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Becoming 100% Straight

MICHAEL A. MESSNER

In 1995, as part of my job as the President of the North
American Society for the Sociology of Sport, I needed
to prepare a one-hour long Presidential Address for the
annual meeting of some 200 people. This presented a
challenge to me: how might I say something to my col-
leagues that was challenging, at least somewhat origi-
nal, and above all, not boring. Students may think that
their professors are especially boring in the classroom,
but believe me, we are usually much worse at profes-
sional meetings. For some reason, many of us who are
able to speak to our students in the classroom in a re-
laxed manner, and using relatively jargon-free lan-
guage, seem at these meetings to become robots, dryly
reading our papers—packed with impressively unclear
Jargon—to our yawning colleagues.

Since 1 desperately wanted to avoid putting 200
sport studies scholars to sleep, I decided to deliver a
talk which I 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 collo-
quial meaning, but in sociology, it has another. 1t refers
to studying “up” in the power structure. Sociologists
have perhaps most often studied “down"--- studied 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
are living in a time when those who are “down’ have
organized movements that challenge the institutional
privileges of elites. So, for instance, in the wake of
labor movements, some sociologists like C. Wright
Mills studied up on corporate elites. And recently, in
the wake of racial/cthnic civil rights movements, some
scholars like Ruth Frankenberg have begun to study
the social meanings of “whiteness.” Much of my re-
search, inspired by feminism, has involved a studying
up on the social construction of masculinity in sport.
Studying up, in these cases, has raised some fascinat-
ing new and important questions about the workings of
power in society.

However, | realized, when it comes to understand-
ing the social and interpersonal dynamics of sexual
orientation in sport, we have barely begun to scratch
the surface of a very complex issue. Although sport
studies has benefited from the work of scholars like
Helen Lenskyj, Brian Pronger and others who have de-
lineated the experiences of lesbians and gay men i
sports, there has been very little extension of these
scholars’ insights into a consideration of the social
construction of beterosexuality in sport. In sport, just
as in the larger society, we seem obsessed with asking
“how do people become gay?” Imbedded in this ques-
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tion is the assumption that people who identity as het-
erosexual, or “straight,” require no explanation, since
they are simply acting out the “natural” or “normal”
sexual orientation. IUs the “sexual deviants” who re-
quire explanation, we seem to be saying, while the ex-
perience of heterosexuals, because we are considered
normal, seems to require no critical examination or ex-
planation. But I knew that a closer look at the devel-
opment of sexual orientation or sexual identity reveals
an extremely complex process. [ decided to challenge
myself and my colleagues by arguing that although we
have begun to “study up” on corporate eliles in sport,
on whiteness, 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 I start? How could 1 explore, raise
questions about, and begin to illuminate the social con-
struction of heterosexuality for my colleagues? Fortu-
nately, I had for the previous two years been working
with a group of five men (three of whom identified as
heterosexual, two as gay) who were mutually exploring
our own biographics in terins of our earlier bodily ex-
periences that helped 10 shape our gender and sexual
wdentities, We modeled our project after that of a Ger-
man group of femninist women, led by Frigga Haug,
who created a research method which they call “mem-
ory work.” In short, the women would mutually choose
a body part, such as *“hair,” and each of them would then
write a short story, based on a particularly salient child-
hood memory that related to their hair (for example,
being forced by parents to cut your hair, deciding to
straighten one’s curly hair, in order to look more like
other girls, etc.). Then, the group would read all of the
stories and discuss them one-by-one, with the hope of
gaining some more general understanding of. and rais-
ing new questions about, the social construction of
“fermnininity.” What resulted from this project was a fas-
cinating book called Female Sexualization, which my
men’s group used as an inspiration for our project.

As aresearch method, memory work is anything but
conventional. Many sociologists would argue that this
is not really a “research method™ at all, because the in-
formation that emerges from the project can’t be used
very confidently as a generalizable “truth,” and espe-
cially because in this sort of project, the researcher is si-
multaneously part of what is being studied. How, my
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more scientifically oriented colteagues might ask, is the
rescarcher to maintain his or her objectivity in this proj-
ect? My answer is that in this kind of research, objec-
tivity is not the point. In fact, the strength of this sort of
research is the depth of understanding that might be
gained through a systematic group analysis of one’s ex-
perience, one's subjective orientation to social proc-
esses. A clear understanding of the subjective aspect of
social life—one’s bodily feelings, emotions, and reac-
tions to others—is an invaluable window that allows us
to see and usk new sociological questions about group
interaction and social structure, In short, group mem-
ory work can provide an important, productive, and fas-
cinating insight into aspects of social reality, though not
a complete (or completely reliable) picture.

