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 The construction of masculinity in organized sport is a difficult subject to 

confront from any perspective, let alone one outside the male sex. However, 

photographers Catherine Opie and Collier Schorr have taken on this challenge to expose 

the fragile mechanics of male-dominated high school sports. Opie’s Football Landscape 

series and Schorr’s Wrestlers series both examine the impact organized sports have on 

these boys. From a female outsider point of view, they each capture unique moments of 

their sport that usually go unnoticed. Rather than traditionally overt feminist 

representations of masculinity, their work embraces subtlety and ambiguity, allowing 

their viewer to come to their own conclusions.1 I originally set out to determine exactly 

what Schorr and Opie were capturing. What is it these athletes are dealing with? How is 

it shaping their views of masculinity? Ultimately, I realized that there are no clear 

answers to these questions; rather a variety of circumstances, personalities and attitudes 

which all escape any overall conclusion. Perhaps writer/curator Christopher Bedford 

describes this sentiment best when discussing Schorr’s photograph Hooded Figure, he 

claims Schorr’s image  “captures all that is solid yet sensual about masculinity and sport, 

alluding to a deep well of meaning buried in the image but precluding the possibility of a 

single comprehensive view.”2 I also came to appreciate how these ambiguities are what 

make Opie’s and Schorr’s work so captivating. By recording these young men with such 

careful sincerity, they access the subtle complexities of their subject. 

                                                
1 Marybeth Sollins, ed., Art 21: Art in The Twenty-First Century 2 (New York City: Harry N. Abrams, inc., 
2003), 98.  
2 Christopher Bedford, “Hard Targets,” Los Angeles County Museum of Art. 
<http://www.lacma.org/art/TargetsIndex.aspx> (11/17/09). 
 



 This is not to say that there is nothing to be learned from their photographs 

beyond a formal perspective. I believe their work can be studied as an introduction to the 

social dynamics and implications that arise from male high school athletics. Within this 

all-male institution, pain and violence play a large role in how athletes are allowed to 

behave, as well as how they treat themselves and others outside the sport arena. By 

examining both artists work in relation to popularized images of sports, as well as the 

canon of art history we can develop a language with which to dissect their content. Their 

work may not function as a complete view of masculinity in athletics, but it can certainly 

help to bring some clarity to the subject.  

 First, we need to understand how viewing this subject within a fine art context 

differs from the usual media representations of sports. While popular sports and art are 

both fundamentally rooted in the act of looking, when the critical eye of the art world 

replaces the entertainment-driven eye of the organized sports world, we see how many 

facets of athletics are overlooked. Both artists have carefully removed their subjects from 

their natural environment and placed them in a context where we can examine their 

situations as highly influential in the construction of their masculinity, sexuality, and 

overall behavior.  

 Both artists use specific framing and lighting techniques to bring the viewer closer 

to their subjects. In this sense, photography becomes a way to isolate specific moments 

and remove them from their whole. However, it is important to note how traditionally, 

wrestling isn’t viewed the same way as it appears in Schorr’s photos. Anyone who has 

been to an actual high school wrestling match can testify to the obvious presence of other 

fans, coaches, athletes, and referees. Let us not forget that wrestling is a spectator sport 



often viewed from within an audience. Also, the rapid pacing of moves from each athlete 

highlights the fact that wrestling is fundamentally an aggressive sport rooted in physically 

dominating you opponent. Often Schorr’s decisions eliminate the gymnasium, students, 

fans, and coaches, leaving us with very specific images constructions. The proximity of 

Schorr’s images place us within the group. We assume an athlete’s perspective.  

 Schorr uses a strong flash to flatten the background and capture a “glossy, 

chiaroscuro drama”.3 She places herself directly within the wrestling practice, often 

bobbing and weaving around pairs of athletes. Schorr explains how, “the very act of 

photographing felt like dancing or fighting that mirrors their movements.”4 I would go 

even further to say the nature of this kind of action-photography authenticates her images. 

While she does not share the same goals of competition as the wrestlers, her active 

photographing gives her a deeper understanding about the nature of their sport, or at least 

more so than say, a static tripod would.  

