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Fraternal Bonding in the Locker Room:
A Profeminist Analysis of Talk
About Competition and Women

Timothy Jon Curry
The Ohio State University

A profeminist perspective was employed to study male bonding in the locker
rooms of two ‘‘big time”’ college sport teams. Locker room talk fragments
were collected over the course of several months by a participant observer,
a senior varsity athlete, and by a nonparticipant observer, a sport sociologist.
Additional data were collected by means of field observations, intensive inter-
views, and life histories and were combined to interpret locker room inter-
action. The analysis indicated that fraternal bonding was strongly affected
by competition. While competition provided an activity bond to other men
that was rewarding and status enhancing, it also generated anxiety and other
strong emotions that the athletes sought to control or channel. Moreover,
peer group dynamics encouraged antisocial talk and behavior, much of which
was directed at the athletes themselves. To avoid being targeted for jibes and
put-downs, the men engaged in conversations that affirmed a traditional mascu-
linity. As a result their locker room talk generally treated women as objects,
encouraged sexist attitudes toward women and, in its extreme, promoted rape
culture.

The men’s locker room is enshrined in sports mythology as a bastion of
privilege and a center of fraternal bonding. The stereotyped view of the locker
room is that it is a retreat from the outside world where athletes quietly prepare
themselves for competition, noisily celebrate an important victory, or silently suffer
a defeat. Given the symbolic importance of this sports shrine, it is surprising that
there have been so few actual studies of the dynamics of male bonding in locker
rooms. The purpose of this study was to explore a new approach to this aspect
of fraternal bonding, by collecting locker room talk fragments and interpreting
them from a profeminist perspective. Profeminism in this context meant adapting
a feminist perspective to men’s experience in sport, giving special attention to
sexist and homophobic remarks that reveal important assumptions about mascu-
linity, male dominance, and fraternal bonding.

Although seldom defined explicitly, the fraternal bond is usually considered
to be a force, link, or affectionate tie that unites men. It is characterized in the
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literature by low levels of disclosure and intimacy. Sherrod (1987), for example,
suggests that men associate different meanings with friendships than women do,
and that men tend to derive friendships from doing things together while women
are able to maintain friendships through disclosures. This view implies that men
need a reason to become close to one another and are uncomfortable about sharing
their feelings.

Some of the activities around which men bond are negative toward women
and others who are perceived as outsiders to the fraternal group. For example,
Lyman (1987) describes how members of a fraternity bond through sexist joking
relationships, and Fine (1987) notes the development of sexist, racist, and
homophobic attitudes and jokes even among preadolescent Little Leaguers. Sanday
(1990) examines gang rape as a by-product of male bonding in fraternities, and
she argues that the homophobic and homosocial environments of such all-male
groups make for a conducive environment for aggression toward women.

Sport is an arena well suited for the enactment and perpetuation of the male
bond (Messner, 1987). It affords separation and identity building as individual
athletes seek status through making the team and winning games (Dunning, 1986),
and it also provides group activity essential for male bonding (Sherrod, 1987)
while not requiring much in the way of intimate disclosures (Sabo & Panepinto,
1990). Feminist scholars have pointed out that the status enhancement available
to men through sports is not as available to women, and thus sport serves to legiti-
mate men’s domination of women and their control of public life (Bryson, 1987;
Farr, 1988). In addition, since most sports are rule bound either by tradition or
by explicit formal codes, involvement in sports is part of the typical rights-and-
rules orientation of boys’ socialization in the United States (Gilligan, 1982).

For young men, sport is also an ideal place to ‘‘do gender’’—display mascu-
linity in a socially approved fashion (West & Zimmerman, 1987). In fact the male
bond is apparently strengthened by an effective display of traditional masculinity
and threatened by what is not considered part of standard hegemonic masculinity.
For example, as Messner (1989, p. 192) relates, a gay football player who was
aggressive and hostile on the field felt ‘‘compelled to go along with a lot of locker
room garbage because I wanted that image [of attachment to more traditional male
traits]—and I know a lot of others who did too . . . I know a lot of football players
who very quietly and secretly like to paint, or play piano. And they do it quietly,
because this to them is threatening if it’s known by others.’” Since men’s bonding
is based on shared activity rather than on the self-disclosures (Sherrod, 1987),
it is unlikely that teammates will probe deeply beneath these surface presentations.

Deconstructing such performances, however, is one way of understanding
“‘the interactional scaffolding of social structure and the social control process
that sustains it’’ in displays of masculinity central to fraternal bonding (West &
Zimmerman, 1987, p. 147). Pronger (1990, pp. 192-213) has provided one such
deconstruction of doing gender in the locker room from the perspective of a
homosexual. He notes the irony involved in maintaining the public facade of
heterosexuality while privately experiencing a different reality.

Two other studies of locker rooms emphasized the cohesive side of male
bonding through sports, but neither of these studies was concerned specifically
with gender displays or with what male athletes say about women (Snyder, 1972;
Zurcher, 1982). The recent uproar over the sexual harassment of a woman reporter
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in the locker room of the NFL’s New England Patriots, described by Heymann
(1990), suggests that this work is a timely and important undertaking.