So, as | pondered the lack of existing research on
the social construction of heterosexuality in sport, I de-
cided to draw on one of my own stories from my mem-
ory work men’s group. Some of my most salient mem-
ories of embodiment are sports memories. [ grew up
the son of a high school coach, und I eventually played
point guard on my dad’s team. In what follows, 1 jux-
tapose one of my stories with that of a gay former
Olymipic athlete, Tom Waddell, whom [ had inter-
viewed several years earlier {or a book that [ wrote on
the lives of male athletes.

TWO SEXUAL STORIES

Many years ago | read some psychological studies that
argued that even for self-identified heterosexuals, it 1s
a natural part of their development to have gone
through “bisexual” or even “homosexual” stages of
life. When 1 read this, it seemed theoretically reason-
able, but it did not ring true in my expericnce. I have
always been, I told nyself, 100% heterosexual! The
group process of analyzing mmy own autobiographical
stories chalienged this conception I had developed of
myself, and also shed light on the way that the institu-
tional context of sport provided a context for the de-
velopment of my definition of mysell as “100%
straight.” Here is one of the stories.

When [ was in the 9th grade, | played on a *D” bas-
ketball team, set up especially for the smallest of high



BECOMING 100% STRAIGHT

school boys. Indeed, though I was pudgy with baby
fat, I was a short 5'2”, still pre-pubescent with no fa-
cial hair and a high voice thai T arlificially tried to
lower. The first day of practice, [ was immediately at-
iracted to a boy I'll call Timmy, because he looked
like the boy who played in the Lasste 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 1 didn’t
notice about other boys: he said some words a certatn
way, and it gave me pleasure to try to talk like him. ]
remember liking the way the hight hit his hoyish,
nearly hairless body. I thought about him when we
weren't together. He was in the scitool band, and at the
football games, I'd squint to see where he was in the
mass of uniforms. In short, though | wasn’t conscious
of it at the time, I was mfatvated with Timmy—1I had
a crush on him, Later that basketball season, 1 de-
cided—-for no reason that I could really articulate
then—that § hated Timmy, 1 aggressively rejected
him, began to make fun of him around other boys. He
was, we all agreed, a geck. He was a faggol,

Three years later, Timmy and 1 were both on the
varsity basketball team, but had hardly spoken a word
to ecach other since we were freshien. 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 1 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 be-
camne clear that I was not a star, and 1 figured 1 knew
why. I was not aggressive enoagh,

[ had always liked the beauty of the tast break, the
perfectly exccuted 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 bas-
kel In fact, I stayed away from the rough fights for re-
bounds and was mostly a perimeter player, relying on
my long shots or my passes to more aggressive team-
mates under the basket. But now it became apparent
to me that time was running out in my quest for great-
ness: [ needed to change my pame, and fast. [ decided
one day before practice that T was gonna get aggres-
sive, While practicing one of our standard plays, 1
passed the ball to a teammate, and then ran to the spot
at which [ was to set a pick on a defender. 1 knew that
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one could sometimes get away with setting a face-up
screcn on a player, and then as e 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 acci-
dent. So I decided to try this move. T approached the
defensive player, Timmy, rolled, and planted my
elbow deeply into his solar plexus. Air exploded audi-
bly from Timmy's mouth, and he crumbled to the loor
momentarily.

