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ABSTRACT 
 

TAWNY LEBOUEF TULLIA 
 

CAPITALIZING ON ORTHODOX MASCULINITY: THE NFL, CAPITALISM, AND  
THE PEDAGOGY OF BECOMING ‘CONTROLLED FURY’ 

 

AUGUST 2017 

We often hear critics of American football blame the homosocializing space of the locker 

room as the site of lessons, player-to-player, on toxic masculinity. This dissertation 

problematizes that assertion by outlining a pedagogy largely scripted by the institutional 

powers of the NFL. There are more and more professional players questioning these lessons 

on how to be a football player, questioning the expectations of speech and gender 

performance. Using Deleuzian constructs of becoming, gender performance theories, and 

rhetorics of affect and ambience, this dissertation interrogates the notion of boys-will-be-

boys and the NFL as a capitalistically motivated institution writing a script on orthodox 

masculinity.  In the dissertation, I describe and explicate a pedagogy of the NFL as a league 

and as a visible agent in our larger American cultural consciousness.  The dissertation 

employs theories of ambient rhetoric and affect theory, along side Deleuzian constructs of 

becoming, to define the chōratic environment designed largely by this pedagogy. The league 

creates a product using the bodies, minds, and the ‘controlled fury’ of human beings. These 

human beings are required to tote a specific construction of masculinity for the media; they 

are required to conform to a specific mask for the cameras. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

On September 19, 2014, Rich Cohen penned an op-ed for the Wall Street Journal titled 

“How the NFL Reflects American Culture.” In it Cohen writes about an unsettling concept. 

“Be honest,” Cohen writes, “Do you hate the NFL because you’re decent or because nothing 

else so clearly represents America – the good, bad, loud, violent, ugly and beautiful?” 

American football is the sport millions of fans watch and follow. We drive this juggernaut by 

buying in each week, each season, each year. Although it is not considered America’s pastime 

(baseball gets to keep that moniker), American football is the show millions watch. Super 

Bowl XLV, played in February 2011 between the Green Bay Packers and the Pittsburgh 

Steelers, held in Arlington, Texas, holds the record for the largest television audience in U.S. 

history. That game was televised for a record 111 million viewers (Crepeau 3). On the 

surface, it can seem paradoxical that the game that Michael Messner labels a “combat 

sport,”1 the game that Cohen defines as “nothing but violence, controlled fury,” isn’t just 

played, but thrives by all capitalistic definitions. This clash of warring bodies harkens back to 

the day of gladiators and the pageantry of bread and circuses. When confronted with the 

barbarity of those Roman practices, we can identify the paradox. But, nonetheless American 

football overwhelmingly operates as the most popular professional sport in the United 

States. To this point, writing on the unsurpassed capitalist success of the marriage of 

professional American football and media, communications scholar Michael Real suggests 

the draw of American football for its viewing consumer surpasses a passive viewing 
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experience allowing “the ‘psyched-up’ viewer” to feel like “everything except what he is, a 

passive consumer” (95). Real suggests that the spectacle of the Super Bowl, an “otherwise 

mundane event of no real consequence,” through the unparalleled relationship with media, is 

lifted “to the status of spectacles of powerful, quasi-sacred myth and ritual” (96). American 

football has long held this role as the paramount vehicle of sport and myth in our country’s 

cultural consciousness. 

Cohen continues to define what he sees as an America represented in football, “We 

live in a violent country, have violent impulses, love a violent game.” Many writers, cultural 

critics, and sports writers alike agree that the National Football League (NFL) functions as a 

microcosm of the larger American society. What we value. What we celebrate. So, too does 

all popular sport. Many others would argue that different sports celebrate and represent our 

cultural consciousness in different ways and speak to different groups in different manners. 

As far as the microcosm argument, sport is always also constitutive, meaning sport creates 

culture. Sport offers a defining of identity, of affiliation or differentiation with groups of 

people.2 And plenty of sports scholars point to the constitutive power of sport in our 

modern dialectic.3 In fact sports and communication scholars Thomas Oates and Zack 

Furness write plainly, “[t]he NFL is one of the most significant engines of contemporary 

culture, attracting legions of devoted fans, tens of millions of television viewers, and billions 

of dollars of annual revenue” (3). However, the “microcosm” sentiment is a common 

expression repeated often during football documentaries, sports journalism, and in sport 

writing. And to this point Cohen broadens that argument as well in his own piece by 

pointing to the power of all sport to transcend and impact our political and cultural morass. 
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Cohen writes, “Baseball didn’t create the racism that greeted Jackie Robinson . . . Americans 

were especially racist, which was helpfully revealed on the diamond.” Sport has a way of 

acting as a prism, helping us to have meaningful conversations about large cumbersome 

issues.  

We find ourselves in a time of complex problems. The complex problems aren’t 

exceptionally new or necessarily novel. But, our access to actively participating in the 

conversations grows with each new platform. Expansive and more direct interaction via 

media has expanded our conversations well beyond the physical realm. We can watch the 

same plays, interviews, scenes of movies and television shows over and over again. The 

social media culture of memes allows us to stretch our visual and written communication, 

and often our political voices (Milner). Twitter affords us access to anyone who engages on 

the platform. Add the right hashtag or Twitter handle and you have initiated a conversation. 

This reality is quite different from the fan letter or hate mail of Jackie Robinson’s time. 

Robinson did get hate mail and lots of it. But, this direct access via social medias contributes 

to bullying and shaming behavior and to the public expectations of a publically visible athlete 

in new and ever-transforming ways. We saw this tension of quick access during the 2016 

Summer Olympics. Fans reacted openly with racist and misogynist comments to now 4-time 

Olympic Gold Medalist Simone Biles and to 3-time Olympic Gold Medalist Gabby Douglas. 

Fans have direct access. In 2012, virulent bullying caused Baylor University’s women’s 

basketball coaching staff to shut-off now WNBA player Britney Griner from internet access 

entirely during Baylor’s 2012 march to the NCAA title. Fans and internet trolls created a 

cacophony of homophobic and gender-shaming messages directed to Griner’s social media 
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accounts. These athletes, Biles, Douglas, and Griner, were all under the age of 22 when these 

specific events occurred. The access is a factor. And, media forms perception, and 

perception forms media. It’s a difficult chain reaction to break or to impede. 

We have a product in the form of American football that packages a specific form of 

masculinity. The executives of the NFL produce the product. These executives are paid by 

the owners of the 32 teams of the NFL. The commissioner, with consultants, hands down 

punishments. Owners require players to delete social media comments that do not follow 

their approved scripts. And to some degree this is understandable. The NFL is a product. 

We forget this point. The NFL is a product. But, this product is, unlike many products, on 

script at all times. Even, and actually especially, when fans are offered a behind-the-scenes 

glimpse at the preparation of football, the players are on the NFL’s script. The reality show 

Hard Knocks that runs on HBO is produced by the NFL Network. This last season the series 

was narrated by actor Liev Shreiber. The HBO website offers this description of the 

producers of this reality show,  

Winner of 121 Sports Emmy® Awards, NFL Films remains a gold standard in 

sports television, providing unprecedented access to and legendary storytelling 

about the sport of professional football. NFL Films is a part of NFL Media, the 

owned and operated media division of the National Football League, which 

comprises NFL Network, NFL Films, NFL.com, NFL Now, NFL Mobile from 

Verizon and NFL RedZone. (“About”) 

That’s an awful lot of “NFL.” Why is this important? It speaks to the control that the NFL 

has over the perception of its product. Beyond the operations of the league, the owners and 
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executives of this professional sporting league control their message with an iron grip. So 

much so, that the NFL has operated as the gold standard of message control in business.4 

Michael Real notes that the “institutional organization of professional football is not like 

American business; it is American business” (111). 

The point I am making here is that it can be one thing to control a message when 

your product is vehicles or burgers. It is an entirely different thing to control an image, a 

brand, an assemblage of brands, when your product is human beings. Former Denver 

Bronco Nate Jackson described American football players as “faceless behemoths wearing 

facemasks,” highlighting, in his own words, the disposable nature of players to the product 

line of the NFL (Ryssdal and Palacios). The troubling aspect to this structure lies in the 

nature of the message, both to players themselves, especially as they train from young ages to 

play this game, and to the public watching, an expansive viewing public indeed. 

 We often hear about American football players and violence – violence against 

women, violence against themselves, violence against children. It is not a difficult cause and 

effect path to transgress between American football players and off-field violence. But the 

continued off-field violence and the important conversations about these incidences beg the 

question, is the violence a byproduct of their workplace? Does the violence and aggression 

required not only of professional, but also college, high school, and middle school football 

players stay on the field? And do the lessons about on-the-field aggression and violence 

affect even young men who never step foot on the field of play? In this dissertation, I argue 

that the violence permeates the boundaries of the sidelines, of the team rooms, and of the 

football environ writ large. Considering the popularity of professional football in our 
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country, the professional football player and the league’s persuasive image of those players, 

to some degree, represents a specific and popularized form of masculinity within and among 

our larger cultural consciousness. Nick Trujillo argues, the “male athletic body is a political 

and economic instrument used for production” (405). The NFL advertises with the military. 

In fact a good deal of money is exchanged in this bond.5 Trujillo notes that the “hegemonic 

masculinity reproduced in televised football also has serious consequences for men” (420). 

The football player in our body politic is marketed to represent a model of hegemonic 

masculinity in our American society. How, then, does that affect our perception of 

masculinity? And what is that form of masculinity?  