Procedures

This study of locker room talk follows Snyder (1972), who collected samples
of written messages and slogans affixed to locker room walls. However, since
the messages gathered by Snyder were originally selected by coaches and were
meant to serve as normative prescriptions that would contribute to winning games,
they mostly revealed an idealistic, public side of locker room culture. From reading
these slogans one would get the impression that men’s sports teams are character-
ized by harmony, consensus, and ‘‘esoteric in-group traditions’’ (Snyder, 1972,
p- 99).

The approach taken here focuses on the spoken aspects of locker room
culture—the jokes and put-downs typically involved in fraternal bonding (Fine,
1987; Lyman, 1987). Although this side of locker room culture is ephemeral,
situational, and generally not meant for display outside of the all-male peer groups,
it is important in understanding how sport contributes to male bonding, status
attainment, and hegemonic displays of masculinity.

The Talk Fragments

The talk fragments were gathered in locker rooms from athletes on two
teams participating in contact sports at a large midwestern university with a *‘big
time”” sports program. The first team was approached at the beginning of its season
for permission to do a field study. Permission was granted and assurances were
made that anonymity would be maintained for athletes and coaches. I observed
the team as a nonparticipant sport sociologist, both at practices and during competi-
tion, for well over a month before the first talk fragments were collected. The
talk fragments were gathered over a 2-month period and the locker room was
visited frequently to gather field notes. Note gathering in the locker room was
terminated upon saturation; however, the team’s progress was followed and field
observations continued until the end of the season.

Intensive interviews were conducted with some of the athletes and coaches
during all 9 months of the research. These interviews concerned not only locker
room interaction but also the sport background and life histories of the respondents.
Additionally, after the talk fragments were gathered, five of the athletes enrolled
in my class on sport sociology and wrote term papers on their experiences in
sport. These written documents, along with the interviews and observations made
outside the locker room, provided a rich variety of materials for the contextual
analysis and interpretation of the conversations held inside the locker room. They
also lent insight into how the athletes themselves defined locker room talk.

The talk fragments were collected in plain view of the athletes, who had
become accustomed to the presence of a researcher taking notes. Fragments of
talk were written down as they occurred and were reconstructed later. Such
obvious note taking may have influenced what was said, or more likely what was
not said. To minimize the obtrusiveness of the research, eye contact was avoided
while taking notes. A comparison between the types of conversations that occurred
during note taking versus when note taking was not done yielded few differences.
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Even so, more talk fragments were gathered from a second locker room as a
way of both increasing the validity of the study and protecting the anonymity
of the athletes and coaches from the first locker room.

The Second Locker Room

Field notes concerning talk from a second locker room were gathered by
a senior who had enjoyed a successful career as a letterman. His presence in the
locker room as a participant observer was not obtrusive, and the other student-
athletes reacted to him as a peer. He gathered talk fragments over a 3-month period
while his team was undergoing conditioning and selection procedures similar in
intensity to that of the original team. He met with me every week and described
his perceptions of interaction in the locker room. His collection of talk fragments
was included as part of a written autobiographical account of his experience in
sport while at college. These research procedures were modeled after Zurcher’s
(1983) study of hashers in a sorority house and Shaw’s (1972) autobiographical
account of his experience in sport.

One additional point needs to be stressed here: Unlike anecdotal accounts
of locker room behavior or studies based on the recollections of former athletes,
these conversations were systematically gathered live and in context over a rela-
tively brief period of time. Consequently the stories and jokes may not be as
extreme as those remembered by athletes who reflect upon their entire career
in sport (e.g., Messner, 1987; Pronger, 1990), or as dramatic as the episode of
sexual harassment that took place in the locker room of the New England Patriots
(Heymann, 1990).

The strength of this study lies in situating the conversations within the context
of the competitive environment of elite collegiate sport rather than capturing the
drama of a single moment or the recollections of particularly memorable occasions.
In other words, no one study, including this one, can hope to cover the entire
gambit of locker room culture and various distinctive idiocultures of different
teams (Fine, 1987). A variety of studies that use different methods and incorporate
different perspectives are needed for that endeavor.

Profeminist Perspective

Messner (1990) has recently argued that a profeminist perspective is needed
to overcome male bias in research in the sociology of sport. For decades, Messner
claims, male researchers have been prone to writing about sport from a masculine
standpoint and have neglected gender issues. He further states that since men have
exclusive access to much of the social world of sport, they also have the primary
responsibility of providing a more balanced interpretation of that world by paying
special attention to gender oppression. He maintains that such balance is best
achieved at this point by adopting a value-centered feminist perspective rather
than a supposedly value-free but androcentric perspective.