Play went on as though nothing had happened, but
I felt bad about it. Rather than making me [eel better,
it made me tee! guilty and weak. I had to admit to my-
self 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, | hardly thought about these incidents,
other than to try to brush them off as incidents that
made me feel extremely uncomfortable. Years later, |
can now interrogate this as a sexual story, and as a gen-
der story unfolding within the context of the hetero-
sexualized and masculinized institution of sport. Ex-
amining my story in light of research conducted by
Alfred 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 adult, “heterosexual” men had previously, as ado-
Jescents and young adults, experienced sexual desire
for males. A surprisingly large number of these men
had experienced sexual contact to the point of orgasm
with other males during adolescences or early adult-
hood. Similarly, my story invited me to consider what
is commonly called the “Freudian theory of bisexu-
ality,” 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 experiences, Freud argued, eventually
led most people to shift their sexual desire to what
Freud called an appropriate “love object™—a person of
the opposite sex. I also considered my experience in
light of what lesbian feminist author Adrienne Rich
called institution of compulsory heterosexuality.
Perhaps the extremely high levels of homophobia that
are often endemic in boys’ and men’s organized sports
led me 1o deny and repress my own homocrotic desire
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through a direct and overt rejection of Timmy, through
homophobic banter with male peers, and through the
resultant stigmatization of the feminized Timmy. And
eventually, I considered my experience in light of what
the radical theorist Herbert Marcuse called the subli-
mation of homoerotic desire into an aggressive, vio-
lent act as serving to construct a clear line of demarca-
tion between self-and-other. Sublimation, according to
Marcuse, involves the driving underground, into the
unconscious, of sexual desires that might appear dan-
gerous due to their socially stigmatized status. But
sublimation involves more than simple repression into
the unconscious—it involves a transformation of sex-
ual desire into something else—often into aggressive
and violent acting out toward others, acts that clarify
boundaries between one's selt and others and therefore
lessen any anxieties that might be attached 1o the re-
pressed homoerotic desire.

Importantly, in our analysis of my story, my mem-
ory group went beyond simply discussing the events in
psychological terms. My story did suggest some deep
psychological processes at work, perhaps, but it also
revealed the importance of social context—in this
case, the context of the athletic team. In short, my re-
jection of Timmy and the joining with teammates 1o
stigmatize him in ninth grade stands as an example
of what sociologist R. W. Connell calls a2 moment
of engagement with hegemonic masculinity, where
I actively took up the male group’s task of construct-
ing heterosexual/masculine identities in the context
of sport. The elbow in Timmy's gut three years later
can be seen as a punctuation mark that occurred pre-
cisely because of my fears that I might be failing at this
goal.

It is helpful, I think, to compare my story with gay
and lesbian “coming out™ stories in sport. Though we
have a few lesbian and bisexual coming out stories
among women athletes, there are very few gay male
coming out stories. 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 thou-
sands of people every four years. When 1 interviewed
Tom Waddell over a decade ago about his sexual iden-
tity and athletic career, he made it quite clear that for
many years sports was his closet. Tom told me,
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When [ was a kid, I 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 1
liked gymmastics and [ liked dance. I was very inter-
ested in being a ballet dance . . . [but] something
became obvious 1o me right away—that male ballet
dancers were effcminate, that they were what most
people would call faggots. And I thought T just
couldn’t handle that . . . I was totally closcted 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 [ had to do some-
thing to protect my image of myself as a male—be-
cause at that time homosexuals were thought of pri-
marily as men who wanted to be women. And so 1
threw myself into athletics—I played football, gym-
nastics, track and field. . . . I was a jock—that's
how I was viewed, and [ was comfortable with that.

Tom Waddell was fully conscious of entering sports
and constructing a masculine/heterosexual athletic
wdentity precisely hecause he feared being revealed as
gay. It was clear to him, in the context of the 1950s,
that being revealed as gay would undercut his claims
to the status of manhood. Thus, though he described
the athletic closet as “hot and stifling,” he remained in
the closet until several years after his athletic retire-
ment. He even knowingly played along with locker
room discussions about sex and women, knowing that
this was part of his “cover™

[ wanted to be viewed as male, otherwise [ would be
a dancer today. I wanted the male, macho image of an
athlete. So [ was protected by a very hard shell. 1 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 [ know a
lot of others who did 100.