Seeking to complicate the moniker of “hegemonic masculinity,” Eric Anderson 

defines orthodox masculinity as essentially the modern day “conservative masculinity” 

(Inclusive Masculinity 8). He notes that in many sport atmospheres masculinity is becoming 

more inclusive. In his ethnographic study published in 2009, Anderson points to specifically 

soccer, rugby, and cheerleading. It is no longer descriptive enough to discuss masculinity in 

terms of hegemonic or normative structures.6 Anderson notes that in the larger cultural 

consciousness, expectations of masculinities have shifted. He writes, however, that in sports 

“at the center of the masculine production,” such as football and basketball, the shift has yet 

to take hold (29). It is for this reason that I follow Anderson in separating the larger 

umbrella of hegemonic masculinities in to the more descriptive definition of orthodox 

masculinity. In orthodox masculinity, “men remain homohysterical, and therefore tactically 

and emotionally distant from one another” (8). This is the form of masculinity I deconstruct. 
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During the 2014 Super Bowl pre-game programming, an in-depth reporting piece 

aired on the NFL Network, “The Culture of the NFL Locker Room.”7 The piece was lead 

by sports journalist Andrea Kremer, who is now a Chief Correspondent for the NFL 

Network. The culture of the locker room had become one of the most important 

conversations in 2014, after Jonathon Martin emerged as a whistleblower of NFL workplace 

bullying. Kremer, like Cohen, opines that the locker room represents this same microcosm 

of the larger society (“The culture of the NFL locker room” 4.46). As a labeled microcosm 

of society, it certainly has its hidden and closed spaces. Since then we have had larger 

conversations spurred by off-field violence committed by professional football players. Ray 

Rice, Adrian Peterson, and Greg Hardy are just a few of the players involved in off-field 

violent incidents that caught the attention of many on the outside of the football bubble.8 

What does all of this violence communicate to those growing and forming their identities in 

this macrocosm of American society? How does this incredibly popular and visible sport 

affect the normative narrative of masculinity presented to young boys and men in this 

America?  

Because American football and the NFL are so visible, I argue the violence portrayed 

does affect those outside of the field and system. On the heels of multiple mass public and  

school shootings, Jessica Valenti, a feminist scholar and staff writer for Guardian US, writes 

the following about anger and men,  

We need to stop calling them [problems like sexual assault, harassment, 

domestic violence and even violent threats online] ‘just women’s issues.’ We 

have to address men and men’s behavior together - not just their direct 
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violence against women, but their propensity to protect their own. Not the 

outcomes of their rage, but the causes. (para. 11) 

Anger, bell hooks notes, is the accepted emotion for men; “[b]oys are encouraged by 

patriarchal thinking to claim rage as the easiest path to manliness” (The Will to Change 44). 

Feminisms in large part have ignored men and boys and their development. Many feminists 

have said men and boys were not our project. However, feminist and womanist theories 

have so much to teach us about examining and revealing the ways in which institutions and 

systems oppress while constructing identity, especially as it pertains to a gendered and 

racialized identity. As a feminist/womanist scholar, I turn the methodologies I have learned 

from so many before me and seek to address what I see as one of the largest and most 

protected institutions encouraging boys and men to claim rage as their modus operandi. In 

this dissertation, I deconstruct the narrative elements of the American football story. As I 

deconstruct the narrative of orthodox masculinity that American football seems to require, I 

also deconstruct the actual elements of the environment, or situation, of the narrative.  

These methodological steps allow me to show, ultimately, that the rage and fury that the 

narrative seems to require does not, in most cases, originate with the players, but rather is a 

requirement mandated by the league, the institution. I intend to show that the institution of 

American football, the most widely watched “combat sport,” encourages, even mandates, 

rage as a requirement of this specific path to manliness. The violence begets violence; the 

aggression begets aggression. We all too often blame the players for the violence as if they 

are the originating point for the aggression. What if they are simply donning the required 
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mask? And if so, what is that mask communicating out to young boys and girls about 

masculinity?  

In discussing the way that we talk about and consider toxic forms of masculinity, 

founder of the organization Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP), Jackson Katz uses the 

metaphor of the shell game. Shell games utilize cards, cups, or shells to provide sleight of 

hand tricks. I am after the sleight of hand meaning. All too often, when faced with another 

public instance of off-field violence, domestic abuse, or bullying, we focus on the most 

obvious perpetrator. But, there exists a pedagogy in play behind the scenes. When we speak 

of hate speech, shaming speech, or bullying, we often focus primarily on the two specific 

actants, the bully and the bullied. But, how does the environment contribute to the 

formation of this powerful normative narrative? The normative narrative of masculinity is 

one of the most powerfully protected forms of identity forming coercion present in our 

contemporary dialectic. Katz defines a portion of this shell game when he writes, “to say that 

boys learn to mistreat girls either at home or out in the world shifts attention away from the 

role adult men play in teaching boys to mistreat girls” (233). This shifting away from the 

dialectic itself has worked well to protect the pedagogy and environment itself. Therefore, 

the power of the narrative of orthodox masculinity has been replicated in many places in our 

everyday existence. Katz goes on to suggest that this shell game must be made visible, “when 

you shift the topic of conversation back to how men teach boys to be violent it puts the 

onus for change back on adults” (233).  

It would be a non sequitur for me to suggest that the institutional powers of the 

NFL9 and the football narrative are to blame for the increase in violence. This argument is 
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much more nuanced than that. This research is founded from a need for more open and 

respectful dialogue, a powerful tool for change. In this research, I present a deconstruction 

of the dialectic structures that teach so many boys how to rage. By deconstructing the 

dialectic elements, the rhetoric of the environment, and utterances or speech acts, I reveal 

more about the moments in which men teach boys to be violent. We often hear critics of 

American football blame the essentially all-male space of the locker room as the site of these 

lessons, but I argue that the NFL system itself - the marketing, the franchises, the coaches, 

and the owners - are much more to blame than the locker room. The larger issue at hand 

here is that the NFL creates a product using the bodies, minds, and “controlled fury” of real 

human beings. These human beings are required to tote a specific construction of 

masculinity for the media; they are required to conform to a specific mask for the cameras. 

When they transgress that mask, the capitalistic juggernaut, the NFL, punishes them, and it 

is in this manner that the pedagogy of that dialectic of normative, orthodox masculinity is 

established. The ultimate purpose of this research is to come to know better how these 

cycles of violence are promulgated through the American football system. And if Kremer 

and Cohen are correct when they state that American football is a microcosm of American 

society, then we stand to learn a lot from this research. 

A pedagogy  

 In this project, I examine narratives; specifically those manifested within the 

institution that is the NFL. Examining the archetype of orthodox masculinity in our culture 

through the NFL allows me to exemplify the ways that this capitalistic entity drives the 

representation of hetero-normative, all-too-often white hyper-masculinity, in many ways 
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(re)cycling a dangerous and conformist narrative on gender and a mis-communication of 

race. Although I research narrative discourse between men in an adult space, I argue that 

because the NFL is a capitalistic juggernaut in our general societal sphere, the narrative 

discourse of NFL locker rooms and sidelines affects much more than just the men in those 

spaces. I also argue and attempt to elucidate the idea that we, as a public, often blame the 

almost all-male space of the locker room as the site in which this narrative is constructed and 

taught; however, it seems the marketing and the money-making machine needs the 

representation of hetero-normative hyper-masculinity much more than the actual people 

playing those parts do. In Kremer’s reporting piece, Detroit Lions wide receiver Nate 

Burleson states that the locker room is the “One place on earth where a grown man can 

display every emotion” (0.08). Burleson’s statement communicates so much about the 

current expectations of masculinity. The hidden and secret place of the locker room is his 

safe place, “the one place on earth” where he can emote. Burleson’s reality that his emotions 

must remain hidden from the fans and camera, but are safe to show in the locker room with 

his teammates illustrates the power of this pedagogy. Are the “controlled fury” and rage 

both manifestations of the narrative itself? If so, why do we continue to re-cycle a harmful 

narrative if the players performing the game do not require it to perform at the highest level. 

We have become so comfortable with the narrative the NFL produces that we are 

desensitized to its invisible messages about identity-construction. The normative narrative of 

the NFL has been relegated into the category of “boys will be boys.” 

When we sit down as families to watch Sunday night football, when we watch the 

accompanying commercials designed for an NFL audience over and over again, when we are 
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exposed to the stories of off-field violence, even when we are exposed to the quick quip 

about one player ‘being a girl,’ we are all being exposed to this narrative discourse.  The 

football player, in the normative representation of masculinity, represents the apex of 

embodied masculine expression. That narrative of orthodox masculinity affects more than 

just the boys and men in the locker rooms or on the practice fields. 

The stories we tell about identity, as we do when we promulgate archetypes, often 

serve as foundations for our perceptions of others. The stories we tell about identity are not 

just stories we tell, they are formative for us all. Hyper-masculine capitalistic patriarchy 

portrays an ideal. This hyper-masculinity is most acutely and most widely portrayed through 

the game of football, an incredibly visible site of this narrative. The game serves as a vehicle 

for the narrative. I feel it necessary at this point to disclose my vested interest. I am a sports 

fan. I am a mother of a son. I am a mother of an athletic son. His game of choice is baseball 

now, not football. But, I have watched firsthand the damage a football education can and 

often does cause. I have also watched many boys try to resist that damage and many others 

either succumb to it or learn to represent it, understanding that they are playing the part as a 

requirement for admittance. 

Hercules, an ideology (re)cycling archetype, is always strong, masculine, and resilient. 

The football player, the hunter, the protector, serves, in many ways, as the apex of normative 

masculinity in our modern society. The football player in mass media is portrayed to be the 

warrior outside of war. Their overt identities and bodies represent a fictive ideal. As 

Jonathan Gotschall suggests, we are storytelling beings. The heroes we choose to validate 

and the stories we promulgate say a lot about us as a society and do a lot to create our 
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thinking and culture (“The Witchery of Story” 15). On an individual identity basis, the 

stories we choose to keep inhabit and form who we become. Un-interrogated they do so 

invisibly. 

Sport relies so heavily on storytelling that Gotschall deems storytelling “the spine of 

televised sport” (14). At the highest levels, sports systems, like the NFL, treat their athletes 

as commodities. The NFL does this by creating ideology, an ideology of competition — 

quiet strength, fair play, and that of the warrior — self-sacrificing, stoic, unflinchingly tough, 

and unquestioning of one’s officers. This ideology must be delivered through a vehicle that 

fans, athletes, coaches, and supporting staff will buy in to. Sports studies suggest that for the 

most part, “the professional athlete falls prey both to legally binding contractual obligations 

and to the revered values of his own work culture” (Young 392). These are the tenets of this 

type of work culture. These tenets of the professional American football player’s workplace 

also contribute to the story of his televised performance. A few of these tenets, as an 

example, test the metal of a player, thereby testing his manhood, his masculinity. This 

masculinity, in many ways, represents the molecular units on which football culture is built. 