Adopting a feminist standpoint requires assuming that ‘‘feminist visions
of an egalitarian society are desirable’’ (Messner, 1990, p. 149). Ultimately,
research guided by such an assumption will contribute to a deeper understanding
of the costs and the privileges of masculinity and may help build a more just and
egalitarian world. Messner does not offer explicit guidelines as to how an andro-
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centric researcher might begin to undertake such a shift in perspectives, however,
although he does refer to a number of exemplary studies.

As a method of consciously adopting a profeminist perspective in this
research, a review of feminist literature on sports and socialization was under-
taken, feminist colleagues were consulted on early drafts of the manuscript, and
a research assistant trained in feminist theory was employed to help with the
interpretation of talk fragments. She shared her ideas and observations regarding
the talk fragments, written documents, and field notes with me and suggested
some additional references and sources that proved useful.

The talk fragments were selected and arranged to provide a sense of the
different themes, ideas, and attitudes encountered. In focusing on the talk frag-
ments themselves, two categories emerged (through a grounded theory approach)
as especially important for situating and interpreting locker room behavior from
a profeminist perspective: (a) the dynamics of competition, status attainment, and
bonding among male athletes, and (b) the dynamics of defending one’s masculinity
through homophobic talk and talk about women as objects. A numbering system
for each talk fragment (Athlete 1, 2, Sam, etc.) is used below to keep track of
the different speakers. Names have been changed and the numbering system starts
over for each talk fragment.

Competition, Status Attainment, and Bonding

Locker room talk is mostly about the common interests that derive from
the shared identities of male student-athlete. Underlying these interactions is an
ever present sense of competition, both for status and position on the team itself
and between the team and its opponents. While sport provides an activity to bond
around, one’s position on the team is never totally secure. An injury or poor perfor-
mance may raise doubts about one’s ability and lead to one’s replacement. Such
basic insecurities do not promote positive social relationships in the locker room,
and they help explain some of the harshness of the talk that the athletes directed
toward each other and toward women.

For example, competition can have a subtle influence on the relationships
athletes have with others on the team and cause them to be quite tentative, as
illustrated by the following statements obtained from two interviews:

One of the smaller guys on the team was my best friend . . . maybe I just
like having a little power over [him] . . . It doesn’t matter if the guy is your
best friend, you’ve got to beat him, or else you are sitting there watching.
Nobody wants to watch.

That’s one of my favorite things about the sport, I enjoy the camaraderie.
[Who are your friends?] Usually it’s just the starters . . . you unite behind
each other a lot. The other guys don’t share the competition with you like
the starters do.

The competition can extend beyond sport itself into other domains. It is
not unusual for athletes to have as their closest friends men who are not on the
team, which helps them maintain some defensive ego boundaries between them-
selves and the team. It also provides a relief from the constant competition, as
one athlete indicates:
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[My] better friends aren’t on the team. Probably because we are not always
competing. With my [athlete] friends, we are always competing . . . like who
gets the best girls, who gets the best grades . . . Seems like [we] are competi-
tive about everything, and it’s nice to have some friends that don’t care . . .
you can just relax.

Competition, Emotional Control, and Bonding

A variety of studies have indicated that male athletes are likely to incorporate
competitive motivation as part of their sport identity (e.g., Curry & Weiss, 1989).
As competition and status attainment become important for the male athlete in
establishing his identity, noninstrumental emotion becomes less useful, perhaps
even harmful to his presentation of a conventionally gendered self (Sherrod, 1987).
In addition, by defining themselves in terms of what is not feminine, men may
come to view emotional displays with disdain or even fear (Herek, 1987). How-
ever, control over emotions in sport is made difficult by the passions created by
an intense desire to win. One athlete described his feelings of being consumed
by competition while in high school and his need to control the emotions:

My junior year, I had become so obsessed with winning the district . . . I
was so overcome that I lost control a week before the tournament. I was kicking
and screaming and crying on the sofa . . . since then I have never been the
same. True, now I work harder than that year but now when I start to get
consumed [with something] I get fearful and reevaluate its importance.

As part of learning to control emotions, the athletes have learned to avoid
public expressions of emotional caring or concern for one another even as they
bond, because such remarks are defined as weak or feminine. For example, the
remarks of the following athlete illustrate how this type of socialization can occur
through sport. This athlete’s father was very determined that his son would do
well in sports, so much so that he forced the boy to practice daily and became
very angry with the boy’s mistakes. To understand his father’s behavior, the boy
went to his mother:

I would come up from the cellar and be upset with myself, and I would talk
to my mother and say, ‘“Why does he yell so much?’’ and she would say,
‘“He only does it because he loves you.”’

While the father emphasized adherence to rules and discipline, the boy had to
depend on his mother to connect him to his father’s love. Distancing from each
other emotionally is of course dsyfunctional for the relationships among male
athletes and leads to an impoverishment of relationships (Messner, 1987).

