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the sanctity of sunday football: 
why men love sports

feature article   douglas hartmann

My father, a no-nonsense grade school principal, had little
time for small talk, contemplation, or leisure—with one major
exception: sports. He spent Sunday afternoons watching foot-
ball games on television, passed summer evenings listening to
Jack Buck announce St. Louis Cardinals baseball games, and
took me to every sporting event in town. He coached all the
youth sports his children played, and spent hours calculating
team statistics, diagramming new plays, and crafting locker
room pep talks. Though never a great athlete, his high school
varsity letters were displayed in his basement work area; just
about the only surefire way to drag dad out of the house after

a long day at work was to play “a little catch.” Sports were
one of the few topics he ever joked about with other men.

My father’s fascination with sports was not unique.
Though women are increasingly visible throughout the sport-
ing world, more men than women play sports, watch sports
and care about sports. Is it any wonder that corporate adver-
tising campaigns, drinking establishments, and movements
such as the Promise Keepers all use sports to appeal to men?
Or that sports figures so prominently in many books and
movies dealing with men and masculinity in America?
Nevertheless, there is surprisingly little serious reflection about
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The American male’s obsession with sports seems to suggest that the love affair is a natural expression of masculinity. But
sociologists have found that, conversely, sports teach men how to be manly, and studying sports reveals much about mas-
culinity in contemporary America. 

Sports remain among the few socially approved settings in which boys and men, and especially fathers and sons,
can express themselves in a group and bond with one another.
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why this is the case. When asked why so many men are so
obsessed with sports, most people—regardless of their gen-
der or their attitudes about sports—say something to the
effect that men are naturally physical and competitive, and
that sports simply provide an outlet for these inherently mas-
culine traits.

To sociologists, however, men love playing, watching, and
talking sports because modern, Western sports—dominated
as they are by men and by values and behaviors that are tradi-
tionally regarded as masculine—provide a unique place for
men to think about and develop their masculinity, to make
themselves men, or at least one specific kind of man.

where boys become men

Ask sports enthusiasts why they participate in sports and
you are likely to get a wide variety of answers. “Because it is
fun and exciting,” some respond. Others say it is because they
need the exercise and want to stay physically fit. Still others
talk about sports providing them a way to relax and unwind,
or about the thrill of competition—these responses are espe-
cially common for that large percentage of sports lovers whose
“participation” mainly takes the form of being a fan or watch-
ing sports on television. These are important parts of sports’
value, but they do not really explain why men are, on average,
more likely to be involved in sports than women. 

For many men, the love of sports goes back to childhood.
Sports provided them, as young boys and teens, with a reason
to get together, to engage with other boys (and men), and in
doing so to begin defining what separates boys from girls: how
to act like men. Barrie Thorne’s study of grammar school play-
grounds illustrates the phenomenon. Thorne finds that pre-
adolescent boys and girls use recreation on the schoolyard to
divide themselves along gender lines. How they play—for exam-

ple, running around or quiet games—Thorne suggests, distin-
guishes male and female child behavior. As they get older, kids
become more aware of these distinctions and increasingly use
sex-segregated athletics to discuss and act out gender differ-
ences. Gary Alan Fine, in With the Boys, describes how much of
the learning that happens in Little League baseball involves
being tough and aggressive and  dealing with injuries and other
setbacks; and in off-the-field conversations  young ballplayers
learn about sex and about what it means to be a man as
opposed to a “dork,” a “sissy” or a “fag.” 

When Michael Messner interviewed retired

athletes and asked them how they initially got

involved with sports, they told him it had little

to do with any immediate or natural attraction

to athletics and was really about connecting to

other boys and men.

Boys and girls in this co-ed soccer league played together as
equals on the field but separated during breaks and downtime.
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Much of the learning that happens in Little League baseball
involves being tough and aggressive, dealing with injuries and
other setbacks, and conversations about sex and what it means
to be a man.
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When Michael Messner interviewed retired athletes and
asked them how they initially got involved with sports, they
told him it had little to do with any immediate or natural
attraction to athletics and was really based upon connecting
to other boys and men. “The most important thing was just
being out there with the rest of the guys—being friends,” said
one. Sports, according to Messner, “was something ‘fun’ to
do with fathers, older brothers, uncles and eventually with
same-aged peers.”