When a player is hurt, he realizes that his job is on the line. There is a test of his manhood 

and toughness lying beneath the surface of that knee injury. Play on it and prove your 

toughness, or don't and your job is in jeopardy. The drama of it all offers incredible 

storytelling matter. Along similar lines, anthropologist Douglas E. Foley conducted research 

on football culture in a south Texas town. Based upon his findings, Foley considers football 

to be “a dramatic community ritual,” one that “generally socialize[s] males to be warriors” 

(128). It is important to note though that this socialization and pressure to prove masculinity 
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does not remain on the football field or in the locker room; it permeates out into the larger 

peer group. 

This culture of commodification exemplified by the NFL trickles down and becomes 

a trainer for those who coach young boys, becoming a pedagogy, a style of or methods for 

teaching the game. Considering the amount of media coverage coaches and players of the 

NFL receive daily, off-season and during, we can begin to understand the mass exposure and 

the site of learning. We watch these adults and young men play this game at the highest 

levels. We valorize their gladiatorial narrative. I say we with the understanding that not all 

Americans watch football. Many detest the game, the violence, the smashing of bodies to 

bodies. But one cannot argue with the numbers. Coverage of the NFL during the week 

beginning September 7th, 2015, according to the Nielsen ratings, were #1 through #7. 

Combined that is an estimated 136 million viewers. It is an understatement to suggest simply 

that this is quite a bit of exposure. 

If one considers the addition of NCAA football watching and the celebration that 

occurs around the country on Saturday, there can be no arguing that the NFL and NCAA 

entities have one of the most successful product lines going. And in the scheme of all 

capitalistic notions, that is the goal. Create a commodity that the consumer will clamor for, 

check; offer it in as many forms as possible, check; create a sustainable and ever growing 

audience; get the family/kids involved, check and check; create a culture around the 

commodity that will contribute to its sustainability, check. This product is being met with 

an astronomical amount of American demand. This comes at a price to our boys. The 

athletes on the field are not just bodies on the field. They are valued human beings.  
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Michael Kimmel, in Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men, suggests, “we 

need to ask some questions about what sports means to us, to think about the place sports 

occupy in our lives. We need to talk about talking about sports” (126). Kimmel goes on to 

suggest that for men, “sports talk provides a temporary respite from having to think about 

our differences and the complexities of life all the damned time” (127). “Sports talk has 

become the reconstituted clubhouse,” Kimmel continues, “the last ‘pure’ all-male space in 

America” (127). The most popular sport in this country, capitalistically speaking, the one 

with the most eyeballs, therefore with the most revenue, with the most media coverage, with 

the largest following, is football. Hands down. Professional football is, with few exceptions, 

a male-only space. 10  Through feminist, womanist, critical race, and indigenous studies, 

scholars have come to understand the affects of spaces that are virtually devoid of diversity. 

In this case there is incredible diversity of race, religious paradigms, and cultural 

backgrounds, but not along sexuality or gender lines. All too often the most damaging effect 

can be the silence, secrecy, and protective impulse of the members of the system itself. This 

secrecy and culture of protection is alive and well-preserved by the NFL. 

 Clinical psychologist William Pollack labels the intangible but all too powerful nature 

of normative masculinity the “gender straightjacket” (Real Boys xxiv). This straightjacket, as 

Pollack describes it, is the stereotypical expression of gender that society, parents, coaches, 

teachers without much thought place boys within. This straightjacket, Pollack writes, does 

not just affect boys and men, but rather affects us all, “reducing us all as human beings” (6).  

Sports, Pollack writes, if played within the spirit of fair play and with “the right attitude” are 

“transformational” for boys (273), a place where emotions are allowed and connections 
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made, even nurtured. However, he notes, when the violence and smash-mouth element of a 

sport is added and cultivated, as is the case in football, we have a very different case at hand. 

Pollack suggests that this level of competitiveness and aggression are unnecessarily brutal. 

Additionally he suggests that coaches who coach without shaming are moving in the right 

direction. However, I intend to show how the system of football uses shaming to correct any 

players who attempt to transgress the hetero-normative hyper-masculinity (orthodox 

masculinity), making Pollack’s suggestion difficult at best.  

The methodology 

The NFL has had to go on the defensive in the last few years, especially following 

cases like Ray Rice and Adrian Peterson.11 After video proof of violence against a then 

fiancé, as in the case of Ray Rice, and alleged violence against a small child (Peterson’s son 

was 4 years-old when he was allegedly abused) the NFL stated publically that it would 

provide sensitivity trainings and awareness education for its players. 12 Since then, again, a 

shell game has been played. The focus has turned away from the off-field violence. Ray Rice 

has been punished and Peterson suspended for the remainder of the season. The NFL 

returns to business as usual. This is why scholarly research and interventions are necessary. 

To this end, I analyze autobiographical narratives found in social media, autobiographical 

published books, interviews, as well as the meta-analysis that surrounds the talk of 

professional football. For this research, I chose to work with narrative or utterances spoken 

or written directly by current or recently retired professional football players, social media 

utterances from fans directed at players, and direct interview materials. The analytic process 

employs a three-part methodology: a first reading of narrative content to find and identify 
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contextual and ambient attunement; a second reading of narrative content to find systemic 

structures; and then a third reading determines the categorization of the grouping of 

utterances and their attunements. This third step produced the process of deconstructing the 

speech or attunements. 

In readings one and two, I identify data using various theoretical methods: narrative 

theory, the theory of ambient rhetoric, masculinity studies, and theories of performative 

identity.  Narrative theory offers methods of deciphering the difference between purely 

aesthetic moments and those moments that construct the actual story. The theories of 

ambient rhetoric offer a methodology that considers not just the words spoken but also the 

attunements of situations. These are building blocks of the atmosphere or environment in 

which identity is formed, the affect of the ecology of professional football. Masculinity 

studies and theories of performative identity are closely intertwined for the purposes of this 

project.  Masculinity studies offer historical exemplars of deconstructing other normative 

narratives and the manner in which these narratives restrict as they construct, often 

producing untenable identity expectations, and therefore violence.  

Performative speech theory, especially as defined by Judith Butler, offers a method to define 

moments of shaming. These moments of shame, Butler writes, don't just form the subject or 

target of the shame language, but also construct the “social domain” (Excitable Speech 133). 

During the third reading, I employed the philosophy of becoming, specifically 

Deleuzian constructions of identity, to deconstruct and then categorize the narrative 

elements of the American football story. As I deconstruct the narrative of normative 

masculinity American football claims to require, I also employ theories of ambient rhetoric 
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to deconstruct and categorize the elements of the environment, or affect, of the narrative.  

While deconstructing this narrative, it is important to also describe the ever-present 

expectations of the work environment of the NFL player.  In order to do this, I cannot 

focus entirely on the words spoken, but must also consider the atmosphere that has been 

constructed over decades of product evolution. Thomas Rickert suggests that we are always 

interwoven within the atmosphere in which we find ourselves. Rickert finds that one’s mood 

and decisions when in a specific environment indicate “one’s disposition in the world, how 

one finds oneself embedded in a situation” (Ambient Rhetoric 9). In conversation with 

Heidegger, Kinneavy, Foucault and Latour, Rickert writes, “attunement remains always at 

issue, inseparable from the strife of differentiation and affiliation that never releases us” 

(Ambient Rhetoric 281). As social beings, we walk a tight rope of hoping to fit in while also 

maintaining our individuality, even if that individuality must remain hidden. With regard to 

the pedagogy of football, it may well be the inseparability of the “differentiation and 

affiliation” young players experience that requires measure and scrutiny. Furthermore the 

narrative of American football suggests that the pedagogy of football and the pedagogy of 

orthodox masculinity, Pollack’s “gender straightjacket,” are inseparable. One must include 

the other. However, this may not be so. 

After identified, the data were then analyzed using Deleuze’s philosophy of 

becoming. Using a variable-oriented qualitative analysis approach, performative speech and 

pieces of narrative are grouped into types of expression using a cross-comparison 

methodology. Conversations, expressions, physical engagement, and/or utterances are 
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grouped as one or more of the following types — representation, repetition, 

difference/transgression, or habit/obligation.  

 Deleuze describes these categories of ontological principles and concepts of being-

in-the-world in the following manner. Representation and repetition are the main concepts 

signified when a being dons a mask, whether intentional or not. Repetition, Deleuze writes, 

is a passive synthesis (73), a process wherein a subject passively learns through attunement 

how that mask must appear and when to wear it.  This is not a conscious act, but rather a 

sub-conscious process created through repressive moments. This process happens over the 

span of many moments, a process that doesn’t just create identity but also the ambience in 

which the identity must be worn.  Where repetition can be found in the moment, the mask 

itself is representation. A football player must represent masculinity or be punished for the 

transgression. In a 2010 Ted Talk, Tony Porter offers an anecdote of a conversation he had 

with a 12-year old football player, 

I asked him, I said, “How would you feel if, in front of all the players, your 

coach told you you were playing like a girl?” Now I expected him to say 

something like, I'd be sad; I'd be mad; I'd be angry, or something like that. 

No, the boy said to me -- the boy said to me, “It would destroy me.” (“Tony 

Porter: A Call to Men”)  

This response offers a particularly salient and all too common example of both repetition 

and representation. The 12-year-old puts words to the shaming speech and atmosphere 

working to form his gendered identity.  He speaks to the ever-present possibility of failing 

to represent or to mask successfully. 
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Where repetition and representation are to be created and found in the many, 

difference for Deleuze is singularity, to be found in the one. “Difference finds its own 

concept in the posited contradiction,” suggests Deleuze (45). Moments in which subjects 

differentiate themselves from the expectation of representation are the moments in which 

they actually differentiate themselves. This can be a dangerous moment for a football player, 

job and/or body endangering. Group correcting is a powerful tool used in the social 

situation of sideline or locker room talk. Moments in which this takes place are identified 

and analyzed as difference/transgression. Even the fans of the NFL have now been trained 

to react to moments of difference/transgression. There are well-documented instances of 

shaming in response to a football players’ transgression from the expected behavior of the 

mask. After the 2013 NFC championship game (the same post-season as the Super Bowl 

game mentioned above) Seattle Seahawks’ cornerback Richard Sherman was overwhelmingly 

shamed by fans using social media. Sherman made a game-winning deflection, preventing an 

end-zone catch by Michael Crabtree and tipping the ball into a teammate’s hands for an 

interception. The scene was set. There had been trash-talk between the two players before 

the game. And Sherman celebrated what many considered one of the game-winning plays 

that day. Abraham Iqbal Khan suggests that Sherman’s celebrations by “any measure” were 

“startling” (39). Post-game, Sherman celebrated a game winning play with then side-line 

reporter Erin Andrews, a white cis-gender woman, during which he shouted, “I’m the best 

corner in the game!” (Khan 39). Social media quickly blew up calling Sherman many racially 

charged things, the word “nigger” included, but the word “thug” was the primary focus.13 

Both mainstream and sports media quickly picked up on the shaming and engaged in the 
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conversation further, unfortunately mostly proliferating the shaming for ratings. Kyle 

Wagner of Deadspin noted that on January 21 of 2014 the word “thug” had been used more 

times in that one night than it had been in the 3 years previous to the game (“The Word 

‘Thug’). Sherman was shamed for celebrating too much. Fans began the correcting and the 

media followed suit.14  

As another example of difference or transgression from the representation, I offer 

the following narrative. These utterances have been identified, recorded, and published by a 

team of special investigators requested by the Miami Dolphins organization and hired by the 

NFL to investigate allegations of “persistent bullying, harassment and ridicule” (Wells et al. 