Maintaining a ‘‘safe’’ distance from one another also influences what is
said and what is not said in front of others about topics of mutual concern, such
as grades and women. Failure to address such common problems openly means
that they must be dealt with indirectly or by denial. For example, the deriding
of academic work by male athletes has been noted by other investigators (Adler
& Adler, 1991) and is not typical of female athletes (Meyer, 1990). The reason
may be that when athletes make comments that might be construed as asking for
help or encouragement, their behavior is considered nonmasculine. They are thus
subject to ridicule, as illustrated in the following two talk fragments:
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Fragment 1

Athlete 1: [Spoken to the athlete who has a locker near him, but loud enough
to be heard by others] What did you get on your test?

Athlete 2: 13 [pause], that’s two D+’s this week. That’s a student-athlete
for you. [sighs, then laughs quietly]

Athlete 1: That’s nothing to laugh about.

Athlete 2: [contritely] I mean an athlete-student, but things are looking up
for me. I’'m going to do better this week. How did you do on that test?
Athlete 1: Got a 92.

Athlete 3: Yeah, who did you cheat off of? [group laughter]

Fragment 2

Athlete 1: [To coach, shouted across room] I'm doing real bad in class.
Coach: Congratulations!

Athlete 1: [serious tone, but joking] Will you call the professor up and tell
him to give me an A?

Coach: [Obviously sarcastically] Sure thing, would tonight at 9 be all right?

Competition and a Sense of Self

Considering the time-consuming nature of big-time college sports, it is not
surprising that they become the central focus of athletes’ lives. Approximately
30 hours a week were spent in practice, and often the athletes were too tired after
a hard practice to do much else than sleep.

Fragment 3

Athlete 1: [collapses on bench] Shit, I’m going to bed right now, and maybe
I’'ll make my 9 o’clock class tomorrow.

Athlete 2: 40 minutes straight! I thought he’d never stop the drills.
Athlete 1: Left you gasping for air at the end, didn’t it?

Athlete 2: You mean gasping for energy.

Sports and competition become the greater part of the athlete’s world.
Through his strivings to excel, to be a part of the team and yet stand out on his
own, he develops a conception of who he is. Thus the athlete’s sense of self can
be seen as being grounded in competition, with few alternative sources of self-
gratification (Adler & Adler, 1991). The rewards for such diligence are a height-
ened sense of self-esteem. When one athlete was asked what he would miss most
if he were to leave sports, he declared, ‘‘the competition . . . the attitude I feel
about being [on the team]. If makes me feel special. You’re doing something that
alot of people can’t do, and wish they could do.”’ In other words, his knowledge
of his “‘self”’ includes status enhancing presumptions about character building
through sport.

This attitude is not atypical. For example, another man claimed, ‘‘I can
always tell a [refers to athletes in same sport he plays]. They give off cues—good
attitude, they are sure of themselves, bold, not insecure.”” This sense of specialness
and status presumption cements the male bond and may temporarily cut across
social class and racial differences. Later in life the experiences and good memories
associated with fellowship obtained through sport may further sociability and
dominance bonding (Farr, 1988). For the elite college athlete, however, this
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heightened self-esteem is obtained at some costs to other activities. Often aca-
demic studies and social or romantic involvements get defined as peripheral to
the self and are referred to with contempt in the locker room, as illustrated in
the next fragment:

Most everyone has vacated the locker room for the showers. Sam and a
few of his friends are left behind. Sam is red shirting (saving a year’s eligibility
by not participating on the team except for practices) and will not be traveling
with the team. What he is going to do instead is the subject of several jokes once
all the coaches have left the locker room:

Fragment 4

Athlete 1: What are you going to do, Sam, go to the game?

Sam: I can’t, I'sold my ticket. [laughs] I'm going to the library so I can study.
[cynically] Maybe I'll take my radio so I can listen to the game. [pause] I
hate my classes.

Athlete 1: Oh, come on, that’s not the right attitude.

Sam: And I hope to get laid a few times too.

Athlete 1: Hey come on, that’s not a nice way to talk.

Sam: How else are you supposed to talk in a locker room?

Sam’s comment also leads us directly to the question of peer group influence
on presentation of a gendered self. A general rule of male peer groups is that
you can say and do some things with your peers that would be inappropriate almost
anywhere else. For male athletes this rule translates into an injunction to be insult-
ing and antisocial on occasion (Fine, 1987; Lyman, 1987). You are almost ex-
pected to speak sarcastically and offensively in the locker room, as Sam indicates
above. Thus, hostile talk about women is blended with jokes and put-downs about
classes and each other. In short, while sport leads to self-enhancement, the peer
culture of male athletics also fosters antisocial talk, much of which is directed
toward the athletes themselves.

Rigidities of the Bond

Competition in sports, then, links men together in a status enhancing activity
in which aggression is valued (Dunning, 1986). The bond between male athletes
is usually felt to be a strong one, yet it is set aside rather easily. The reason for
this is that the bond is rigid, with sharply defined boundaries. For example, when
speaking about what it is that bonds athletes to their sport and other athletes, a
coach remarks,

They know they are staying in shape, they are part of something. Some of
them stay with it because they don’t want to be known as quitters. There’s
no in-between. You’re a [team member or not a team member]. The worst
guy on the team is still well thought of if he’s out there every day going through
it. There’s no sympathy in that room. No sympathy if you quit. You might
die but you’re not going to quit.

