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BECOMING 100 PERCENT STRAIGHT

Michael A. Messner

In 1995, as part of my job as the President of the North American Society for the
Sociology of Sport, | needed to prepare an hour-long presidential address for the
annual meeting of some 200 people. This presented a challenge to me: how might
| say something to my colleagues that was interesting, at ieast somewhat original,
and above all, not boring. Students may think that their professors are especially
dull in the classroom but, believe me, we are usually much worse at professional
meetings. For some reason, many of us who are able to speak to our classroom
students in a relaxed manner, using relatively jargon-free language, seem to
become robots, dryly reading our papers — packed with impressively unclear
jargon — to our yawning colleagues.

Since | desperately wanted to avoid putting 200 sport studies scholars to sleep,
| decided to deliver a talk which | entitled “Studying up on sex.” The title, which
certainly did get my colleagues’ attention, was intended as a play on words, a
double entendre. “Studying up” has one generally recognizable colloquial meaning,

“but in sociology it has another. It refers to studying “up” in the power structure.
Sociologists have perhaps most often studied “down” — studying the poor, the
blue- or pink-collar workers, the “nuts, sluts and perverts,” the incarcerated. The
idea of “studying up” rarely occurs to sociologists unless and until we five in a
time when those who are “down” have organized movements that challenge the
institutional privileges of elites. For example, in the wake of labor movements,
some sociologists like C. Wright Mills studied up on corporate elites. Recently, in
the wake of racial and ethnic civil rights movements, some scholars like Ruth
Frankenberg have begun to study the social meanings of “whiteness.” Much of my
research, inspired by feminism, has involved a studying up on the social construction
of masculinity in sport. Studying up, in these cases, has raised some fascinating new
and important questions about the workings of power in society.

However, | realized that when it comes to understanding the social and inter-
personal dynamics of sexual orientation in sport we have barely begun to scratch
the surface of a very complex issue. Although sport studies have benefited from
the work of scholars such as Helen Lenskyj (1988, 1997), Brian Pronger (1990)
and others who have delineated the experiences of lesbians and gay men in sports,
there has been very little extension of their insights into a consideration of the
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social construction of heterosexuality in sport. In sport, just as in the larger socie
we seem obsessed with asking “how do people become gay?”’ Imbedded in tt
question is the assumption that people who identify as heterosexual, or “straigh
require no explanation, since they are simply acting out the “natural” or “norm:
sexual orientation. We seem to be saying that the “sexual deviants” require explan
tion, while the experience of heterosexuals, because we are considered norm:
seems to require no critical examination or discussion. But | knew that a clos
look at the development of sexual orientation or sexual identity reveals an extreme
complex process. | decided to challenge myself and my colleagues by arguing th
although we have begun to “study up” on corporate elites in sport, on whitenes
on masculinity, it is now time to extend that by studying up on heterosexuality.

But in the absence of systematic research on this topic, where could | start? Ho
could | explore, raise questions about, and begin to illuminate the social constructic
of heterosexuality for my colleagues? Fortunately, for the previous two years | hz
been working with a group of five men (three of whom identified as heterosexusz
two as gay) mutually to explore our own biographies in terms of the earlier bodi
experiences that helped to shape our gender and sexual identities. We modeie
our project after that of a German group of feminist women, led by Frigga Hau
who created a research method which they call “memory work.” in short, th
women would mutually choose a body part, such as “hair,” and each would the
write a short story based on a particularly salient childhood memory that related t
their hair (for example, being forced by parents to cut one’s hair, deciding t
straighten one’s curly hair in order to look more like other girls, etc.). Then th
group would read all of the stories and discuss them one by one in the hope of gair
ing more general understanding of, and raising new questions about, the social cor
struction of “femininity.” What resulted from this project was a fascinating book calle
Female Sexualization (Haug 1987), which my men's group used as the inspiration fc
our project.