1). Ultimately, the team of investigators found that three players, Richie Incognito, John 

Jerry, and Mike Pouncey, “engaged in a pattern of harassment directed not only at Jonathan 

Martin,” but also to an Assistant Trainer and another offensive lineman they call “Player A” 

(Wells et al. 1). This harassment was not only verbal, but also physical. One example of this 

harassment can be found in the portion of a text message dated January 2013 in which 

“Incognito referred to Martin as a ‘liberal mulatto bitch’” (Wells et al. 102). This particular 

utterance, when further explained by Incognito, is also a moment where differentiation of a 

singular subject produces a group-correcting, performative speech reaction from the many. 

Wells et al. record the following from follow-up interviews, “Incognito said that he used this 

phrase because Martin ‘doesn’t carry himself like a black guy’” (Wells et al. 102). Incognito’s 

behavior is so ingrained by his football pedagogy that when asked by investigators to explain 

this utterance, “liberal mulatto bitch,” his response offers a model example of 

differentiation. He saw an opportunity to correct through shaming. This is the model he was 
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taught. He does as instructed and has no concern for its effect even months afterward. The 

aggressions in this particular case do become more violent and aggressive and also cut across 

gender, sexuality and race lines, as so many utterances from the NFL do. These utterances of 

aggression offer examples of differentiation and transgressive moments and prove 

endangering even for adult, professional football players, both mentally and physically.  

The last categorization I use, habit/obligation, represents the system as a whole. 

Habit is constituted of repetition. Habit is the action of the mask. The mask is constituted of 

and is signified by repetition through representation. The myriad of signs that a subject 

gathers and learns in doing and in observing the signified teaches that subject how to wear 

the mask. It is through the action of habit that a subject recursively wears the mask. Habit 

and obligation, then, are the actions a subject must take in order to remain a part of the 

system. In the case of professional football, a player is obliged to behave in certain ways in 

order to conform. This pressure to conform is typified in the following from Jonathan  

Martin, “you can go in the tank and be one of those guys [that] moans and is a cancer in the 

locker room. Or you can . . . be a professional” (Wells et al. 124). Martin portrays two 

choices, conform or be hated by your peers as a “cancer in the locker room.” 

By breaking down these utterances while considering the ambient rhetoric of the 

football system and then re-contextualizing those same utterances using Deleuzian theories 

of becoming, I am able to illuminate the ways in which this structure is contributing to the 

“gender straightjacket” young boys experience at younger and younger ages. Additionally, 

because of the intersectional nature of this work, this research also contributes to the 

conversation surrounding race and professional athletes.  
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Constellating   

 Looking to autobiographical utterances of professional football players (past and 

present), deconstructing those utterances, categorizing the utterances using Deleuzian 

constructs of identity, while reflecting on the ambient rhetoric of the football-specific 

environments (ie. locker rooms, sidelines, team meetings, etc.) that professional football 

players use as the settings of their becoming stories may seem to be a lot of data to juggle. 

However, this carefully designed process provides a method to define the pedagogy that 

mandates controlled fury as an embodied product for consumption. And I consider that 

process deeply-seated in cultural rhetorical practices. In the “Introduction” to their 

collection of essays in Reading Sport: Critical Essays on Power and Representation, Susan Birrell and 

Mary G. McDonald rightly argue that critical cultural studies are rife with work that engages 

with power along only one axis. Birrell and McDonald argue, “[s]tructures of dominance 

expressed around what we call the power lines of race, class, gender, and sexuality (and age, 

nationality, ability, religion, etc.) do not work independently and thus cannot be understood 

in isolation from one another” (4). Birrell and MacDonald call for work that counters a 

tendency to offer monolithic theory. They call for theory work that interrogates sport by 

providing “more complicated analyses of sporting events and people by countering the 

tendency in the media, and often in social analysis, to organize understanding and action by 

exploring only one axis of power” (4). In order to explicate the workings of a dominating 

pedagogy of orthodox masculinity as it is produced through the NFL, I find it essential to 

complicate, to theorize intersectionally, to envision along more than one “power line,” as we 

all exist and live our lives as complicated beings who embody more than one part of an 
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identity at any given time. I am always, all at once, a bi-sexual, cisgender, white, Cajun-

speaking, academic, single-mothering, woman. I do not live these identities in separate times 

and spaces. Neither do the men and boys who learn the pedagogy of performing American 

football. Therefore, I complicate. It is necessary to the work.  

 Critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw writes the following regarding identity 

politics, identity categories, difference, and intersectionality:  

Race, gender, and other identity categories are most often treated in 

mainstream liberal discourse as vestiges of bias or domination -- that is, as 

intrinsically negative frameworks in which social power works to exclude or 

marginalize those who are different. According to this understanding, our 

liberatory objective should be to empty such categories of any social 

significance. Yet implicit in certain strands of feminist and racial liberation 

movements, for example is the view that the social power in delineating 

difference need not be the power of domination; it can instead be the source 

of social empowerment and reconstruction. The problem with identity 

politics is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some critics charge, but 

rather the opposite -- that it frequently conflates or ignores intragroup 

differences. (1242) 

Considering these identities of masculinity as they are, complicated lived identities and 

performance of a required mask, begs that I do so intersectionally and from multiple 

perspectives (ambience, environment, utterances of becoming, etc.). I do not set out to 

demarcate along lines of difference, but rather offer a critique of how this pedagogy affects 
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many in multiple ways. And I do not engage with difference as intrinsically negative 

demarcations, but rather engage with difference as Crenshaw suggests, as sources of “social 

empowerment.” It would be misguided, as an example, to theorize that the performance of 

masculinity required of Black professional football players compares in a parallel manner 

with the performance of masculinity required for white players. It is not the same and to 

ignore the differences is irresponsible. But, to do the opposite and to constellate the 

difference and intersectionality therein affects and empowers those who follow this work. 

Working to understand the cross paths of intersectionality, intragroup identities, and 

difference (that is not considered deviation from a norm) is important for research that 

considers becoming, identity formation, and power. In a speech offered at Amherst College 

in 1980, Audre Lorde noted the following about intersectionality and difference,  

Certainly there are very real differences between us of race, age, and sex. But 

it is not those differences between us that are separating us. It is rather our  

refusal to recognize those differences, and to examine the distortions which 

result from our misnaming them and their effects upon human behavior and 

expectation. (115) 

Following this womanist theory tradition, I offer this construction of pedagogy of orthodox 

masculinity marking the differences present. 

 In another “Introduction” to a collection of theory work regarding sport in America, 

The NFL: Critical and Cultural Perspectives, Thomas Oates and Zack Furness argue, “one could 

safely assert that cultural studies is the theoretically informed study of constellations of 

power” (5). The term “constellating” occupies a specific construct in cultural rhetorics. In 
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2014, a group of cultural rhetoricians offered the field a play explaining the practice of doing 

cultural rhetorical scholarship. Malea Powell, Daisy Levy, Andrea Riley-Mukavetz, Marilee 

Brooks-Gillies, Maria Novotny, and Jennifer Fisch-Ferguson describe the work of cultural 

rhetorics as theorizing that rejects “culture” as a static object. They write that studying 

culture and cultural phenomenon as “object-oriented” isolates culture from “other human, 

economic, political, geographical, historical frameworks that exist around and within it” 

(1.1.4).  

 One of the goals of this dissertation represents a hope to transcend this myopic 

tendency of much theory work. I seek to stretch the understandings of culture beyond the 

text and beyond the specific sporting event of a single NFL game day. In order to define a 

pedagogy in this way, I must constellate the culture and the ambience of the NFL itself. 

Another scholar of communication studies and sport, Lawrence Wenner, describes the 

importance of critical research on sport as having less to do with the sporting event and 

more to do with what he labels the “slow drip.” “[T]he outcome of any one event,” Wenner 

writes, “pales in the shadow of how we come to understand sport and how it fits into our 

cultural and social worlds” (189). Constellating and complicating this work affords the 

possibility of coming to understand this pedagogy as a social world that affects our cultural 

consciousness. 