This rigid definition of who is or is not a team member reflects Gilligan’s
(1982) concept of a rights/rules moral system for males, which emphasizes
individuality, instrumental relations, achievement, and control. In short the male
athlete is either on the team or not. There is no grey area: It is clearly a black
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or white situation. If one follows the “‘rules,’’ then he has the ‘right’’ to participate
in bonding. If one does not follow the rules (i.e., quits), he ceases to exist in
a bonding capacity. However, as Coakley (1990) has observed, following the
rules to their extremes can lead to ‘‘positive’’ deviance, including a refusal to
quit in spite of injury. Athlete 1 below endured a number of small and severe
injuries, but throughout his ordeal refused to consider leaving the team.

Fragment 5

Athlete 1: My shin still hurts, can’t get it to stop.

Athlete 2: Well, that’s it then—time to quit.

Athlete 1: Not me, I’'m not a quitter.

Athlete 2: Oh, come on, I can see through that. You’ll quit if you have to.
Athlete 1: No way.

Even though injured, an athlete is still a member of the team if he attends
practice, even if only to watch the others work out. However, his bond with the
others suffers if he cannot participate fully in the sport. Sympathy is felt for such
athletes, in that their fate is recognized and understood. As one athlete empathized
during an interview, ‘‘I feel for the guys who are hurt who are usually starters
. . . [They] feel lonely about it, feel like they want to be back out there, feel
like they want to prove something.”’

Perhaps what these athletes need to prove is that they are still a part of the
activity around which the bonds are centered. As Sherrod (1987) suggests, the
meanings associated with friendship for men are grounded in activities, giving
them a reason to bond. Past success or status as a team member is not enough to
fully sustain the bond; bonding requires constant maintenance. With boundaries so
rigid, the athletes must constantly establish and reestablish their status as members
involved in the bond by the only way they know how: through competition.

Rigid definitions of performance requirements in sport combine to form
an either/or situation for the athlete and his ability to bond with teammates. If
he stays within these boundaries, he is accepted and the bond remains intact. If
he fails, he is rejected and the bond is severed. One athlete sums up this position
with the following comments: You lose a lot of respect for guys like that. Seems
like anybody who’s quit, they just get pushed aside. Like [name deleted], when
he used to be [on the team] he hung around with us, and now that he’s not, he
ain’t around anymore.”” Thus an athlete may find his relations severed with some-
one he has known for half his life, through participation in sport in junior high
and high school, simply because the other person has left the team.

Talk About Women

Competitive pressures and insecurities surrounding the male bond influence
talk about women. As discussed above, competition provides an activity bond to
other men that is rewarding, even though the atmosphere of competition surround-
ing big-time sports generates anxiety and other strong emotions that the athletes
seek to control or channel. Competition for positions or status on the team also
curtails or conditions friendships, and peer group culture is compatible with anti-
social talk and behavior, some of which is directed at the athletes themselves.

The fraternal bond is threatened by inadequate role performance, quitting
the team, or not living up to the demands of masculinity. Consequently, fear of
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weakening the fraternal bond greatly affects how athletes ‘‘do gender’’ in the
locker room and influences the comments they make about women. In this regard,
locker room talk may again be characterized both by what is said and what is
not said. Conversations that affirm a traditional masculine identity dominate, and
these include talk about women as objects, homophobic talk, and talk that is very
aggressive and hostile toward women—essentially talk that promotes rape culture.

Woman as Person, Woman as Object

Two additional distinctions now need to be made in categorizing locker room
talk about women. One category concerns women as real people, persons with
whom the athletes have ongoing social relationships. This category of locker room
talk is seldom about sexual acquisition; most often it is about personal concerns
athletes might wish to share with their best friend on the team. Because the athletes
do not want their comments to be overheard by others who might react with
ridicule, this type of talk usually occurs in hushed tones, as described in the follow-
ing fragment. Talk about women as objects, on the other hand, often refers to
sexual conquests. This type of talk is not hushed. Its purpose seems mainly to
enhance the athletes’ image of themselves to others as practicing heterosexuals.

Fragment 6

Athlete 1 to 2: I’ve got to talk to you about [whispers name]. They go over
to an empty corner of the locker room and whisper. They continue to whisper
until the coaches arrive. The athletes at the other end of the locker room make
comments:

Athlete 3: Yeah, tells us what she’s got.

Athlete 4: Boy, you’re in trouble now.

Assistant coach: You’ll have to leave our part of the room. This is where
the real men are.

The peer culture of the locker room generally does not support much talk
about women as persons. Norms of masculinity discourage talking seriously about
social relations, so these types of conversations are infrequent (Fine, 1987; Sabo
& Panepinto, 1990). Inevitably, personal revelations will quickly be followed
by male athletic posturing, jokes, and put-downs, as in the talk fragment above.
While the jokes may be amusing, they do little to enhance personal growth and
instead make a real sharing of intimacies quite difficult. The ridicule that follows
these interactions also serves to establish the boundaries of gender appropriate
behavior. This ridicule tells the athlete that he is getting too close to femaleness,
because he is taking relatedness seriously. ‘‘Real men’’ do not do that. Perhaps
just taking the view of women as persons is enough to evoke suspicion in the
locker room.