As a research method, memory work is anything but conventional. Many sociolc
gists would argue that this is not really a “research method” at all. The informatiol

. that emerges from the project cannot be used very confidently as a generalizabl

“truth,” and in this sort of project the researcher is simuitaneously part of what i
being studied. How, my more scientifically oriented colleagues might ask, is th
researcher to maintain his or her objectivity? My answer is that in this kind of projec
objectivity is not the point. In fact, the strength of this sort of research is the depth o
understanding that might be gained through a systematic group analysis of one’
éxperience, one's subjective orientation to social processes. A clear understanding
of the subjective aspect of social life — one’s bodily feelings, emotions, and reaction:
to others - is an invaluable window that allows us to see and ask new sociologica
Questions about group interaction and social structure. In short, group memon
work can provide an important, productive, and fascinating insight on social reality
though not a complete (or completely reliable) picture.

As | pondered the lack of existing research on the social construction of hetero-
Sexuality in sport, | decided to draw on one of my own stories from my memory
work in the men’s group. Some of my most salient memories of embodiment are
Sports memories. | grew up as the son of a high school coach, and | eventually
Played point guard on my dad’s team. In what follows, | juxtapose my story with
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that of a gay former Olympic athlete, Tom Waddell, whom | had interviewed several
years earlier for a book on the lives of male athletes {Messner and Sabo 1994).

fany years ago I read some psychological studies that argued that even for self.
entified heterosexuals it is a natural part of their development to have gone through
hisexual” or even “homosexual” stages of life. When I read this, it seemed theoretically
-asonable, but did not ring true in my experience. I have always been, I t.old myself,
)0 percent heterosexual! The group process of analyzing my own al.ltoblographical
ories challenged the concept I had developed of myself, and also shed light on the way
 which the institutional context of sport provided a context for the development of my
-finition of myself as “100 percent straight.” Here is one of the stories.

When I was in the 9th grade, I played on a “D” basketball team, set up
especially for the smallest of high school boys. Indeed, though.I was pudgy
with baby fat, I was a short 52", still pre-pubescent with no facial balr and a
high voice that I artificially tried to lower. The first day of practice, I was
immediately attracted to a boy I’ll call Timmy, because he looked like the boy
who played in the Lassie TV show. Timmy was short, with a high voice, like
me. And like me, he had no facial hair yet. Unlike me, he was very skinny.
I liked Timmy right away, and soon we were together a lot. I noticed things
about him that I didn’t notice about other boys: he said some words a certain
way, and it gave me pleasure to try to talk like him. I remember liking the
way the light hit his boyish, nearly hairless body. I thought about him when
we weren’t together. He was in the school band, and at the football games, I’d
squint to see where he was in the mass of uniforms. In short, though I wasn’t
conscious of it at the time, I was infatuated with Timmy — I had a crush on
him. Later that basketball season, I decided — for no reason that I could really
articulate then — that I hated Timmy. I aggressively rejected him, began to
make fun of him around other boys. He was, we all agreed, a geek. He was a
faggot.

Three years later, Timmy and I were both on the varsity basketball team,
but had hardly spoken a word to each other since we were freshmen. Both of
us now had lower voices, had grown to around 6 feet tall, and we both shaved,
at least a bit. But Timmy was a skinny, somewhat stigmatized reserve on the
team, while I was the team captain and starting point guard. But I wasn’t so
happy or secure about this. I’d always dreamed of dominating games, of being
the hero. Halfway through my senior season, however, it became clear that I
was not a star, and I figured I knew why. I was not aggressive enough.

I had always liked the beauty of the fast break, the perfectly executed pick
and roll play between two players, and especially the long twenty-foot shot
that touched nothing but the bottom of the net. But I hated and feared the
sometimes brutal contact under the basket. In fact, I stayed away from the
rough fights for rebounds and was mostly a perimeter player, relying on my
long shots or my passes to more aggressive teammates under the basket.
But now it became apparent to me that time was running out in my quest for
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greatness: I needed to change my game, and fast. I decided one day before
practice that I was gonna get aggressive. While practicing one of our standard
plays, I passed the ball to a teammate, and then ran to the spot at which I was
to sct a pick on a defender. I knew that one could sometimes get away with
setting a face-up screen on a player, and then as he makes contact with you,
roll your back to him and plant your elbow hard in his stomach. The beauty
of this move is that your own body ““roll’ makes the elbow look like an accident.
So I decided to try this move. I approached the defensive player, Timmy,
rolled, and planted my elbow deeply into his solar plexus. Air exploded audibly
from Timmy’s mouth, and he crumbled to the floor momentarily.