Conclusion 

Studying emotive patterns in boys as young as 4 and 5, sociologist Judy Chu finds 

that “beginning at early childhood, boys learn to project an image of masculinity that is very 

familiar but may misrepresent them” (208). The high pressure to conform to the perceived 
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image of and “conventions of masculinity that, despite being archaic, continue to be valued 

and celebrated,” (208) is felt by young boys in and out of their peer groups. Pressure to 

conform to the celebrated vision of masculinity does not happen in a vacuum, the ambience 

is palpable. When social media erupts about Richard Sherman’s celebration of a game-

winning deflection calling him a “thug” and much worse, not only adults are watching and 

learning; young boys and girls are also watching and accepting lessons on how they should 

or should not behave. Additionally, our children are learning real-time lessons on how to 

treat difference. In the case of Sherman, the insidiousness of racism and the dehumanizing 

of black bodies became the lesson of the moment. In these instances fans join the system 

producing correcting and shaming speech. They become part of the system itself. When a 

coach screams “Man-up!” across a field, not only football players hear his words. Orthodox 

masculinity is ever-present in American culture. And sport, especially the high-throne of 

American football, is one of the more pervasive structures in which orthodox masculinity is 

exemplified.  
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1 Michael A. Messner Out of Play: Critical Essays on Gender and Sport (2007), see specifically 
page 93. Eric Dunning used this term in his 1986 journal article “Sport as Male Preserve: 
Notes on the Social Sources of Masculine Identity and its Transformations.” 
2 Fans of specific teams affiliate themselves with the identity of their group and perform the 
identity of those teams. The fans feed off of the identity of the team and the team feeds off 
of its fans. As an example, Oakland Raider fans of the 1990s deemed themselves “Raider 
Nation.” Raider Nation was an infamously raucous fan-base. The team fed off of this 
energy. 	
3 Jhally 1984, Trujillo 1995 & 2012, Butterworth 2014, Butterworth and Schuck 2016. 
4	Real 1977, Bellamy 2012, Dittmer 2014, Butterworth 2014.	
5	Michael Butterworth’s essay “NFL Films and the Militarization of Professional Football” 
offers a critique of this mutually beneficial partnership. He writes that the partnership 
depends “on the shared investment in ‘masculinist moral capital’” (205).	
6 Anderson is alluding to R.W. Connell’s transformative work on masculinities. Connell 
defines hegemonic masculinity when she writes, “[a]t any given time, one form of 
masculinity rather than others is culturally exalted. Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as 
the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the 
problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the 
dominant position of men and the subordination of women” (Masculinities 77). 
7 “The Culture of the NFL Locker Room” aired on February 2, 2014, produced by the NFL 
Network.  
8	The metaphor of the “football bubble” is one of those turns of phrase that is ubiquitous in 
American football talk. The metaphor refers to those who are engaged in the talk, operations 
of, and season of American football. It can refer to the larger macro-level world of all 
American football or can be used to speak specifically of, as an example, a specific rivalry As 
an example, the “Auburn-Bama football bubble” refers to all sports talk shows, coaches’ 
speeches, player profiles, storied history of each program, game schedules, traditions, etc. of 
each team and the long-standing rivalry between the University of Alabama and Auburn 
University football programs.  
9	I define the “institutional powers of the NFL” as the team owners, the commissioner, the 
executive offices of the NFL and of the teams, and the coaches.	
10 Sarah Thomas was hired by the NFL as a full-time game official on 8 April 2015. The 
Buffalo Bills hired Kathryn Smith on January 20, 2016 as a Special Teams coach. Smith is the 
first woman to hold a full-time coaching position in the NFL. 
11	See also Justin Gus Foote, Michael Butterworth, and Jimmy Sanderson’s “Adrian Peterson 
and the ‘Wussification of America’: Football and Myths of Masculinity.”	
12	Peterson pleaded no contest to the charges of felony child abuse on November 4, 2014.	
13	See Abraham Iqbal Khan’s “A rant good for business: Communicative capitalism and the 
capture of anti-racist resistance.”  
14 As you may note with this example, considerations of intersectionality are important to 
this research.	
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CHAPTER II 

NFL CULTURE: SCRIPTING MASCULINITY AND RACE 

 In his history of the NFL, Richard Crepeau notes that in the decade of the sixties 

this country was at war with itself. He writes that this turbulence can be seen as a push 

against the “American One Way” ideological premise. This ideology, as Crepeau defines it, 

“is the notion that in America and for Americans there was only one truth on any subject, 

and that particular truth alone held the floor in public belief and commanded conformity by 

all” (74). Crepeau links this ideology, as do other historians, to the puritanical concept of the 

“city on a hill” and to American Exceptionalism.1 By whole-heartedly adopting and reflecting 

the “city on the hill” ideology, American football offered an image of comfort. American 

football still holds this place in our American consciousness, striving to represent American 

Exceptionalism, patriotism, and good ol’ American heroes. Michael Butterworth notes on 

the correlative relationship between American militarism and the NFL, “Today’s NFL [is] 

not only awash in militaristic imagery but also actively cultivates formal relationships with 

the U.S. armed forces and promotes the interests of the military” (“NFL Films” 210).  It was 

in the 1960s that professional American football rose to this level of representing American 

patriotism. This representative relationship remains very important to the imagery and 

culture of the NFL. It contributes to the mythic spectacle Michael Real describes. This 

correlative relationship also strongly contributes in large measure to the normative narrative 
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of orthodox masculinity in this country. This was by design. The NFL’s image in our cultural 

consciousness reaches wide and far. 

 On the 27th of January in 1960, a new commissioner was elected to take charge of 

the, then, ailing league. Pete Rozelle, the 33-year-old general manager of the Los Angeles 

Rams, was considered at the time to be a compromise between divided owners.2 Rozelle 

serve as the league’s commissioner until 1989. In many an article published upon his passing 

in 1996, Rozelle was hailed as the savior of the NFL. He was largely considered as the man, 

as one headline offers, who brought the NFL into modern times and made it the juggernaut 

power it is today. The headlines read, as examples, “Rozelle made NFL what it is today” 

(1996),3 “Pete Rozelle, Father of Modern-Day Football, Dies” (1996).4 In 1998 Michael 

Lewis, writing for Time Magazine, named Pete Rozelle “Football’s High Commissioner,”5 

explains, “[h]e hooked us on football as show biz and gave Sunday (and Monday) a new kind 

of religious significance.” The organization of The Professional Football Writers of America 

(PFWA) awards the Pete Rozelle Award annually to “the NFL club public relations staff that 

consistently strives for excellence in its dealings and relationships with the media” (“Pete 

Rozelle Award”). For Rozelle, reality was image and image was reality. Rozelle’s legacy is 

important to the molding of the league we watch and enjoy now. His legacy is also vitally 

important to the way that the NFL manages its public image, its narrative, and the manner in 

which it disciplines players. NFL historians like Crepaeau, Michael MacCambridge, and 

Michael Oriard all argue that Rozelle set the foundation for the narrative that is still being 

portrayed in today’s NFL, with little deviation. In fact Crepeau argues,  
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From the beginning Pete Rozelle established his authority as commissioner 

and built his image as a leader with vision, a ruthless negotiator of formidable 

skill, and a commissioner who had tight control over his league. As the 

quintessential public relations man, Rozelle placed image at the top of his 

priority list for the league, and he saw himself as a defender of the “American 

One Way.” (74) 

To offer more context, Rozelle is the NFL commissioner who created the strong link 

between the NFL and television and media, as it exists today. One of his first official acts as 

the new commissioner was to negotiate a league-wide contract for televising rights. 

Previously, the major market teams negotiated and benefited from their own individual 

contracts. Rozelle ushered what journalist David Harris labeled “League Think” in to 

professional sports in this country (Harris 13). Former professional football player and now 

sport scholar, Michael Oriard argues that “[m]ore than any other factor, that first national 

TV contract made the NFL what it has become” (Brand NFL 12). Rozelle convinced team 

owners to take on a strategy of “[s]haring television revenue.” Doing so, Oriard notes, 

“meant rough parity and financial stability throughout the league” (Brand NFL 12). In owner 

of the Cleveland Browns, Art Modell’s words, “[w]hile there is no love lost on Sunday, it’s all 

for one and one for all the rest of the time” (Harris 67). For Rozelle “League Think” meant 

“unity of purpose . . . When you have unity and harmony and can move basically as one, you 

can have a successful sports league” (Harris 13). Though this deal violated antitrust law, 

“Rozelle’s lobbying won congressional approval of the Sports Broadcasting Act in 1961” 

(Brand NFL 12). This, Oriard argues, “secured the future of the NFL” (Brand NFL 12).  
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 In addition to this new “League Think” and the shared televising revenue contracts, 

in 1965 Rozelle suggested that the NFL team owners purchase Blair Motion Pictures, what is 

now NFL Films (MacCambridge 183). NFL Films is the brainchild of Ed Sabol and his son 

Steve. The Sabols always strove to tell stories, not just to shoot the game. The style the 

Sabols pioneered through NFL Films adds to the affect the NFL has on our cultural 

consciousness. We watch it less as a documentary and more as story.6 Oriard writes, “from 

the beginning, the Sabols did not merely record football highlights but told stories about pro 

football in a self-consciously epic mode” (Brand NFL 16). Oriard later labels NFL films the 

league’s “epic poet” (Brand NFL 189). NFL Films changed the way that we watched football. 

Professional football moved from an ailing professional sport to an epic struggle of will and 

brawn, underdogs, villains, and American heroes.  

 Beyond the newly negotiated shared television contracts and the acquisition of NFL 

Films, Rozelle founded the traditions of the Super Bowl and Monday Night Football.  In 

America’s Game: The Epic Story of How Pro Football Captured A Nation journalist Michael 

MacCambridge argues that beyond the specific vision of Rozelle, the importance of the 

kairos of the moment also had an impact on the rise of the NFL in the American 

consciousness. MacCambridge notes that the newfound success the NFL was enjoying in the 

early 1960s, although due in part to Rozelle’s machinations and vision, “was also the 

culmination of a generation worth of postwar sacrifice, of the commitment of Halas and 

Lambeau” (193). He goes on to mention the “indomitability of Bert Bell, . . . the familial 

fidelity of the Maras and the Rooneys, and the violent struggles of hundreds of players who 

played football when it was professional in little more than name” (193). There were many 
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more pieces that set the stage for the NFL we know today. More pieces that made the NFL 

a platform for American patriotism. But, Rozelle set the foundations for what sociologist Sut 

Jhally calls the “SportsMediaComplex” and by turn offered the NFL player as an 

omnipresent representation of masculinity in the cultural consciousness of the United States. 

Oates and Furness note that because of American football’s ubiquitous presence in 

contemporary media, it continues to be “a central site for the assertion of hegemonic ideals 

and the maintenance of dominant social norms” (“Introduction” 4). Michael Kimmel 

suggests that beyond the bodies on the field primarily masculine sport and the 

“SportsMediaComplex” continues to offer fans a largely homosocial space in which to 

affiliate with other men: 

It’s talking about sports that has ballooned into a steady stream of 24-7 

television, radio, fantasy leagues, and Internet sites. Women may be doing 

sports almost as much as men are, but they don't like to talk about it very 

much. Maybe the stronger women get, the more men love to talk about 

football. In classrooms and around water coolers, men’s sports talk is hardly 

harmless banter; it’s a mechanism for the political exclusion of women. Like 

conducting business meetings at Hooter’s or local upscale strip clubs or  

hosting power breakfasts at 7 a.m., the emphasis on sports talk redraws the 

boundaries of sex segregation and keeps women out.  