To avoid this suspicion, the athlete may choose to present his attitude toward
women in a different way, one that enhances his identity as a ‘‘real man.”” The
resulting women-as-objects stories are told with braggadocio or in a teasing
manner; they are stage performances usually requiring an audience of more than
one, and may be told to no one in particular:

Fragment 7

I was taking a shower with my girlfriend when her parents came home. I
never got dressed so fast in my life.
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These types of stories elicit knowing smiles or guffaws from the audience,
and it is difficult to tell whether or not they are true. In any event the actual truth
of such a story is probably less important than the function it serves in buttressing
the athlete’s claim as a practicing heterosexual.

Fragment 8

Athlete 1: How was your Thanksgiving?

Athlete 2: Fine, went home.

Athlete 1: 1 bet you spent the time hitting high schools!

Athlete 2: Naw, only had to go back to [one place] to find out who was
available.

Women'’s identities as people are of no consequence in these displays. The
fact that women are viewed as objects is also evident in the tendency of men to
dissect woman’s bodies into parts, which are then discussed separately from the
whole person. Athlete 1 in Fragment 9 below is describing a part of a woman’s
body as if it existed separately from the woman, as if it was in the training room
and the woman was not:

Fragment 9

Athlete 1: 1 just saw the biggest set of Ta-Tas in the training room!
Athlete 2: How big were they?
Athlete 1: Bigger than my mouth.

This perspective toward women highlights the fact that the use of women’s bodies
is more important than knowing them as people. Perhaps this attitude is also based
in the athiete’s focus on maintaining control, whether physically through athletic
performance or mentally through strict adherence to rules and discipline. Since
the male athlete’s ideas about control center around physical strength and mental
discipline, they stand in sharp contrast to ideas about females, who are generally
thought of as physically weak and emotional. Following the implications of these
ideas a bit further, women as persons are emotional and cannot be easily controlled;
women as objects, however, have no volition and can be more easily controlled.

Doing Gender Through Homophobic Talk

From Herek’s (1987) notion that through socialization boys learn to be
masculine by avoiding that which is feminine or homosexual, it follows that in
the locker room an athlete may be singled out if his demeanor is identified as
unmasculine in any way. The reasoning may be seen as follows: (a) ‘real men”’
are defined by what they are not (women and homosexuals); (b) it is useful to
maintain a separation from femaleness or gayness so as not to be identified as
such; (c) expression of dislike for femaleness or homosexuality demonstrates to
oneself and others that one is separate from it and therefore must be masculine.
For example, when an athlete’s purple designer underwear is discovered, a team-
mate asks, ‘‘and did you get earrings for Christmas?”” When he protests, this
reply, directed to all of the athletes in the room is offered: ‘““Guess I hita . . .
nerve. I won’t begin on the footsies today, maybe tomorrow.”’

This example illustrates that every aspect of the athlete’s appearance runs
the risk of gender assessment. That which is under suspicion of being at odds
with traditional definitions of masculinity threatens the bond and will be questioned.
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Connell (1990, pp. 88-89) provides further graphic example of gender assessment
among athletes. He describes the life of a determinedly heterosexual Australian
Iron-Man competitor, whose first coital experience at 17 was both arranged and
witnessed by his surf-club friends, and who felt he had to ‘‘put on a good show
for the boys.”” Presumably, his performance allowed him and his friends to
reaffirm to themselves and others that their sexual preferences remained within
the boundaries of the bond.

Not only is being homosexual forbidden, but tolerance of homosexuality is
theoretically off limits as well. The sanctions associated with this type of boundary
maintenance manifest themselves in jokes and story telling about homosexuals.

Fragment 10

Athlete 1: When I was at [high school] we all lined up to watch the other
guys come in. Fred pretended to be interested in one of them and said, ‘I
like that one’’ [he gestures with a limp wrist]. . . . We were all so fucking
embarrassed, nobody would give him a ride home. It was the funniest thing!
Athlete 2: Yeah, once we all stopped in at [a local bar] and Tom got up to
dance with one of the fags, actually took his hand and started to dance! Boy
was the fag surprised. [group laughter]

Making fun of homosexuals by mimicking stereotyped gay gender displays
brings laughter in the locker room partly because it helps distance the athletes
from being categorized as gay themselves. Such hegemonic gender displays also
take more aggressive forms. Perhaps male athletes are especially defensive because
of the physical closeness and nudity in the locker room and the contact between
males in sport itself. This latter idea is evident in the following remarks of a coach:

We do so much touching that some people think we’re queer. In 37 years
I’ve never for sure met a queer [athlete]. At [a certain college] we had a
[teammate] that some of the fellows thought was queer. I said ‘‘pound on
him, beat on him, see what happens.”” He quit after 3 days. He never
approached anyone anyway.