 Similarly, Catherine Opie uses particular framing techniques to steer the viewer 

away from fanatic media representations of football. Her cool, collected approach brings 

a certain agenda to her subjects. While respecting the firmly rooted complexities of her 

subjects, she is able to subvert football traditions to serve her own social, institutional and 

sexual critique. Opie employs elements from art history to help frame this critique. Her 

portraits are reminiscent to those of the Northern Renaissance, using a similar flat, grey, 

shadowless light, and a classical head-torso composition.5 Opie therefore establishes a 

traditional distance from her subjects. However, their piercingly direct gaze breaks that 

                                                
3 Gilda Williams, “What are you looking at?” Tate Online. Autumn 2004. 
<http://www.tate.org.uk/tateetc/issue2/whatareyoulookingat.htm> (11/14/09). 
4 Bedford, “Hard Targets.” 
5 Williams, “What are you looking at?” 



distance, and these staged portraits create a reciprocal confrontation between the gaze of 

the viewer and that of the sitter. Opie’s landscapes on the other hand, with their dramatic 

lighting and miniaturized figures, evoke the classical landscape genre of art history 

specifically the sublime atmosphere of J.M.W. Turner’s paintings. This approach places 

the players beneath an overwhelming force. But whereas Turner’s threat came from 

nature, Opies comes from a man-made but equally hazardous construction: the world of 

organized sports.  

 Schorr and Opie both use subtractive methods in their work to hone in on their 

areas of interest and access previously unnoticed, and often vulnerable, aspects of 

athletics. They present us with the confident every-man, athlete we’re familiar with, but 

here they are seen for how they really are. In both cases each artist reveals either by 

stripping athletic ritual of everything except the performers, or by framing their activities 

under the context of a larger forces.  Schorr addresses this process of editing in her Art21 

documentary, when she states, “I’m making something that’s about removing security, 

removing the myth, and being left with something that is more human and 

approachable.”6  

 While Schorr and Opie’s work certainly help introduce the viewer to the 

complexities of their subject, there is also an abundance of scholarship on the sociology 

of this homosocial (predominantly one sex) male environment. To foster a deeper 

understanding of both their photographs and this subject as a whole we must first 

investigate the nature of this environment and how it functions. Eric Anderson points out 

how “once a social space is created for or claimed by men, the maintenance of that space 

                                                
6 Sollins, Art 21: Art in The Twenty-First Century, 21. 



it collectively policed by the social sanctions placed on men’s identities and behaviors as 

a whole.”7 In this sense, membership in any homosocial environment (most organized 

sports) includes the ability for its participants to control their collective behavior, either 

consciously or subconsciously. Most members are unaware of how this brand of 

subliminal control limits the ways they are allowed to act. In fact, their behaviors, beliefs, 

and relationships are manipulated to fit within a prescribed norm.  

 High school dynamics are a unique institution where, contrary to popular belief, 

the social hierarchy revolves around athletics, not academics, something Jason Katz 

refers to as a “jock-o-cracy.”8 In this system, “boys that score the most touchdowns, 

goals, or baskets symbolically occupy the top of the hierarchy.”9 Therefore, sports serve 

as a way for boys to publicly confirm their masculinity. However, masculinity is fleeting 

and, “‘no sooner is it proved than it is again questioned and must be proved again […] 

and ultimately the quest for proof becomes so meaningless than it takes on the 

characteristics, as Weber said, of a sport.’”10 Any form of a stable masculinity is nearly 

impossible to achieve, but the constant effort and competition to obtain it end up 

mirroring the competition of organized sports. Thusly, sports serve as a stage on which 

boys can constantly struggle to provide a sufficient performance of masculinity.  

 If gender is indeed performative, then sports are a gender-based institution.  

Sports are constructed through our dominant conceptions of masculine and feminine; 

they are also responsible for imposing those same conceptions on its participants.11 

                                                
7 Eric Anderson, In the Game: Gay Athletes and the Cult of Masculinity. (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2005), 25. 
8 Anderson, In the Game, 31.  
9 Anderson, In the Game, 31. 
10 Anderson, In the Game, 31. See <Kimmel 1994>. 
11 Michael Messner, “Boyhood, Organized Sports, and the Construction of Masculinities,” 