(Kimmel, Manhood 274) 

There are multiple NFL scholars who work to complicate Kimmel’s argument of 

homosocial spaces. To some extent, Kimmel’s argument is one of sports talk. And that is 
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not sport. Nor is it the televised events of games or documentary style of NFL Films. He is 

rather problematizing specifically sport talk. And to some extent, women are entering this 

arena. But, to be realistic, the number of women working in the sport talk industry in no way 

represents the numbers of women in its fan base.7 To this point, it must be mentioned that 

scholars such as Butterworth, Oriard, and Oates and Furness note that more women are 

watching the NFL. In fact, Oriard writes that in 1997 NFL Properties “discovered . . . that 

women made up about 40 percent of the NFL’s fan base” (Brand NFL 198). In making this 

argument Oriard cherry-picks examples of women who are fans. He notes Condoleezza 

Rice’s fandom, offers the example of journalist John Seabrook’s writing about his wife’s 

enjoyment of the “ballet part of it,” and argues that there has been a quiet reemergence of 

women’s professional football and the “large number of girls who play on high school teams 

(nearly 1,300 in 2005)” (Brand NFL 198-9). While this may be accurate, as Rozelle believed 

image is reality and reality is image, and the image of the NFL as a sport is one of manhood, 

largely discussed, reported on, and watched by men.  

 The now well-established structures of the institution of the NFL that I outline 

above allow a pedagogy of hegemonic masculinity to pervade well beyond the players 

themselves. To this point, Michael Oriard, writes “[u]nlike other forms of popular 

entertainment, NFL football is real – the players actually do what they appear to be doing – 

yet at the same time it is a creation of the media” (Brand NFL 14).  Oriard adds here that the 

NFL “generates some of the most powerful fantasies in our culture” (Brand NFL 14). As I 

establish the machinations of this pedagogy, I ask that you, the reader, consider that the 

ramifications of this system’s reach those well beyond the field. However, it is the 
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representation of what Eric Anderson terms orthodox masculinity and the pedagogy 

designed by the NFL that is the focus of this dissertation.  

 American football and the structures of the NFL that recursively script orthodox 

masculinity seem ubiquitous in many American lives. Oates and Furness write that there is a 

difficulty in engaging with the system of American football in meaningful and impactful 

ways because “[p]rofessional football’s representational strategies are designed to seem self-

evident, albeit in ways that often explicitly reproduce conservative ideas about nationalism, 

militarism, race, gender, class, and other axes of subjectivity” (5). To the casual observer, 

Oates and Furness note, these structures can seem “banal” and “predictable” (5). To seek to 

deconstruct the mask of orthodox masculinity in professional football, then, to many can 

seem to be a clíched task. Of course, the professional football player represents one sort of 

hegemonic masculinity. It always has. So what? There are two important responses to this 

question. First, the institutional powers of the NFL (the owners, the commissioner, the 

coaches, and the executive offices of the league and of the individual teams) require a 

requisite form of masculinity to be performed for their programming. As I noted in Chapter 

1, my emphasis in this research is to find out to what extent the scripted performance of 

orthodox masculinity that we see portrayed by the NFL is controlled and required, not by 

the game itself, but by the institutional powers. Second, professional football players do not 

walk out onto an NFL field and suddenly perform this requisite orthodox masculinity. A 

pedagogy must be involved and enacted in order to teach players the expectations of NFL 

programming. That pedagogy must be followed in large extent by those surrounding 

younger players at multiple levels. Therefore, the pedagogy must be ubiquitous. It must 
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appear as if the machinations of the pedagogy are just the “way things go.” In his 1990 

ethnographic study of a small Texas town he called “North Town,” Douglas Foley outlines 

the way that football functions in small town America to help families “maintain their social 

positions” in the town (125). It also offers other families a method of gaining this social 

standing. Foley reports that this social privilege permeates the classroom environments as 

well.  

 The institutional reach of the league and of American football extends well beyond 

the fields, team rooms, and locker rooms of the NFL. The representations the league offers 

its fans/consumers permeates well beyond Monday Night Football. But, I argue that the 

pedagogy of orthodox masculinity is in large part scripted and constructed by the NFL. The 

bodies and performances of professional football players make up the commodity the NFL 

offers to its fans/consumers. The institutional powers of the NFL have incredible sway over 

the message and image of those bodies and therefore the mythic spectacle of the game itself. 

Therefore, these same institutional powers have incredible authority over the dialectical 

nature of this pedagogy. In this chapter, I explore the relationship between media and 

professional football. I then explain the movement from hegemonic masculinities to 

orthodox masculinity, as used in this dissertation. While describing masculinities, I will 

consider cultural performance as well as embodiment and capitalism. Lastly, in this chapter I 

engage with intersectionalities of race and masculinity as it pertains to the NFL. 

“SportsMediaComplex” and the NFL 

 In order to consider the reach and ubiquitous nature of the NFL and its decisions on 

programming and its product, we must consider the consumptive reach of the media 
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representation of those products. The two are inextricably linked, the NFL and the media. 

Without the media, the NFL would not be the over-whelming success that it is. Without the 

NFL, companies like ESPN or FOX Sports would not command the high levels of 

viewership they do. On the visibility of the NFL’s product, Oates and Furness in 2014 argue, 

Even in the midst of a deep global recession, the NFL continues to prove 

one of the great commercial successes of late capitalism. Though competing 

leagues, such as Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, 

the Barclay’s Premier League, and Formula One, stake a claim to some of the 

most visible, influential, and successful brands in the contemporary sports 

marketplace, they cannot compete with the incredible concentration of 

wealth and power in the NFL. (3) 

In 1984, communications scholar Sut Jhally offered a Marxist and evolutionary look into the 

relationship of media and professional sport in his article titled, “The Spectacle of 

Accumulation: Material and Cultural Factors in the Evolution of the Sports/Media 

Complex.” Here Jhally defines this term and force, the “sports/media complex.” In most 

communications and sociological works on sport since then this term is used to describe the 

cyclical relationship in which sport is made viewable through media, the contexts that the 

media highlight become the foci of the sport viewing, and the institutional-powers of the 

sport in many ways drive the media. Jhally writes, “[w]hile sport can be viewed as a ritual 

activity, the nature of their presentation via the media also define them as the most 

prominent spectacles of modern life” (53). Concluding this work, Jhally points to this cyclical 

relationship in which the media reflect the spectacle while the spectacle reflects its audience 
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and the capitalistic endeavor. He describes this cycle: “[T]he sports/media complex can only 

function within, and derives its importance from, the cultural contexts of the audience” (55). 

“At the same time,” Jhally argues, “cultural processes are played out within the limits of the 

material framework” (55). Jhally explains the importance of the endeavor to study this 

constantly cycling system of the sports/media complex and its affects in our contemporary 

socio-cultural constructs. It is important, he notes, “because it allows us to highlight in a 

spectacular fashion the truly dialectical nature of material/cultural relationships in advanced 

capitalism” (55). It is the dialectical nature of this system that interests me in this 

dissertation. 

 Furthermore, when we consider the sports/media complex specific to the NFL, we 

are considering largely one institution and its subsidiaries. In fact, even the media companies 

that seem independent of the NFL and its many subsidiary holdings have notoriously cowed 

to pressure from the institutional powers of the league. 8 One such example occurred when 

ESPN canceled a successful drama after 11 episodes in 2003. ESPN produced and aired for 

less than one season a drama titled Playmakers, featuring actors like Tony Denison and 

Russell Hornsby. Playmakers presented a dramatic depiction of an imaginary NFL team from 

the perspective of the locker room and its inter-squad relationships. In the New York Times, 

Richard Sandomir reported that the otherwise successful show was canceled due to the 

tensions it caused with NFL owners and then commissioner Paul Tagliabue. Sandomir 

writes, “[w]ithin the N.F.L., the depiction of Playmakers ranged from Tagliabue’s view that it 

was a ‘gross mischaracterization of our sport’ to the CBS commentator Deion Sanders’s 

view that it accurately depicted the dark side of the N.F.L.” In USA Today, Rudy Martzke 
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reported that Playmakers drew a Nielsen rating of an average of 1.65 million, “topped only on 

ESPN by the NFL and Saturday prime time college football, but drew the ire of NFL 

Commissioner Paul Tagliabue for story lines built around drugs, spousal abuse and 

homosexuality.” 9 Seems prophetic. The purpose in discussing Playmakers at all though is to 

offer an exemplar for the way in which the league’s reach surpasses the holdings of its direct 

subsidiaries. When we discuss the sports/media complex of the NFL, we truly are 

considering a system that constellates well beyond its logo, which is already a large portion 

of the media complex.  And although 24 hour cable sports channels ESPN and SportsCenter 

are independent from the NFL as an institutional power, they are beholden to the NFL 

above all other professional sports leagues for a great portion of their content.  

 Many scholars also point to technological advances made in the way fans see and 

view the spectacle of sport as pioneered by NFL subsidiary companies, like NFL Films. 

Communications and rhetoric scholar Daniel Grano writes, “NFL Films elevated televisual 

capture (close-up shots, slow motion replays, sideline audio of coaches and players) to shape 

new ways of seeing and experiencing the on-field action of sporting events” (“Greatest 

Game” 14). Oriard argues that the artistry of NFL Films made “football more  

comprehensible to television viewers” and “increased football’s cultural power” (Brand NFL 

18). Oriard also notes the impact of then ABC Sports president, Roone Alredge, to the 

packaging of this epic storytelling design. Where CBS and NBC were still shooting live 

coverage of games from the 50-yard-line, Alredge placed “cameras and microphones 

throughout the stadiums and sidelines” (Brand NFL 26). Alredge added storytelling to the 

booth. Oriard writes that ABC’s “broadcasters went beyond describing and analyzing plays 
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to ‘establishing’ storylines, with plots as simple as the raw emotions” on the field (26). Oriard 

argues that Alredge “enhanced football’s cultural power” (27). Additionally he notes that 

Alredge was learning from NFL Films and NFL Films was learning from Alredge (26). The 

partnership elevated the game of professional football beyond the traditional sports casting 

model into television spectacle events that affected the movements of American homes in 

the 1960s and 70s. And that change, then, shifted how all sports were filmed and reported.  