Locker Room Talk Promotes Rape Culture

Maintaining the appearance of a conventional heterosexual male identity,
then, is of the utmost importance to the athlete who wants to remain bonded to
his teammates. Also, as discussed previously, the perception of women as objects
instead of persons encourages expressions of disdain or even hatred toward them
on the part of the male athletes. Thus, the striving to do gender appropriately
within the constraints of the fraternal bond involves talk that manages to put down
women while also ridiculing or teasing each other, as the following fragments
indicate:

Fragment 11

Assistant Coach 1: [announcement] Shame to miss the big [football] game,
but you have to travel this week to keep you out of trouble. Keep you from
getting laid too many times this weekend. Here are the itineraries for the
trip. They include a picture of Frank’s girlfriend. [Picture is of an obese
woman surrounded by children. Frank is one of the best athletes on the team. ]
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Assistant Coach 2: Yeah, when she sits around the house, she really sits around
the house.

Assistant Coach 3: She’s so ugly that her mother took her everywhere so
she wouldn’t have to kiss her good-bye. [group laughter]

Jibes and put-downs about one’s girlfriend or lack of sexual success are
typified by this exchange. Part of the idealized heterosexual male identity consists
of “‘success’’ with women, and to challenge that success by poking fun at the
athlete’s girlfriend is an obvious way to insult him. These jibes were directed
at one of the best athletes on the team, whose girlfriend was not in town. It is
important to note that these insults were delivered by the assistant coaches, who
are making use of their masculine identity as a common bond they share with
the student-athletes. By ridiculing one of the better athletes, they are not threatening
any of the more vulnerable team members and at the same time they are removing
some of the social distance between themselves and the students. After receiving
such an insult, the athlete has to think of a comeback to top it or lose this round
of insulting. Fine (1987) also noted such escalation of insults in his study of the
Little League. This attitude is recognized and understood by other athletes:

Fragment 12

You guys harass around here real good. If you knew my mother’s name,
you would bring her into it too.

Thus a negative view of women prevails in the locker room and serves to facilitate
the bond between athletes and their coaches. At times the competition involved
with these exchanges does not involve insults directed at one another. The athletes
compete instead to see who can express the most negative attitudes toward women,
as illustrated by the final comments from a discussion of different types of women:

Fragment 13

Let me tell you about those [names an ethnic minority] women. They look
good until they are 20, then they start pushing out the pups. By the time they’re
40, they weigh 400 pounds.

This negative orientation is fed by other related attitudes about women, such as
those that concern women’s sports, as indicated by the following remarks made
by a coach: “‘[Our sport] has been taking a beating in lots of colleges. It’s because
of the emphasis on women’s sports. Too bad, because [our sport] is cheaper.
Could make money . . . >’ (he continues with comments about women’s sports
not paying their way).

At their extreme, these attitudes promote aggression toward women and
create an environment supportive for rape culture (Beneke, 1982; Sanday, 1990).
A fairly mild form of this aggression is suggested in the following talk fragment,
in which two athletes are talking about Jerry, an athlete who is a frequent butt
of their jokes. Jerry has just left the locker room and this conversation occurs
when he is out of hearing distance:

Fragment 14

Athlete 1: Hey Pete, did you know Jerry is a sexual dynamo?
Pete: Why do you say that?
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Athlete 1: He said he was with two different girls in the same day and both
girls were begging, and I emphasize begging, for him to stop. He said he
banged each of them so hard that they begged for him to stop.

Pete: 1 think he’s becoming retarded.

Athlete 1: Do you believe he said this to me?

Pete: Well, what did you do?

Athlete 1: 1 laughed in his face.

Pete: What did he do?

Athlete 1: Nothing, he just kept telling me about this; it was hilarious.

The preceding fragment can be seen as describing rape in that the women
involved with the athlete ‘‘begged for him to stop,”’ and in this case the athletes
choose to use the story to put down Jerry and thus negate his claim to sexual
dynamism. The rape reference is more obvious in the following fragment. To
set the scene, the team was visited by high school athletes and their parents; the
athletes were being recruited by the coaches. The mother of one recruit drew
attention from a group of athletes because she was extremely attractive. This
conversation occurs in the locker room just after she left with her son:

Fragment 15

Athlete 1: She’s too young to be his mother!
Athlete 2: Man, I'd hurt her if I got ahold of her.
Athlete 3: I'd tear her up.

Athlete 4: T'd break her hips. [all laugh]

Athlete 3: Yeah, she was hot!

Thus locker room talk about women, though serving a function for the
bonding of men, also promotes harmful attitudes and creates an environment
supportive of sexual assault and rape. Competition among teammates, the emphasis
upon women as objects, sexual conquest as enviable achievement, peer group
encouragement of antisocial comments and behavior, and anxiety about proving
one’s heterosexuality—all of these ideas are combined in the preceding fragment
to promote a selfish, hostile, and aggressive approach to sexual encounters with
women.