Play went on as though nothing had happened, but I felt bad about it.
Rather than making me feel better, it made me feel guilty and weak. I had to
admit to myself why I'd chosen Timmy as the target against whom to test out
my new aggression. He was the skinniest and weakest player on the team.

At the time, T hardly thought about these incidents, other than to try to brush them of
as incidents that made me feel extremely uncomfortable. Years later, I can now inter.
rogate this as a sexual story, and as a gender story unfolding within the context of the
heterosexualized and masculinized institution of sport. Examining my story in light of
~ research conducted by Alifred Kinsey a half-century ago, I can recognize in myself what
Kinsey saw as a very common fluidity and changeability of sexual desire over the life-
course. Put simply, Kinsey found that large numbers of aduit, “heterosexual” men had
previously, as adolescents and young adults, experienced sexual desire for males. A sur-
prisingly large number of these men had experienced sexual contact to the point of
orgasm with other males during adolescence or early adulthood. Similarly, my story
invited me to consider what is commonly called the “Freudian theory of bisexuality,”
Sigmund Freud shocked the post-Victorian world by suggesting that all people go
through a stage, early in life, when they are attracted to people of the same sex.! Adult
Jil: experiences, Freud argued, eventually led most people to shift their sexual desire to
% what he called an appropriate “love object” — a person of the opposite sex. [ also con-
~sidered my experience in light of what lesbian feminist author Adrienne Rich called the
 institution of compulsory heterosexuality. Perhaps the extremely high levels of homo-
‘Phobia that are often endemic in boys” and men’s organized sports led me to deny and
. Tepress my own homoerotic desire through a direct and overt rejection of Timmy,
~through homophobic banter with male peers, and the resultant stigmatization of the
. feminized Timmy. Eventually I considered my experience in the light of what radical
- theorist Herbert Marcuse called the sublimation of homoerotic desire into an aggressive,
-violent act as serving to construct a clear line of demarcation between self and other.
S.llblirnation, according to Marcuse, involves the driving underground, into the uncon-
Stous, of sexual desires that might appear dangerous due to their socially stigmatized
Status. But sublimation involves more than simple repression into the unconscious. It
‘ H_IVOlves a tranformation of sexual desire into something else — often into aggressive and
Violent acting out toward others. These acts clarify the boundaries between oneself and

b others and therefore lessen any anxieties that might be attached to the repressed homo-
erotic desire.

Importantly, in our analysis of my story, the memory group went beyond simply
discussing the events in psychological terms. The story did perhaps suggest some deep
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psychological processes at work, but it also revealed the importance of social context - ip
this case, the context of the athletic team. In short, my rejection of Timmy and the
joining with teammates to stigmatize him in ninth grade stands as an example of what
sociologist R. W. Connell calls a moment of engagement with hegemonic masculinity,
where I actively took up the male group’s task of constructing heterosexual/masculine
identities in the context of sport. The elbow in Timmy’s gut three years later can be see,
as a punctuation mark that occurred precisely because of my fears that I might be failing
in this goal.

It is helpful, I think, to compare my story with gay and leshian “coming out” stories
in sport. Though we have a few lesbian and bisexual coming out stories among women
athletes, there are very few from gay males. Tom Waddell, who as a closeted gay man
finished sixth in the decathlon in the 1968 Olympics, later came out and started the Gay
Games, an athletic and cultural festival that draws tens of thousands of people every
four years. When I interviewed Tom Waddell over a decade ago about his sexual identity
and athletic career, he made it quite clear that for many years sports was his closet:

When I was a kid, [ was tall for my age, and was very thin and very strong. And
I was usually faster than most other people. But I discovered rather early that
I liked gymnastics and I liked dance. I was very interested in being a ballet
dancer . . . [but] something became obvious to me right away — that male
ballet dancers were effeminate, that they were what most people would call
faggots. And I thought I just couldn’t handle that . . . I was totally closeted
and very concerned about being male. This was the fifties, a terrible time to
live, and everything was stacked against me. Anyway, I realized that I had to
do something to protect my image of myself as a male — because at that time
homosexuals were thought of primarily as men who wanted to be women.
And so I threw myself into athletics — I played football, gymnastics, track and
field . . . I was a jock — that’s how I was viewed, and I was comfortable with
that.

Tom Waddell was fully conscious of entering sports and constructing a masculine/
heterosexual athletic identity precisely because he feared being revealed as gay. It was
clear to him, in the context of the 1950, that being known as gay would undercut his
claims to the status of manhood. Thus, though he described the athletic closet as “hot
and stifling,” he remained there until several years after his athletic retirement. He even

knowingly played along with locker room discussions about sex and women as part of
his “cover.”

I wanted to be viewed as male, otherwise I would be a dancer today. I wanted
the male, macho image of an athlete. So I was protected by a very hard shell.
I was clearly aware of what I was doing . . . I often felt compelled to go along
with a lot of locker room garbage because I wanted that image —and I know a
lot of others who did too.

Like my story, Waddell’s points to the importance of the athletic institution as a context
n which peers mutually construct and reconstruct narrow definitions of masculinity.
Heterosexuality is considered to be a rock-solid foundation of this concept of masculinity.
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2 But unlike my story, Waddell’s may invoke a dramaturgical analysis.? He seemed to |
consciously “acting” to control and regulate others’ perceptions of him by constructir
I a public “front stage” persona that differed radically from what he believed to be h
“true” inner self. My story, in contrast, suggests a deeper, less consciously strateg
repression of my homoerotic attraction. Most likely, I was aware on some level of tl
dangers of such feelings, and was escaping the risks, disgrace, and rejection that woul

Jargely within sport was to step into a fiercely heterosexual/masculine closet that wou
¢ hide what he saw as his “true” identity. In contrast, I was not so much stepping into
sicloset’”” that would hide my identity; rather, I was stepping out into an entire world
" heterosexual privilege. My story also suggests how a threat to the promised privileges
! hegemonic masculinity — my failure as an athlete — might trigger a momentary sexu;
panic that can lay bare the constructedness, indeed, the instability of the heterosexua
masculine identity.

In either case, Waddell’s or mine, we can see how, as young male athletes, heter
sexuality and masculinity was not something we “were,” but something we were doin
It is significant, I think, that although each of us was “doing heterosexuality,” neither «
us was actually “having sex” with women (though one of us desperately wanted to
This underscores a point made by some recent theorists that heterosexuality should n
be thought of simply as sexual acts between women and men. Rather, heterosexuality
‘a constructed identity, a performance, and an institution that is not necessarily linked t
sexual acts. Though for one of us it was more conscious than for the other, we were bot
.. *doing heterosexuality” as an ongoing practice through which we sought to do two thing

e avoid stigma, embarrassment, ostracism, or perhaps worse if we were even suspecte
of being gay;
e link ourselves into systems of power, status, and privilege that appear to be the birtl
9 right of “‘real men” (i.e., males who are able to compete successfully with othe
males in sport, work, and sexual relations with women).

In other words, each of us actively scripted our own sexual and gender performances, bt
* ‘these scripts were constructed within the constraints of a socially organized (institu
tionalized) system of power and pleasure.