Therefore, boys and girls involvement in this institution directly shapes how he/her 

performs his/her respective gender.  The enormous pressures on these kids to succeed and 

perform correctly comes from their community, their family, their nation, and society 

itself, all of which is encapsulated within the arena of organized sports. From a young 

age, boys are dropped into sports as a “natural” activity. Michael Messner points out how 

this early placement actually acts as a scale for validating each boy’s worth, stating, “all 

boys are to a greater or lesser extent, judged according to their ability, or lack of ability, 

in competitive sports.”12 Whether fair or unfair, in our society the quality of a boy’s early 

performance in sport serves as measurement to his future as a man. If athletics are 

pursued later in his life, the expectations placed on him may be beyond what he is 

actually capable of. This is true of high school athletics where they “are neither allowed 

to be children nor capable of being adults: they are required to be almost superhuman, to 

vault themselves and their community into fleeting celebrity”.13   

 Perhaps there is no stage more suited for the performance of masculinity than the 

football field. Everything from the uniforms, lighting, and choreography of play 

formations, to the media-centric, highly public representations make the world of football 

a type of theatrical event. The audience plays an important role in this event. In whole, 

they act as a kind of surrogate for society at-large, capable of either validating each 

player’s performance with cheers of applause, or condemning him with hostile chants. In 

either case, the response for each player is highly public. This can be encouraging when 

                                                                                                                                            
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 18, no. 4 (January 1990), 438.  
 
12 Messner, “Boyhood, Organized Sports, and the Construction of Masculinities,” 422. See < Eitzen, 

1975>. 
13 Ed Schad, “Catherine Opie,” Art Review, no. 23 (June 2008), 154. 
 



the response is positive, but extremely humiliating when the response is negative. Over 

time this public pressure can develop into a type of “conditional self-worth.” Michael 

Messner outlines the pitfall effect of this system, describing how “as boys become aware 

that acceptance by others is contingent upon being good – a ‘winner’ – narrow definitions 

of success, based upon performance and winner become increasingly important to 

them.”14 Sports can give boys confidence through success, but they can also limit the 

source of this confidence to the sports arena. 

 In her Football series, Catherine Opie highlights this struggle for success both during 

the heat of the game, as well as the moments of stillness that follow. The age of her 

players highlights their transition from boyhood to man, as she manages to “catch each 

boy’s youth in the process of its elimination.”15 The essence of their performances are 

captured in her portraits, where she asked her subjects “to conjure their proudest 

moments on the field as she shot them.”16 In these portraits, Opie chooses to emotionally 

stimulate her subjects rather than capture them mid-action during a game. What we are 

left with are the repercussions from the peak moments of their performance as both 

football players and as young men. Surprisingly, there are a variety of responses:  from 

the confidant and assertive stare of Josh, to the more vulnerable, uncertainty of Tyler. Her 

portraits stare back at us. Their gaze is not accusatory, but through exhibiting themselves 

in a new way they tell us plainly, “this is me” and ask us humbly “now who are you?” 

 Opies portraits show us the impact each boy’s performance on the field has on 

them as individuals. Along with this performance it is also important to examine the role 
                                                
14 Messner, “Boyhood, Organized Sports, and the Construction of Masculinities,” 432. See < Schafer, 
1975>. 
15 Schad, “Catherine Opie,” 154. 
16 Christopher Bedford, “Catherine Opie,” Frieze Magazine. 9 November 2008. 
<http://www.frieze.com/issue/review/christopher_bedford/> (11/15/09). 



a homosocial environment plays when shaping these boys. While it is certainly not 

manifested in all boys, the world of organized sport carries with it the potential to instill 

beliefs of homophobia and misogyny in its members as well as limit their sexualities to 

acceptable norms. Gary Whannel describes, “sport has the appearance of being that 

which unites men yet it is also a practice that divides men.”17 Here, he is referring to the 

restraints placed on athletes to look and act in accordance with culturally championed 

forms of dominant masculinity.18 These restraints often keep players from any forms of 

self-exploration that deviate cultural standards. In effect, sports produce a kind of 

blueprint for what an athlete (Man) “should be”, and try to shape boys into this role with 

or without them knowing it. When we consider this pressure of conformity, sports can be 

just as damaging to boy’s minds as it can be to their bodies.  