Conclusions

Sex and aggression are familiar themes in men’s talk, and it is no surprise
to find them of paramount importance in the locker room. Fine’s (1987) work
with preadolescent Little League baseball players indicated that the conversations
of 9- to 12-year-old boys reflected similar concerns. What comes through less
clearly in the conversations is the fulfillment that men find in such talk. It is an
affirmation of one’s masculine identity to be able to hold one’s own in conversa-
tions about women, to top someone else’s joke, or to share a story that one’s
peers find interesting. In this way the athlete’s identity as a man worthy of bonding
with is maintained.

College athletes often speak of the rewards of team membership as being
an important reason for participating in a sport, and one of the rewards is the
give and take of the peer culture in the locker room. The combination of revelation
and braggadocio requires a shifting interpretation between fantasy and reality,
and the ready willingness to insult means that a false interpretation may subject
one to ridicule.
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There are no definitive studies that document the effects of participating
in locker room culture. On the one hand, behavior in locker rooms is both
ephemeral and situational and probably does not reflect the actual values of all
the participants. From this perspective, the locker room is just a place to change
clothing and to shower, and one should not make too much of what goes on there.
In discussing locker room interaction with some of the athletes involved, I found
that most distanced themselves from it and denied its importance to them, particu-
larly with respect to devaluing academic work. In some cases locker room talk
even served as a negative reference for athletes, who quietly went about their
business and avoided involvement. However, it is important to note that no one
ever publicly challenged the dominant sexism and homophobia of the locker room.
Whatever oppositional thoughts there may have been were muttered quietly or
remained private.

On the other hand, there is evidence that years of participating in such a cul-
ture desensitizes athletes to women’s and gay rights and supports male supremacy
rather than egalitarian relationships with women. For instance, Connell’s (1990)
life history of an Iron-Man indicated that this incredibly fit young man was unable
to tolerate a ‘‘girl’’ who stood up for her own interests, and so had a series of
girlfriends who were compliant with his needs and schedule. Moreover, Connell
observes that this attitude is typical among the other male supremacists who consti-
tute the Australian surfing subculture.

Another illustration is provided by the recent harassment of Lisa Olson in the
locker room of the New England Patriots. This episode also supports the idea that
locker room talk promotes aggressive antifemale behavior. The details of this
case involved grown men parading nude around the seated reporter as she was
conducting an interview. Some of the men ‘‘modeled themselves’’ before her,
one ‘‘adjusted’’ his genitals and shook his hips in an exaggerated fashion, and
one naked player stood arm’s length from her and said ‘‘Here’s what you want.
Do you want to take a bite out of this?’’—all to the accompaniment of bantering
and derisive laughter (Heymann, 1990, p. 9A). No one tried to stop the humiliating
activity, nor did management intervene or sincerely apologize until forced to by
the NFL Commissioner. In fact, the initial reaction of the team’s owner was to
support the players. The owner, Victor (‘‘I liked it so much, I bought the
company’’—Remington) Kiam, was heard to say, ‘“What a classic bitch. No
wonder none of the players like her.”” However, his concern for the sales of his
women’s shaving products resulted in the following damage control campaign:

He took out full-page ads in three major U.S. newspapers to protest his inno-
cence, offered testimonials from three people who denied he said anything
derogatory about Olson, and blamed the Patriots front office personnel for
not telling him of the Olson locker room incident sooner. (Norris, 1991, p. 23)

Finally, Sanday (1990, p. 193) concludes her study of gang rape by fraternity
members by indicating that ‘‘Sexism is an unavoidable byproduct of a cultural
fascination with the virile, sexually powerful hero who dominates everyone, male
and female alike.’’ If this is true, then sexism in locker rooms is best understood
as part of a larger cultural pattern that supports male supremacy.

It is my view that sexist locker room talk is likely to have a cumulative
negative effect on young men because it reinforces the notions of masculine
privilege and hegemony, making that world view seem normal and typical. More-
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over, it does so in a particularly pernicious fashion. By linking ideas about mascu-
linity with negative attitudes toward women, locker room culture creates a no-win
situation for the athlete who wishes to be masculine and who wants to have
successful, loving, nurturing relationships with women: ‘real men’’ are not nurtu-
rant. Similarly, locker room talk provides no encouragement for the *‘real man’’
who seeks egalitarian relationships. As Pronger (1990) notes, the myth of mascu-
linity prevalent in the locker room cannot be maintained in the face of equitable
relations between men and women or in the acceptance of homosexuality .

Finally, by linking ideas about status attainment with male bonding and
masculinity, locker room culture makes it more difficult for young men to realize
that women also desire success and status attainment through hard work and self-
discipline. In other words, through participating in sport young men are taught
that discipline and effort are needed for success and that one’s acceptance depends
on successful performance. But since these lessons are usually learned in all-male
groups, they do not generalize easily to women and may create barriers to men’s
acceptance of women in the workplace.
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