Girls start playing sports for similar reasons, and children
of both genders join in other activities, such as choir or com-
munity service, for social purposes, too. (Many boys and girls
start to drop out of sports at about ages 9 or 10—when the
sports they play become increasingly competitive and require
them to think of themselves primarily as athletes.) What is dis-
tinctive about the experience of boys and young men in sports,
however, is that the sporting world is organized and run pri-
marily by men, and that athletic activities require attitudes and
behaviors that are typically understood to be masculine.

Of course, not all boys play sports, and boyhood and ado-
lescent experiences in sports are not uniformly positive. 
A great deal of the sociological research in this area focuses on

the downside of youth sports participation. Donald Sabo, for
example, has written extensively about the pain and violence,
both physical and psychological, experienced by many boys
who compete in athletics. And Harry Edwards has long argued
that over-investing in sports can divert poor and minority
youth from more promising avenues of upward mobility. But,
despite the harsh realities, sports remains one of the few
socially approved settings in which boys and men, and fathers
and sons, can express themselves and bond with each other.

Study after study confirms what most soccer

moms and dads already know: boys’ athletics

tend to be more physical and aggressive and

put more emphasis on winning, being tough in

the face of adversity, and dealing with injuries

and pain.

Locker room of the Crosby-Ironton High School basketball team during halftime. Sports provides many boys with a
place to get together with men and other boys and learn how to act like men.
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sport as a masculine enterprise

Once boys and girls separate in physical play, it does not take
long for gendered styles of play to emerge. Study after study
confirms what most soccer moms and dads already know: boys’
athletics tend to be more physical and aggressive and put more
emphasis on winning, being tough in the face of adversity, and
dealing with injuries and pain. Even in elementary school,
Thorne finds boys take up far more of the physical space of the
playground with their activities than girls, who tend to play (and
talk about their play) in smaller spaces and clusters.

People debate whether there is a physiological component
to these differences, but two points are clear. First, parents,
coaches, and peers routinely encourage such intensity among
boys in youth sports. More than a few single mothers bring
their boys to the teams I coach out of concern that their sons
are insufficiently tough or physical because they lack a male
influence. Messner writes about how he learned—against his
inclinations—to throw a ball overhand with his elbow tucked
in because his father did not want him to “throw like a girl.”
Stories about overly competitive, physically abusive coaches
may be overplayed in the American media, but in many ways
they are the inevitable consequence of the emphases many
parents express. 

Second, the behaviors and attitudes valued in men’s and
boys’ athletics are not just about sports, but about masculinity
more generally. The inherent connection of sports to the body,
physical activity and material results, the emphasis on the merit
of competing and winning, the attention to rules, sportsman-
ship and team play, on the one hand, and gamesmanship, out-
comes and risk, on the other, are not just the defining aspects
of male youth sport culture, but conform to what many men
(and women) believe is the essence and value of masculinity.
Female reporters, homosexual athletes, and men who chal-
lenge the dominant culture of men’s sports—especially in the
sacred space of the locker room—quickly learn that sports are
not just dominated by men but also dominated by thinking and
habits understood to be masculine (in opposition to the more
nurturing values of compromise, cooperation, sympathy,
understanding, and sharing typically associated with feminin-
ity). If the military is the quintessential institution of Western
masculinity, then sports is surely a close second.

The notion that sports is a masculine enterprise is closely
connected with the development of modern Western sports.
As historians have detailed, middle- and upper-class men used
sports in the 19th and early-20th centuries to present and pro-
tect their particular notions of masculinity in both schools and
popular culture (the classic literary expression being Tom

Decorated Dodger fans at a home game. Male spectators are far more likely than female spectators to
watch sporting events by themselves, follow sports closely and be affected by the outcomes of games.
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Brown’s School Days, a 19th-century English story of board-
ing school boys’ maturation through hard-nosed sports). The
media is a critical part of perpetuating sports’ masculine ethos
today, because most adults participate in sports as spectators
and consumers. Not only are female athletes and women’s
sports downplayed by most sports coverage, but the media
accentuates the masculinity of male athletes. For example, Hall
of Fame pitcher Nolan Ryan’s media coverage, according to a
study by Nick Trujillo, consistently described him in terms of
the stereotypical American man: powerful, hard-working,
family patriarch, a cowboy and a symbol of heterosexual viril-
ity. Such images not only define an athlete’s personal qualities
but legitimate a particular vision of masculinity.