 The competitive nature of an activity that pits men against men also marginalizes 

non-athletes, especially women. As previously mentioned, sports are predominantly 

viewed as “natural” for men, and are therefore “unnatural” for women. For the most part, 

women’s exclusion from the sports world, in combination with the social weight that 

successful athletes hold in our culture, fuels the mentality that sport “provides dramatic 

symbolic ‘proof’ of the ‘natural superiority’ of men over women.”19 This debased view of 

women is also a product of a sexually exclusive atmosphere. In an article comparing 

American football with primitive culture’s initiation rites, Don Sabo and Joe F. Panepinto 

found that “the structured exclusion of women tended to exaggerate masculine traits and 

                                                
17 Garry Whannel, “Mediating masculinities: the production of media representations in sport,” Sport and 
Gender Identities: Masculinities, Femininities and Sexualites, edited by Cara Carmichael Aitchison 
(London: Routledge, 2007), 10. 
18 Whannel, “Mediating masculinities,” 10.  
19 Michael S. Kimmel and Michael A. Messner, Introduction to “Sports and War: Rites of Passage in Male 
Institutions,” Men’s Lives, edited by Michael S. Kimmel and Michael A. Messner (New York City: 
Macmillian Publishing Co., 1989), 183. 



abilities and devalue feminine ones.”20 Not only does the homosocial realm of organized 

sports exclude most women, but it also stigmatizes any feminine characteristics. These 

qualities can compound to make sports a potentially dangerous institution where boys 

who haven’t been taught otherwise, can adopt misogynistic attitudes.     

 A similar sort of segregation occurs with homosexuals in organized sports, 

although the line of exclusion is blurred in this case, due to the fact that (closeted or not) 

their are obviously homosexual male athletes amongst heterosexual ones. Homophobia 

serves several functions in organized sports. Along with male chauvinism, homophobic 

language provides a barrier against any kind of homoeroticism. Messner points out how, 

“the erotic bond between men is neutralized through overt homophobia and through the 

displacement of the erotic toward women as objects of sexual talk and practice.” And 

goes on to explain the blending of language, “in boyhood, adolescent, and young adult 

male peer groups, ‘fag’, ‘girl’, and ‘woman’ are insults that are used almost 

interchangeably.”21 This “interchangeable” language categorizes women as sexual 

objects, and homosexuals as enemies, and places them both under the larger group of the 

non-masculine.  

 In the sporting area, validating one’s masculinity is almost synonymous with denying 

one’s homosexuality. Pain and violence play a part in deflecting any homosexual 

assumptions about these athletes. Same sex contact, a common occurrence in organized 

sports, carries with it a level of ambiguity, which can easily be translated to 

                                                
20 Donald F. Sabo and Joe Panepinto, “Football Ritual and the Social Reproduction of Masculinity,” Sport, 
Men, and the Gender Order: Critical Feminist Perspectives, edited by Michael A. Messner and Don F. 
Sabo (Champaign, Human Kinetics Publishers, Inc., 1990), 121. 
21 Michael A. Messner, Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1992), 96.  



homosexuality.22 Boys will therefore replace this action “with an ‘unmistakable’ act of 

physical violence which creates a ‘safe distance’ between the actor and the presentation 

of homosexual desire.”23 For example, look at how men greet each other: not with a hug 

or a kiss, but with a firm handshake or a slug on the shoulder. Here we can see how 

homosocial violence, playful or not, can be a stand in for homophobia.  

 It is ironic that even among heterosexuals, there is still a level of desire for same sex 

contact, erotic or otherwise. In their report from 2000, based on interviews with 23 

Australian secondary school boys (ages 11-14), Michael Gard and Robert Meyenn found 

that, “contact sports offer both males and females the opportunity for socially sanctioned, 

yet unspoken, intimate same-sex body contact.”24 Their interviewees expressed strong 

interests in football and rugby, not necessarily for the competition, but for the opportunity 

to tackle other boys.25 Sports offer a socially acceptable outlet to explore this desire, but 

only on the playing field. Body contact is dismissed as “just a part of the game”, though it 

may have other implications. From their study, Guard and Meyenn concluded, “the 

bodily practices of contact sports carry potentially powerful sexual meanings for 

participants and viewers, although these meanings are not produced in any 

straightforward manner.”26 While there may in fact be erotic or sexual desires underlying 

boy’s participation in contact sports, they are rarely addressed; more often they are 

concealed behind homophobic language and acts of violence.  