Questions for future research

As I prepared to tell this sexual story publicly to my colleagues at the sport studies cor
ference, I felt extremely nervous. Part of the nervousness was due to the fact that I kne
some of them would object to my claim that telling personal stories can be a source
. Sociological insights. But a larger part of the reason for my nervousness was due to th
fact that T was revealing something very personal about my sexuality in such a publi
way. Most of us are not accustomed to doing this, especially in the context of a prc
- fessional conference. But I had learned long ago, especially from feminist wome
~ scholars, and from gay and lesbian scholars, that biography is linked to history. Part «
“normal” academic discourse has been to hide “the personal” (including the fact tha
the researchers are themselves people with values, feelings, and, yes, biases) behind
carefully constructed facade of “objectivity.”” Rather than trying to hide or be ashame
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of one’s subjective experience of the world, I was challenging myself to draw on my
experience of the world as a resource. Not that I should trust my experience as the fina]
word on “reality”. White, heterosexual males like me have made the mistake for centuries
of calling their own experience “objectivity,” and then punishing anyone who does not
share their worldview by casting them as “deviant.” Instead, I hope to use my experience
as an example of how those of us who are in dominant sexual/racial/gender/clasg
categories can get a new perspective on the “constructedness” of our identities by juxta-
posing our subjective experiences against the recently emerging worldviews of gay men
and lesbians, women, and people of color.

Finally, I want to stress that in juxtaposition neither my own nor Tom Waddeli’s story
sheds much light on the question of why some individuals “become gay” while others
“become” heterosexual or bisexual. Instead, I should like to suggest that this is a dead-
end question, and that there are far more important and interesting questions to be asked:

o How has heterosexuality, as an institution and as an enforced group practice,
constrained and limited all of us — gay, straight, and bi?

¢ How has the institution of sport been an especially salient institution for the social
construction of heterosexual masculinity?

e Why isit that when men play sports they are almost always automatically granted
masculine status, and thus assumed to be heterosexual, while when women play
sports, questions are raised about their “femininity” and sexual orientation?

These kinds of questions aim us toward an analysis of the workings of power within insti-
tutions ~including the ways that these workings of power shape and constrain our identi-
ties and relationships — and point us toward imagining alternative social arrangements
that are less constraining for everyone.

Notes

I' The fluidity and changeability of sexual desire over the life course is now more obvious in evi-
dence from prison and military populations, and single-sex boarding schools. The theory of
biscxuality is evident, for example, in childhood crushes on same-sex primary schoolteachers.

2 Dramaturgical analysis, associated with Erving Goffiman, uses the theater and performance to
develop an analogy with everyday life.
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THE GAME BEGINS AT HOME

Women’s labor in the service of sport

Shona Thompson

Although 1 did not start collecting the data for this project until 1990 the |
“journey” really began for me nine years earlier, in 1981. That year my
New Zealand, was plunged into a state of civil disorder by the arrival of
rugby team representing apartheid in South Africa. This visit contravened
national Commonwealth Heads of Government agreement designed to aver
boycotts of major sporting events (such as the one that occurred at it
Summer Olympics in Montreal, when most of the African countries left to
New Zealand’s presence and our persistent sporting contact with South
The connection between the Montreal Olympics in 1976, rugby in New Ze
1981 and my research on tennis in Australia in 1990 may seem obscuri
goes like this.

Increasingly embarrassed at being seen to condone apartheid and incense
Rugby Union’s blatant disregard for international relations and public opi
unprecedented number of New Zealanders vehemently protested agai
South African rugby tour in 1981. Women joined the protests in huge numb
were often the leaders, motivated among other things by their long-felt a
how this almost exclusively male sport had dominated public life and e
their domestic labor. It quickly became obvious that a highly effective form of
was for women to stop doing the work which had previously supported this
sport — the laundry, providing food for players, shopping for, driving or c
young sons who play, keeping children quiet while husbands watched it on tel
etc. Through these seemingly simple actions of resistance we came to rea
extent to which women's domestic work had contributed to a sport played b

Being part of the 1981 protest movement was, for me, a “consciousness-
experience. | began to understand how women could have relationships v
institution of sport which far exceeded their experiences, or lack thereof, as
and that these reiationships could have everyday and political consequences
several years, however, before | had an adequate theoretical framework :
opportunity to explore this further. During a sabbatical leave in Canada in
began reading teminist literature which helped provide the theoretical and me
logical “tools” for the research. Then in 1989 | went to Australia to begi
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