The authority of the masculine ethos is underlined by the
fact that so many female athletes believe they can receive no
higher compliment than to be told they “play like a man.”
Many feminists cringe at the irony of such sentiments. But they
also realize that, while the explosion of women in sports has
challenged their male dominance (2.5 million girls and young
women participated in interscholastic sport in 2003, up from
300,000 in 1972—before Title IX’s federal mandate for gen-
der equality), women’s sports have essentially been based
upon the same single-minded, hyper-competitive masculine
model. Not surprisingly, they are witnessing the emergence of
the same kinds of problems—cheating, physical and emo-
tional stress, homophobia, eating disorders—that have long
plagued men’s sports. 

sports and maintaining masculinity

As the men Messner interviewed became more commit-
ted to being athletes, they began to construct identities and

relationships that conformed to—and thus perpetuated—
sport’s masculine values. Athletes are so bound up with being
men that when, in his initial interviews, Messner inadvertent-
ly referred to them as “ex-athletes,” his interviewees respond-
ed as if he were taking away their identities, their very
manhood. A professional baseball player expressed a similar
sentiment when I asked how he dealt with his time on the dis-
abled list last summer because of a serious arm injury: “I’d
throw wiffle balls left-handed to my eight-year-old son—and
I had to get him out! Just so I could feel like a man again.”

Of course, few men participate in sports with the intensi-
ty of professional athletes. Those who cannot move up the
competitive ladder can still participate in other ways—in recre-
ational sports, in coaching, and perhaps, most of all, in attend-
ing sporting events, watching sports on television, and buying
athletic gear and apparel. Indeed, it is in being a fan (derived
from fanatic) that the male slant of sports is clearest. While
women often follow sports, their interest tends to be driven
by social ends, such as being with family or friends. Male spec-
tators are far more likely to watch events by themselves, fol-
low sports closely, and be affected by the outcomes of games
and the performance of their favored teams and athletes. The
basic explanation is similar to the one developed out of sports
activity studies: Just as playing sports provides many boys and
young men with a space to become men, watching sports
serves many men as a way to reinforce, rework, and maintain
their masculinity—in these cases, through vicarious identifi-
cation with masculine pursuits and idealized men. Writing of
his obsession with 1950s football star Frank Gifford in A Fan’s
Notes, novelist Fredrick Exley explained: “Where I could not,
with syntax, give shape to my fantasies, Gifford could with his
superb timing, his uncanny faking, give shape to his.” “I
cheered for him with inordinate enthusiasm,” Exley wrote,
because he helped me find “my place in the competitive world
of men… each time I heard the roar of the crowd, it roared in
my ears as much for me as for him.”

It was no accident that Exley chose to write about football.
With its explicit appropriation of the rhetoric and tactics of
combat, the sport supplanted baseball as the most popular
spectator sport in the United States in the 1970s. Football’s pri-
mary ideological salience, according to Messner, “lies in its
ability… to symbolically link men of diverse ages and socioe-
conomic backgrounds…. Interacting with other men and
interacting with them in this male-dominated space… [is] a
way to assert and confirm one’s own maleness….” Being with
other men allows males to affirm their masculine identity.
Listen to today’s sports talk radio. These programs are not only
sophomorically masculine, many of them serve as little men’s
communities unto themselves: Tiger fan Jack; Mike from

High school girls are among the crowd lying on the infield to
watch Fourth of July fireworks after an Oakland A’s baseball game.
While women often follow spectator sports, their interest tends to
be driven by social ends, such as being with family or friends.
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Modesto; Jay the Packer’s guy—even teams’ announcers have
unique personalities and identities, fostering the impression
that this is an actual club where all the guys know each other.

The salience of sports as a medium to validate masculini-
ty may be best illustrated when it is taken away. Journalist
Susan Faludi reported on what happened when the original
Cleveland Browns football team left town to become the
Baltimore Ravens. The mostly working-class men who occu-
pied the section of seats in Cleveland called the “Dawg
Pound” talked about the team’s departure with an over-
whelming sense of loss and powerlessness. As it often is for
former athletes, it was as if they’d had their manhood taken
from them. In tearful media interviews, John “Big Dawg”
Thompson compared the team’s departure to witnessing his
best friend die in the hospital. 

sports as “contested terrain”

Critics of sports’ heavy masculinity (most scholars doing
work in this area are critics) have focused on its neglect or even
exclusion of women. The way that golf outings perpetuate the
privileges men enjoy in the corporate world is a frequent
example. Others have gone so far as to suggest that the pow-

erful appeal of sports for men arises because sports provide
them at least symbolic superiority in a world in which men’s
real authority is in decline. As columnist and former profes-
sional basketball player Mariah Burton Nelson put it in the
deliberately provocative title of her popular 1994 book, “The
stronger women get, the more men love football.”