                                                
22 Gard, Michael and Robert Meyenn, “Boys, Bodies, Pleasure and Pain: Interrogating Contact Sports in 
Schools,” Sport, Education and Society 5, no. 1 (March 2000), 28. See >Kaufman 1987<.   
23 Gard and Meyenn, “Boys Bodies, Pleasure and Pain,” 28. See >Kaufman 1987<. 
24 Gard and Meyenn, “Boys Bodies, Pleasure and Pain,” 29. 
25 Gard and Meyenn, “Boys Bodies, Pleasure and Pain,” 29. 
26 Gard and Meyenn, “Boys Bodies, Pleasure and Pain,” 30. 



 The awkward masquerade between homosocial tenderness and masculine aggression is 

something Collier Schorr address in much of her work, particularly her wrestler series. 

Ironically, most of her wrestlers are not shown actually wrestling. But when they are, 

they are framed in such a way that their aggression dissolves. Skewed faces, cropped 

bodies and a careful sense of timing restrict us from seeing any traditionally macho 

expressions. Her figures appear to be embracing more as dancers with a kind of 

professional intimacy rather than Roman Gladiators battling to the death. Schorr 

deconstructs the masculine façade of wrestling to reveal the inherent, but often 

overlooked tenderness of an aggressive activity. There is also a sense of eroticism to 

these images; it is not something Schorr plans for, but is fully aware of. In a 2004 

interview, when asked how she thought the boys would have reacted if she were a man 

taking these photos Schorr responds by stating how her presence as a woman allows the 

wrestlers “a freedom to be sexy”27 And in her Art21 documentary goes on to say, “If I 

catch a glimpse of their sexiness, it’s a sexiness they’re playing with and they’re 

practicing, but it’s not something I’m asking for.”28 She’s not setting out to make an 

erotic image, but she also won’t hesitate to capture the playful sexuality that her subjects 

experiment with on their own.  

 Her photographs illustrate an understanding of the sport, and her curiosity to explore 

different avenues of masculine exhibition. She discuses her struggle to de-aesthetify her 

images by looking for varieties of ugliness as a way to “represent young men in a more 

fully defined way – i.e., tenderness, vulnerability, physicality – without falling into the 

                                                
27 Craig Garrett, “Collier Schorr: Personal Best,” Flash Art, no. 37 (Jan/Feb 2004), 82. 
28 Art 21 Season 2, DVD, created by Susan Sollins and Susan Dowling (2003; PBS Home Video, 2007). 



trap of an assumed gay male gaze.”29 Her images are carefully crafted to address many 

delicate issues surrounding the male tradition of wrestling. Labeling them solely as 

homoerotic is to deny this artist her ability to construct an image with social value.  

 This being said, certainly homoeroticism isn’t the only place for homosexuals in 

contact sports. So, where do they fit in? While we are living in progressive times, there is 

still rarely a place for open homosexuals in organized sports. This is mostly due to sports 

core homophobic attitudes, as well as unfounded beliefs that homosexuality is wrong and 

all homosexuals are sexual deviants. Messner addresses the function of homophobia for 

boys in his book, Power as Play. He states, “Whether gay or heterosexual, the denial and 

degradation of gayness and femininity (in oneself and in others) were important to these 

young men’s construction of masculine identities and status in their male peer group.”30 

In effect, Messner suggests that a fear and denial of homosexuality and femininity are 

necessary to developing masculinity. From an early age boys are conditioned to see 

homosexuality as un-masculine, and therefore something they should not be. This is 

obviously difficult for boys who are (or think they may be) homosexual, but are 

pressured into joining homophobic actions and discourse despite their personal beliefs. In 

this regard, the heterosexual limitations in the development of masculinity are damaging 

to the self worth of boys who are homosexual and it also denies heterosexuals and 

closeted homosexuals from even exploring the possibilities of their sexuality.  

 Why is there so much homoerotic interaction in team athletics, you may be asking? 

Eric Anderson explains how the incongruity between dominant masculinity and 

stereotypically “feminine” homosexuality actually acts as a kind of buffer, which 

                                                
29 Craig Garrett, “Collier Schorr,” 80. 
30 Messner, Power at Play, 99.  



inherently assigns the player’s as heterosexual.31Anderson explains, “Because masculine 

capital is achieved through athleticism, and because masculinity is thought to be 

incompatible with homosexuality, it follows that athletes must not be homosexual. 