Capitalism and brand control 

 Jacob Dittmer writes that the NFL’s control over their product and brand extends to 

fans, media producers, players, coaches, and team staff. This control extends beyond on the 

field or during game coverage (63). These are all pieces of the capitalist machine of the NFL. 

And the league holds a tight rein on the movements of these pieces, in as much as it can. 

Dittmer argues that the league has always struggled with outliers falling out of the approved 

image deliverables. Again the NFL is a product, but social media and the access it affords 

has created for the league new struggles to keep players, especially, in line.  

 Controlling social media is one thing, but the level of control the NFL holds over its 

teams, individual players, and the coverage they receive is profound. Earlier in the chapter I 

described that tensions over the dramatic series Playmakers caused ESPN to cancel an 

otherwise measurably successful show. Team owners and the then commissioner Paul 

Tagliabue did not like the way the show portrayed their product. It got canceled. Dittmer 

writes that “[i]n seeking consistency and familiarity for a mass audience, control becomes an 

overarching theme as rules are applied on and off the field” (62-3). He notes some of those 

forms of control. Coaches and team staff are required to adorn themselves in “NFL-
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approved logoed clothing” (63). Gone are the days of the suit and fedora of Tom Landry 

and Vince Lombardi. In fact, in 2005 newly hired head coach for the San Francisco 49ers 

Mike Nolan wanted to wear a suit on the sideline for their season opener. He sought to 

honor his father (who coached in a suit) and coaches like Lombardi and Landry. For the 

right to wear a suit on the sideline of a game, he had to take on the league and Reebok. What 

followed was a debacle. Reebok designed and made a suit for Nolan, but Reebok makes 

sportswear and not suits. The suit was reportedly a terrible facsimile. Eventually, after 2 

years, Reebok granted Mike Nolan the right to wear a suit on the sideline, but they continued 

to stipulate that Nolan wear logoed apparel at all away games.10  

 Each season, it seems, there are struggles over the dress-code rules. Players are fined 

for wearing the wrong color socks or the wrong brand of cleats. Christian fans reacted 

strongly when the NCAA installed a rule that players could no longer wear eye-black patches 

with messages on them. This was in reaction to Tim Tebow and eye-black patches he wore 

for each University of Florida game with biblical scripture noted on them. The NFL had 

banned expressions of individuality like Tebow’s decades before Tebow was even drafted. In 

fact, describing this uniform rule, reporter Michael DiRocco wrote the following, “[t]he rule 

covers the helmet, jersey, pants, shoes, tape, wristbands, and headbands . . . Before each 

game uniform reps — former NFL players — prowl the sidelines looking for violators.”11 

Dittmer notes that players are increasingly prohibited from showing individuality on the field 

of play (63). The NFL enacts rules to control celebratory dances in the end zones, armbands 

worn in solidarity, and multiple other forms of self-expression on the field by fining players 

or coaches who step over the line.   
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 This brand control in many cases has more to do with contracts and money than it 

does anything else. In, then head coach Mike Nolan’s case, the NFL had a reported “$250 

million licensing agreement until 2012 mandating that coaches as well as players wear 

Reebok sportswear exclusively during games” (Torregrossa). But, the NFL mantra was and 

remains that reality is image and image is reality. The “city on the hill” ideology must be 

defended and represented. 

Hegemonic, inclusive, and orthodox masculinity 

 Hegemonic masculinity as a theoretical and postmodern construct of gender was 

“first proposed in reports from a field study of social inequality in Australian high schools” 

(Connell and Messerschmidt 830). The study was published in 1982. The authors were S.J. 

Kessler, D.J. Ashenden, R.W. Connell, and G.W. Dowsett. Raewyn Connell would go on to 

further define hegemonic masculinity as a theoretical tool for discussing and understanding 

constructs and systems of masculinities.12 Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as an 

action and not a noun. This is important. Hegemonic masculinity represents a society-built 

and recycling construct of performativity -- bodily, culturally, and in identity and personality 

becomings. It is not a static construct. It is, rather, a practice. Hegemonic masculinity is always 

fluid and holds a “position always contestable” (Connell, Masculinities 76). In “Negotiating 

Hegemonic Masculinity: Imaginary Positions and Psycho-Discursive Practices,” Margaret 

Wetherell and Nigel Edley argue “[n]o living man is ever man enough by this reckoning and 

this transcendent and unattainable quality gives hegemonic masculinity regulatory force” 

(337). Hegemonic masculinity represents a construct that society deems the norm men 

should strive toward. But, like historical constructs of femininity and true womanhood, they 
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are unattainable. To this point, writes Connell, hegemonic constructs of masculinity must be 

understood in historical terms, as does hegemonic or “emphasized” forms of femininity.13 

 Revisiting the concept of hegemonic masculinities in 2005, Connell and James 

Messerschmidt note that cultural practices of masculinity and femininity should be 

understood as interwoven and not as dichotomies (848). This has been one of the critiques 

of the concept of hegemonic masculinity and the manner in which it has been used in some 

studies.14 Some research using hegemonic masculinity also tends to essentialize or 

homogenize masculinities (836). Additionally, present in much gender theory work exists a 

tendency toward pathologizing. Connell and Messerschmidt describe this tendency as “the 

trait approach to gender” (847). They write, “[t]he notion of masculinity as an assemblage of 

traits opened the path to that treatment of hegemonic masculinity as a fixed character type 

that has given so much trouble and is rightly criticized in recent psychological writing” (847). 

Oriard, in his book on the NFL, reflected back upon research that uses his autobiographical 

work The End of Autumn: Reflections on My Life in Football. He adds to this pathologizing 

conversation in the specific realm of football. He writes, “to see my own experience 

transformed into a cautionary tale about dysfunctional males, and myself cast as a football-

damaged soul likely to become a batterer and tyrant, would have been infuriating had it not 

been ludicrous” (Brand NFL 196). He argues that football and the experience of football 

players are too easily pathologized.  

 In her 1995 work, Masculinities, Connell suggests a “provisional” three-fold model of 

the structure of gender – power relations, production relations, and cathexis (74). The first 

of the three, power relations, drive inquiries along axes of power, exploring the tensions that 
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occur and affect lived experience, taking into consideration reversals and resistances. The 

second, production relations, explores specifically “gender divisions of labour” (74). And the 

third, cathexis, considers the constructs of sexual desire and the practices that “shape and 

realize desire” (74).  

 In the 2005 revisiting of hegemonic masculinity and theory work, Connell and 

Messerschmidt suggest a new three-fold model. They ask researchers using hegemonic 

masculinity and gender social theory in their work to consider gendering cultural practices 

along the axes of local, regional, and global lines. This “simple framework,” they argue, “can 

be important in gender politics” (849). Justifying their suggestion of this new framework, 

Connell and Messerschmidt argue, “[g]lobal institutions pressure regional and local gender 

orders; while regional gender orders provide cultural materials adopted or reworked in global 

arenas and provide models of masculinity that may be important in local gender dynamics” 

(849). Specific to sport, Connell and Messerschmidt offer the following example, “[i]n 

Western societies, practice at the local level – such as engaging in professional sporting 

events – constructs hegemonic masculine models (e.g., ‘star athletes’) at the regional level, 

which in turn affect other local settings” (850). They then point to Michael Messner’s 

research on sport, masculinity, and high schools in the U.S. His findings indicate, “successful 

participation in sport often is a salient hegemonic masculinity practice” in the local setting 

(850). This example closely mirrors Douglas Foley’s findings of “North Town,” described 

earlier in this chapter.  

 Hegemonic patterns of masculinity, as Connell and Messerschmidt define the 

concept, exist as “both engaged with and contested as children grow up” (839). The 
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becoming process of gender performance occurs on the local, regional, and global stages. 

There are often tensions among them. Wetherell and Edley point out that there are times in 

which local and regional forms of hegemonic masculinities are at odds with one another, and 

in order to prove his manhood, an adolescent, as an example, would resist the regional in 

order to affiliate with the local expectations. They add that this phenomena occurs often in 

marginalized communities, as resistance to normative tensions. 

 In their 1999 study of men and hegemonic masculinities, Wetherell and Edley 

recorded 30 interviews with men of varying occupational backgrounds whose ages ranged 

from 20 to 64 (339). Their goal, embracing the fact that people are “at the same time, both 

the products and the producers of language,” was to investigate “global strategies of self-

positioning that men adopt across quite large stretches of discourse and in the regularities 

across a sample rather than within one or two conversations” (338). And largely considering 

Wetherell and Edley’s study, Connell and Messerschmidt offer the revised three-fold 

framework of local, regional, and global considerations of hegemonic masculinities 

constructs. Wetherell and Edley offer the following lessons from their research.  

What seems to work well in the concept of hegemonic masculinity is, “the notion that men’s 

conduct is regulated by shared forms of sense making which are consensual although 

contested, maintain male privilege, which are largely taken for granted, and which are highly 

invested” (351). There is an assumption about hegemonic masculinity that must be rejected 

though: “the common assumption that hegemonic masculinity is just one style or there is 

just one set of ruling ideas (most often understood as macho masculinity)” (351). As 

described above, hegemonic masculinity does not exist in just one normative form; it is a 
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fluid and (re)cycling construct built by societies on local, regional, and global levels. Another 

of their findings functions as especially formative for this research. They write,  

we suggest that identification is a matter of the procedures in action through 

which men live/talk/do masculinity . . . these procedures are intensely local 

(situationally realised) and global (dependent on broader conditions of 

intelligibility). They represent the social within the psychological. Such 

members’ methods . . . are part of a kit bag of recognizable ways of self-

presentation which are available to competent members of society and which 

always need to be accomplished in context . . . What we mean by character or 

identity is partly the differential, persistent and idiosyncratic inflection of 

these procedures over time in the course of a life. (Wetherell and Edley 353) 

Research on masculinities should be considered in the local, regional, and global context. But 

so too it should be considered “in action” and in process “over time in the course of a life.” 

Thus, Wetherell and Edley find that as hegemonic masculinities was defined in 1999 

“Connell’s account of the discursive/ideological field is . . . too neat” (352). What we need, 

they argue, is “to consider the multiple and inconsistent discursive resources available for 

constructing hegemonic gender identities, and, second, we need to allow for the possibility 

that complicity and resistance can be mixed together” (352). It was this instruction that lead 

me to Thomas Rickert’s work on ambient rhetoric and Deleuze’s theories of becoming, as they 

both consider affiliating and differentiating agency as elements of becoming practices. I offer 

this theory work in chapter three. 
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 Sociologist Eric Anderson takes Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity and 

complicates it further in specific relation to his findings on research conducted with men in 

sport. Anderson moves the pendulum of hegemonic masculinity to considering the push and 

pull tensions of those axes of power dynamics to inclusive versus orthodox masculinity. 