In recent years, sociologists of sports have also begun to
identify tensions within the masculine culture of athletics.
Looking at Great Britain’s soccer stars, for example, Garry
Whannel has studied how the hedonism of the “new lad
lifestyle” (as represented by players like David Beckham) rubs
up against the disciplined masculinity traditionalists perceive to
be necessary for international football success. Messner, for his
part, has shown how “high status” men (white and from mid-
dle-class backgrounds) and “low status” men differently
understood themselves as athletes. The former tended to trans-
fer what they learned in sports about being men to pursuing
success in other spheres, such as education and career. Men
from lower status backgrounds saw sports as their only hope
for success as a man—an accomplishment that the higher sta-
tus men looked down upon as a narrow, atavistic type of mas-
culinity. Expanding from this, some scholars have demonstrated
that in popular culture the masculinity of African-American ath-

Team members from an over-65 softball league. Many men participate in sports throughout the course of their lives
by joining recreational leagues, attending sporting events and watching sports on television.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 C
in

dy
 M

ill
er



fall 2003 contexts 19

letes is often exaggerated and linked to racial stereotypes about
violence, risk and threat. Basketball star Dennis Rodman, for
example, gained notoriety by playing on his persona as a “bad”
ball player. While problematic in many respects, these images
of black masculinity can also provide African-American men
with unique opportunities for personal advancement and
broader political visibility (as I have suggested in my work on
the 1968 black Olympics protest movement). 

Such research has led many scholars to see sports not only
as a place where mainstream masculine culture is perpetuat-
ed, but also a place where it is challenged and possibly
changed. These issues have played out clearly in the debates
over the implementation of Title IX legislation for women’s
equal access to sports. While still hotly contested (as evidenced
by the recent controversy surrounding the all-male Augusta
National Golf Club, as well as speculation that the legislation
may be challenged in court by the Bush administration), Title
IX has transformed men’s relationship to sports, to women,
and even to masculinity itself. Sports’ most vital social function
with respect to masculinity is to provide a separate space for
men to discuss—often indirectly, through evaluations of
favorite players or controversial incidents—what it is to be a
real man. And that space is increasingly shared with women. 

Some scholars envision new, more humane or even femi-

nine sports—marked less by an emphasis on winning, record-
setting and spectatorship, and more by open participation,
enjoyment and fitness. Cross-cultural studies of sports show
that these are real possibilities, that sports are not “naturally”
and inherently masculine as Americans have long assumed.
Sexism and homophobia, for example, have never been a real
problem in Chinese sports, anthropologist Susan Brownell
explains, because sports emerged there as a low-status activ-
ity that more powerful men felt no special compulsion to con-
trol or participate in. As a consequence, it is widely believed
that a skilled female practitioner of kung fu should be able to
defeat stronger but less-skilled men. At the same time,
Brownell points out, the current proliferation of Western,
Olympic-style sports in China seems to be contributing to the
redefinition of gender roles there nearer the pattern of
Western sports and masculinity.

playing deeply

In a famous paper on cockfighting in Bali, American
anthropologist Clifford Geertz used the term “deep play” to
capture the way fans make sense of such competitions as the
cockfight, cricket or American football. As passionate and
articulate as they may be, these enthusiasts generally do not

Competitors at a gay wrestling tournament in Berlin, Germany, 2001. Sports provide settings where mainstream mas-
culine culture can be challenged as well as perpetuated.
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attempt to justify their pursuits. Instead, they downplay the
significance of sports as separate from the serious concerns of
real life. We can learn a great deal from such play, Geertz said,
if we think about it as an “art form” which helps us figure out
who people really are and what they really care about.
Similarly, American men who love sports may not be able to
fully articulate and understand how it is part of their being
men, but their passion for sports can certainly help us under-
stand them and their masculinity. 

This peculiar, “deep play” understanding of sports makes
it difficult for most men to recognize or confront the costs and

consequences that may come with their sports obsessions. But
in many ways isn’t this true of masculine culture in general? It
makes male advantages and masculine values appear so nor-
mal and “natural” that they can hardly be questioned. Therein
may lie the key to the puzzle connecting men and the seem-
ingly innocent world of sports: they fit together so tightly, so
seamlessly that they achieve their effects—learning to be a
man, male bonding, male authority and the like—without
seeming to be doing anything more than tossing a ball or
watching a Sunday afternoon game. �

United Methodist Bishop C. Joseph Sprague of Chicago shows some children how to play baseball in Kabul, Afghanistan.
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