Another way to examine this is to say that the better the athlete is – and the more 

masculine the sport he plays – the less homosexual suspicion there is about him.”32 The 

level of success an athlete obtains in his sport, the amount of talent he has, and the quality 

of “manly-ness” in his sport, all compounds as a defense against any homosexual 

accusations.  

 When examining potentially homoerotic interactions between players, we see how in 

addition to Anderson’s theory, violence factors into a denial of any kind of eroticism. 

Take for example, the typical baseball “Good Game!” butt slap. This is a common, often 

televised, interaction between men, but due to the status of the players (often this 

interaction happens after they’ve done something good for the team) and the violent 

immediacy with which the slap takes place, it is seen as what heterosexual men do to 

each other when they’re happy with one another, not as a homosexual sign of affection. 

In high school athletics, the level of popularity a sport has is also accountable for the 

public view of the player’s sexuality. In a recent interview I had with my father, Jeff 

Jacobs, a former high school wrestler who moved to a different high school his Junior 

year. He described how, at his first school where “wrestling was as popular as football,”33 

none of the students suspected the player’s intimate contact during a match as 

homosexual. However, when he moved to a new school where the wrestling team was 

                                                
31 Anderson, In the Game, 26-27. 
32 Anderson, In the Game, 26-27.  
33 Jeff Jacobs, interview by Matthew Jacobs, digital audio recording, 26 November 2009, Palatine, IL. 



only a couple of years old and not very popular, the player’s sexuality was dismissed as 

homosexual.34 His story is a testament to the idea of the “jock-o-cracy”, but also 

exemplary of how athletic popularity within the school itself is connected to conceptions 

of the player’s sexuality. Ultimately, much like with women and misogynistic values, the 

incompatibility of sports and homosexuals can legitimize homophobic beliefs in boys. 

 In relation to the photography of Collier Schorr and Catherine Opie, homophobia isn’t 

directly addressed in their work. However, it is important to note that both women are 

openly homosexual and stepping in to a traditionally male, as well as homophobic arena. 

It would not be absurd to assume that while homophobia may not be their main focus 

with the photos, there is some potential to read their work, as least in part, as a 

commentary on this facet of the sporting environment. One thing they do address, 

however, is the tradition of pain and violence inherent to the sporting arena.  

 There is an abundance of scholarship on the role both enduring and inflicting pain 

play in the construction of masculine identity through contact sports. Many of these 

writings seem to agree that, for better or worse, pain is presented as a necessary and 

socially acceptable element of sports. Don Sabo explains in his essay Pigskin, Patriarchy, 

and Pain, how “Boys are taught that to endure pain is courageous, to survive pain is 

manly.”35 In this sense, sports legitimize pain as necessary to success, something Sabo 

notes with the popular phrase “No Pain, No Gain.”36 This idea can then be extrapolated to 

conclude: if pain is necessary to succeed in sports, and success in sport is necessary to 

                                                
34  Jeff Jacobs, interview by Matthew Jacobs, 26 November 2009. 
35 Don Sabo, “Pigskin, Patriarchy, and Pain” Men’s Lives, edited by Michael S. Kimmel and Michael A. 
Messner (New York City: Macmillian Publishing Co., 1989), 185.   
36 Sabo, “Pigskin, Patriarchy, and Pain,” 185. 



properly perform masculinity, then pain is therefore a necessary component of successful 

masculinity.  

 In examining the function of pain and violence in contact sports, we must first 

understand how, often times, athletic violence is not seen as violence at all. This is due to 

“the tendency of students to see sport as somehow disconnected from the rest of 

society.”37 A separation like this allows athletic violence to exist outside of society’s 

rules. If sports really are theatrical, then violence is just an entertaining part of the show. 

For example, imagine if any of the tackling one sees in a football game were to occur off 

the playing field. While this would still be a masculine display of aggression, the 

repercussions would involve police, hospitals, and probably court houses, whereas on the 

field, these acts are dismissed as a part of the game. Along with a disassociation from 

reality, the prospect that pain leads to victory is another way pain and violence are 

legitimized. The emphasis our society places on sports confirms that, “violence in the 

name of victory, is acceptable because victory is the symbolic method by which 

masculinity is distributed in a postindustrial culture.”38 In conjunction with successful 

athletic performance, victory, commonly portrayed as only achievable through violence, 

is a pillar in the formation of masculinity.  

