickly, accept it, and even
welcome it as inevitable, Part of me is happy for the
man who beat me. When I win, I savor the victories for
a few days, bragging to myself, sometimes others,
soothing my middle-aging ego with transparently mas-
culine rationalizations that I am still strong, not over
the bloody hill yet. Arm wrestlers understand that no-
body wins all the time. Beneath the grit and show, we
know there is more-to it than winning or losing. We
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anybody—oprisoners, guards, or bureaucrats. Nobody.
It sounds crazy, but the tinges of distrust and paranoia
almost feel good. Indeed, there are parts of me, call
them “threads™ or “echoes” of a masculine identity,
that embrace the distrust and welcome the presumed
danger and potential for violence.
These masculine prompts are seldom uppermost in
my mind. They do not emanate from inside of me; they
are more like visitors that come and go, moving in and
= out of me like tap water gushing through an overfilled
glass. Arm wrestling allows me to play out masculin-
ity in tune with other elements of jailhouse jock cul-
ture. At the same time, the wrestling breeds familiarity
with prisoners, pushes toward closeness and trust, and
subverts hierarchical distincticns based on class, race,
and professional status.

Like me, many men in prison deploy sports and fit-
ness activities as resources to do masculinity—that is,
to spin masculine identities, to build reputations, to

. -achieve or dissolve For the men in prison, as
w elsewﬁ{@ﬁ@s earned, enacted, reZ
hearsed, refined, and relived through each day’s activ-

M ftarTiien Tollow in prison are reinvented each day, from
moment to moment, man to man. Masculinity does not
unfold inside us as much as it flows through us. Itis not

a strictly individual or psychological process. In doing
gender, each individual participates in the larger prison
culture, which scripts masculinity by supplying direc-
tion, role models, props, motivations, rewards, and val-
ues (Messerschmidt, 1993; West and Zimmerman,

1987). For many men, sports are 4 part of the formula
for shaping gender identity.

[
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SOFTNESS AND HARDNESS

In prison, the manly injunction to be strong is evident
not only in the bulk or bearing of many men’s bodies
but in everyday speech as well, T have often heard pris-
oners describe, other men as “hard” or “soft.” Over the
years, I have learned that there are many guises of
hardness, which, inside and outside the prison culture,
illustrate a variety of masculine expressions that
stretch between the honorable and the perverse.
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@ can mean that the individual is toned,

strong, conditioned, or fit, rather than weak, flabby, or
out of shape. A hard man cares for and respects his
body. Life in prison is extremely oppressive, and it is
extraordinarily difficult to eke out a healthy lifestyle.
Cigaretie smoke is everywhere. The noise on the
blocks can jam the senses. Most inmates will tell you
that the chow stinks, and, for those who think about
such matters, a nutritionally sound diet is impossible to
- scrape together from the available.cafeteria fare. For
some men, then, the pursuit of sports and fitness activ-
ity is ¢ a healthy body in an un-
healthy environment. Those who succeed build a sense
of accomplishment and garner the respect of others.
Some men strive to be hard in order to build self-
esteemn. Being in prison is a colossal reminder of per-
sonal failure. A regular fitness regimen helps some
men center mind and identity in the undeniably tangi-
ble locus of the body. For others, getting good at bas-
ketball or being recognized as a leading athlete earns
the respect of peers. Damaged egos and healing psy-
ches drink in the recognition and repair themselves.
%ﬂi can also be a defense against prison vi-
olence. The hard man sends the message that he is
§<')_rﬁ-é-5-6dy to contend with, not a pushover, not some-
body to “fuck with.” The sexual connotations of this
last phrase take on particular significance in the prison
subculture, where man-on-man rape is part of life. The
act of prison rape is tied to maintaimng the status order
. ites
or-vi S 1n order to establish dominant status.
Older prisoners may use rape to enslave newcomers.
Guards or prison administrators have been known to
threaten to expose prisoners to greater threat of rape in
order to evoke good behavior, to punish, or to squeeze
out information. As Tom Cahill, himself a-victim of
prison rape, observed, “Once ‘turned out'—prison
parlance for raped—a survivor is canght in a bind. If an
inmate reports a sexual assault, even without naming
the assailant, he will be labeled a ‘snitch,’ a contract
will automatically be placed on him, and his life ex:
pectancy will be measured in minutes from then”
(1990:32). i
Men’s efforts to weave webs of domination through
rape and physical intimidation in prison also reflect
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