Like my story, Waddell's story points to the tmpor-
tance of the athletic institution as a context in which
peers mutually construct and re-construct narrow def-
initions of masculinity—and heterosexuality is con-
stdered to be a rock-solid foundation of this concep-
non of masculinity. But unlike my story, Waddell's
story may invoke what sociologist Erving Goffman
called a “dramaturgical analysis™: Waddell seemed to
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be consciously “acting” 1o control and regulate others’
perceptions of him by constructing a public “front
stage” persona that differed radicatly from what he be-
lieved to be his “true” inner self. My story, in contrast,
suggests a deeper, less consciously strategic repression
of my homoerotic attraction. Most likely, I was aware
on soime level of the dangers of such feelings, and was
escaping the dangers, disgrace, and rejection that
would likely result from being difterent. For Waddell,
the decision to construct his identity largely within
sport was a decision te step into a fiercely heterosex-
ual/masculine closet that would hide what he saw to be
his “true” identity. In contrast, [ was not so much step-
ping into a “closet” that would hide my identify—
rather, [ was stepping out into an entire world of het-
erosexual privilege. My story also suggests how a
threat 10 the promised privileges of hegemonic mas-
culinity-—my failure as an athlete—might trigger a
momentary sexual panic that could lay bare the con-
structedness, indeed, the instability of the heterosex-
ual/masculine identity,

In either case-—Waddell's or mine—we can see
how, as young male athletes, heterosexuality and mas-
culinity were not something we “were,” but something
we were doing. It is very significant, I think, that as each
of us was “doing heterosexuality,” neither of us was ac-
tually “having sex” with women (though one of us des-
perately wanted to!). This underscores a point made by
some recent theorists, that hetcrosexuality should not
be thought of simply as sexual acts between women and
men, rather, heterosexuality is a constructed identity,
a performance, and an institution that is not neces-
sarily linked to sexual acts. Though for one of us it was
more conscious than for the other, we were both “doing
heterosexuality™ as an ongoing practice through which
we sought (a) to avoid stigma, embarrassment, os-
tracism, or perhaps worse if we were even suspected of
being gay; and (b) to link ourselves into systems of
power, status, and privilege that appear to be the
birthright of “real men” (i.e., males who are able to suc-
cessfully compete with other males in sport, work, and
sexual relations with women). In other words, each of
us actively scripted our own sexual/gender perfor-
mances, but these scripts were constructed within the
constraints of a socially organized (institutionalized)
system of power and pleasure.
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QUESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

As I prepared to tell my above sexual story publicly to
my colleagues at the sport studies conference. | felt ex-
tremely nervous. Part of the nervousness was due to
the fact that I knew some of my colleagues would ob-
ject to my claim that telling personal stories can be a
source of sociological insights. But a larger part of the
reason tor my nervousness was due to the fact that 1
was revealing something very personal about my sex-
uality in such a public way. Most of us aren’t used to
doing this, especially in the context of a professonal
conference. But 1 had learned long ago, especially
from feminist women scholars, and from gay and les-
bian scholars, that biography is linked to history, and
that part of “normal” academic discourse has been to
hide “the personal” (including the fact that the re-
searcher is himself or herself a person, with values,
feelings, and, yes, biases) behind a carefully con-
structed facade of “‘objectivity.” Rather than trying to
hide-—or be ashamed of-—one’s subjective experience
of the world, 1 was challenging myself to draw on my
experience of the world as a resource. Not that I should
trust my expericnce as the final word on “reality”—
white, heterosexual males like myself have made the
mistake for centuries of calling their own experience
“objectivity,” and then punishing anyone who does not
share their world view as “deviant.” Instead, 1 hope to
use my experience as an example of how those of us
who are in dominant sexual/racial/gender/class cate-
gories can get a new perspective on the “constructed-
ness” of our identities by juxtaposing our subjective
experiences against the recently emerging world
views of gay men and lesbians, women, and people of
color.

Finally, [ want to stress that, juxtaposed, my and
Tom Waddell's stories do not shed much light on the
question of why some individuals “become” gay while
others “become” heterosexual or bisexual. Instead, I'd
like to suggest that this is a dead-end question, and that
there are far more important and interesting questions
to be asked:

+ How has heterosexuality, as an institution and as
an enforced group practice, constrained and lim-
ited all of us—gay, straight, and bi?
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» How has the institution of sport been an espe-
cially salient institution for the social construc-
tion of heterosexual masculinity?

» Why is it 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 their sexual
orientation?

These kinds of questions aim us toward an analysis of
the workings of power within institutions—including
the ways that these workings of power shape and con-
strain our identities and relationships—and point us lo-
ward imagining alternative social arrangements that
are less constraining for everyone.
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