 The values inherent to this type of competition can instill unhealthy attitudes for young 

athletes. According to Anderson,  “Rather than viewing competitors as agents in 

cooperation to bring out the best in individuals and groups, other teams are viewed as 

obstacles in the path of obtaining cultural and economic power. Sport is not premised on 

                                                
37 Gard and Meyenn, “Boys Bodies, Pleasure and Pain”, 25. 
 
38 Anderson, In the Game, 33, See <Pronger, 1999>.  
 



the idea of achieving one’s personal best, but on taking a victory from another. In order 

for me to win, you must lose.” This mentality is not true for all sports (gymnastics) but 

most team contact sports (football and hockey) do adopt this type of militant approach. 

As with the previous examples of chauvinism and homophobia, this element of sport has 

the potential to prescribe boys with an unhealthy need to dominate others in order to 

succeed. This ideology restricts any other kind of collective winning or even the potential 

of success without competition at all. The militaristic language of team sports (“smash 

‘em”, “fight ‘em”, “take ‘em down”) only perpetuates this type of violence and 

normalizes itself as a necessary component to this type of competition.  

 In addition to the impact pain and violence have on the players value systems, there is 

an even more of a hazard to the players bodies. Enduring pain as a necessary component 

to masculinity “weaves its way into the lives and psyches of male athletes in two 

fundamental ways. It stifles men’s awareness of their bodies and limits our emotional 

expression.”39 As previously explained by Sabo, the sport context legitimizes pain as a 

necessary part of the game. It is true that sometimes one must go through a certain 

amount of pain in order to achieve a goal. However, the amount of pain certain high 

school athletes endure on a regular basis, along with an unfamiliarity of their own 

physical limits can cause these thresholds to break, leaving players with serious life-long 

injuries. This risk only continues if players pursue an athletic career. As Anderson points 

out, “the rate of disabling injuries in the NFL is over three times higher than the rate of 

men who work construction, as professional contact sports are the nations most violent 

workplace.”40 

                                                
39 Sabo, “Pigskin, Patriarchy, and Pain,” 185. 
40 Anderson, In the Game, 35. See <Coakley 2002>.  



 Running the risk of serious injury and constantly enduring pain, why do so many 

young men continue to play sports? It is because sports provide an accessible and socially 

acclaimed way for them to prove their masculinity. Through surviving pain and inflicting 

violence, boys come to “view aggression toward selves and others are not only part of the 

game but as a necessary component of masculinity.”41 Organized sports are not the only 

way boys construct their views of masculinity, but in a society “that offers no official rite 

of passage into adulthood”42 athletics can step in to fill the role of a surrogate ritual into 

manhood.  

 Catherine Opie’s Football series focuses on high school boy’s struggles to 

discover and perform their masculinity on the field. In her Football Landscapes, she 

shows the violence boys inflict and the pain they endure on a macro-scale. Her images 

stand in contrast to media representations of football, which often monumentalize the 

players by showing close-ups of them crashing into each other mid-air. Opie’s players are 

contained within the foreground, where they are exponentially dwarfed at first by the 

football arena and then by the often idyllic landscape itself. Her choice to look at the 

theatrical setting of football as a whole makes one player into every player, and one field 

into all fields. The player’s movements are almost incidental, and we are left questioning 

where football exists in the larger context of our society.  

 Both Catherine Opie’s historically informed football images and Schorr’s intimate 

wrestling portraits show us familiar subjects in new ways. The unique perspective these 

two lesbian photographers bring to a homophobic, and predominantly male ritual helps to 

                                                
41 Anderson, In the Game, 34.  
 
42 Messner, “Boyhood, Organized Sports, and the Construction of Masculinities,” 424.  



shed light onto some elements of organized sports that have been overlooked. Through 

placing this subject into an art world context we are able to investigate what a homosocial 

environment is and how it functions. We see how pain and violence are constantly at play 

when performing the masculine gender. For all the benefits sports carries with it 

(confidence, health, friendship, discipline) it also has the dangerous potential to instill 

boys with homophobic, misogynistic and violent belief structures, which are hazardous to 

others as well as the athletes themselves. It is important to be aware of the systems at 

work in organized sports and see how they shape boys into men, because before it’s a 

part of them, it’s a part of the game.  
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