Anderson does not necessarily offer these two constructs of masculinity as dichotomous 

either/or performances of gender. Masculinities are fluid. What he defines, rather, are two 

constructs of masculinity performed. And although Anderson’s research is specific to sport, 

he notes that these are forms of masculinity that function throughout Western sociteies. He 

defines these two constructs of masculinity largely around levels of homohysteria and a 

man’s fear of being feminized, and therefore deemed less worthy, less a part of the peer 

group, and possibly rejected from the group altogether. These are real and ever-present 

tensions, especially in American football.  

 After conducting interviews of men aged 16 to 26, Michael Kimmel writes 

“[h]omophobia is ubiquitous; indeed ‘that’s so gay’ is probably the most frequently used put-

down in middle schools, high schools, and college today. And sometimes gay-baiting takes 

an ugly turn and becomes gay-bashing” (Guyland 9). Kimmel finds that young men inform 

their ideas based upon the voices of the men in their lives, “fathers, coaches, brothers, 

grandfathers, uncles, priests” (47). Kimmel argues that men follow the constructs of 

normative masculinities so closely because “they want to be positively evaluated by other 

men” (47). And he notes that masculinity is performed for, judged by, other men; therefore, 

he concludes it is largely a ‘homosocial’ experience (47). He notes that peer groups act as a 

“kind of gender police, always waiting for us to screw up so they can give us a ticket for 
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crossing the well-drawn boundaries of manhood” (47).  And Kimmel adds that very often if 

a man or adolescent crosses that boundary too far, the punishment is banishment from the 

peer group, bodily harm, sense of self, or even their lives (51). In considering endangered 

lives, one can point to the increase in murders of transgender folx in our country.15 The 

danger of crossing those “well-drawn boundaries,” especially for gender non-conforming 

folx represents a real and ever-present threat.  

 In further defining the ramifications for boundary-crossing and transgressing the 

orthodox form of masculinity, Kimmel asks his reader to consider the words we can all pull 

to the forefront of our minds quickly that denote punishment for crossing those boundaries. 

His list reads, “wimp, faggot, dork, pussy, loser, wuss, nerd, queer, homo, girl, gay, skirt, 

Mama’s boy, pussy-whipped” (48). In fact, Kimmel argues that appearing weak, unmanly, or 

cowardly is to break the “single cardinal rule of manhood” (50). This one cardinal rule is the 

foundation from which all other constructs of normative masculinity are derived – strength, 

wealth, power, and success. And this cardinal rule transcends intersectional considerations of 

identities. The boundaries and codes may change from one local community to another, one 

region to another, and one race to another, but the boundaries are present. These normative 

narratives of masculinity are not naturally formed, as many social scientists once posited. To 

put it succinctly, Kimmel alludes to William Pollack’s “gender straightjacket,” when he writes 

“[i]n truth, the Guy Code fits as comfortably as a straightjacket” (51).16 In “Masculinity as 

Homophobia: Fear, Shame and Silence in the Construction of Gender Identity,” Kimmel 

argues that homophobia is much more than an irrational fear of gay men. Homophobia, he 

writes, “is the fear that other men will unmask us, emasculate us, reveal to us and the world 
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that we do not measure up, that we are not real men” (88). These are the reasons behind 

Anderson’s using homohysteria as a measure of masculinities, orthodox versus inclusive, a 

term I turn to shortly.  

 C.J. Pascoe goes further to investigate and define what he terms “fag discourse.” He 

argues that “[h]omophobia is too facile a term with which to describe the deployment of fag 

as an epithet” (53). Pascoe continues, “[i]nvoking homophobia to describe the ways boys 

aggressively tease each other overlooks the powerful relationship between masculinity and 

this sort of insult” (54). Like hegemonic, inclusive, and orthodox masculinities, fag is not 

necessarily a static identity “attached to a particular boy” (54). Pascoe defines fag discourse 

as “fag talk and fag imitations” that serve as “a discourse with which boys discipline 

themselves and each other through joking relationships” (54). In addition, Pascoe argues, 

“fag discourse is invoked differently by and in relation to white boys’ bodies than it is by and 

in relation to African American boys’ bodies” (54). For Pascoe, the differences in fag 

discourse based upon differences in race suggest that “something more than simple 

homophobia is involved in these sorts of interactions” (54). I will explore this in more depth 

in chapter five. 

 After conducting field research among team sports at the center of masculine 

production (basketball and American football); sports on the semi-periphery (soccer, tennis, 

and track); and sports traditionally marginalized by mainstream, competitive sports 

(cheerleading, bowling, and figure skating), Anderson began to struggle to make sense of his 

findings using hegemonic masculinity theory.17 Connell’s theories on hegemonic masculinity 

outline that although masculinity is fluid (not static) “there can be only one hegemonic 
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archetype of masculinity” (Anderson, Inclusive Masculinity 91). Anderson argues that Connell 

describes hegemonic masculinity as a “hegemonic process by which only one form of 

institutional masculinity is ‘culturally’ exalted above all others” (94). The ‘looking up’ to the 

one normative formation (ideal) construct of masculinity, for Connell, is the basis of the 

tensions along these axes of power dynamics. In hegemonic masculinity, although there 

exists a theory for understanding multiple masculinities, and Connell is quite clear about the 

multiplicity, there can be only one masculinity that culturally compels men to associate with 

or affiliate toward the dominant construct. Anderson, though, saw multiple constructs of 

masculinities functioning in the same space and time, in the same teams and locker rooms. It 

is for this reason that he theorized inclusive masculinity. For Anderson, inclusive masculinity 

theory argues that as homohysteria declines among a group of men, so too will the power to 

shame using tools like fag discourse or other epithets signifying weakness as aligned with 

feminine traits. This decline of homohysteria opens room for “softer masculinities” to exist 

in tandem with orthodox masculinities. In fact, Anderson reports, his findings suggest that 

the two dominant forms of masculinity, he labels inclusive and orthodox, co-exist.  

 Orthodox masculinity, Anderson, defines as one in which “men remain 

homohysterical, and therefore tactically and emotionally distant from one another” (Inclusive 

Masculinity 8).  Conversely, inclusive masculinity theory posits that heterosexual men 

ascribing to a more inclusive form of masculinity “demonstrate emotional and physical 

homosocial proximity” (8). He continues by arguing that in a more inclusive masculinity, 

players both “include their gay teammates, and are shown to value their form of 

heterofemininity” (8). Important to this particular cultural moment, Anderson suggests, is 
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that neither form of masculinity retains cultural hegemony. Anderson reports finding forms 

of inclusive masculinity among soccer and cheerleading teams, but does not see it in those 

sports at the center of masculine production (football and basketball). This helps us to 

understand why gay players have been accepted in sports like soccer, track, and swimming; 

but are still waiting until after retirement to come out of the closet in sports like basketball 

and football.18 Anderson describes the differences in these two forms of masculinity he 

observed as performed amongst men in less homohysterical sports, like cheerleading and 

soccer, “[t]he men who ascribed to inclusive masculinity did not aspire to or value orthodox 

masculinity and those aspiring to orthodox masculinity felt no cultural sway to become more 

inclusive” (94). American football exists at the center of the production of masculinity and as 

such (re)cycles orthodox masculinity.   

 Citing Connell’s argument that “there exists a belief that true masculinity almost 

always proceeds from men’s bodies,” Anderson argues that as a result “jocks often embody 

what orthodox masculinity entails” (Inclusive Masculinity 44).19 He then notes that Jackson 

Katz in his documentary work in Tough Guise terms this “jockocracy.” In this formation of 

orthodox masculinity, the boys that are the most successful on the field of play (score the 

most touchdowns, most baskets, etc.) “occupy the top of the hierarchy” and gather the most 

masculine capital. Thus, Anderson argues, “masculinity and athleticism are interlinked, 

providing for a cornerstone of contemporary gender ideology in which patriarchal and 

heterosexual privilege is maintained” (44). Specific to football and bodies, Donald F. Sabo 

and Joe Panepinto note that the “masculinity-validating dimensions of football ritual have 

always been one of the game’s prominent cultural features” (115). They argue that because 
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football has held such prominence in sport media and in folk culture, it has aided in 

sustaining a form of masculinity that prioritizes “competitiveness, asceticism, success 

(winning), aggression, violence, superiority to women, and respect for and compliance with 

male authority” (115). Nick Trujillo argues that the male athletic body is a tool used for 

production (405). In his 1995 article, “Machines, Missiles, and Men: Images of the Male 

Body on ABC’s Monday Night Football,” Trujillo explores commentary from announcers 

that highlight the ways in which sport talk (and the “SportMediaComplex”) valorize a 

football player’s putting his body on line for his team and by extension for his team’s fans. 

He notes Monday Night Football announcer Frank Gifford’s words describing a run by then-

aging quarterback Joe Montana: “Fifteen years later, he’s still willing to waste that body” 

(408). Additionally Trujillo notes that in football, players are valued as commodities only in 

so much as they continue to excel at the game. In this construct, the athlete’s body 

transforms from a “human organism into an instrument of industrialization and a 

commodity of capitalism” (410). And again considering the correlation of football to 

patriotism and war practices, Trujillo lists the following words he observed used to describe 

player’s movements and bodies by announcers of Monday Night Football, “weapons, missiles, 

shields, rockets, hitting machines” (411). Announcers describe athlete’s bodies in action with 

words like,  

attack, blow away, break through, burst, catapult, club, crash, cripple, crunch, 

decapitate, decimate, destroy, dislodge, dislocate, dismantle, drill, explode, 

fire, fly, hammer, hit, hurdle, jackhammer, kill, launch, mortar, mug, 

penetrate, plug, pop, pound, push, ram, rifle, rip, shoot, shred, slash, smash, 
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smoke, snap, spin, steamroll, tattoo, tomahawk, toss, twist, unload, upend, 

whack, whip, wound, and wreck. (Trujillo 411) 

Trujillo’s list offers an example of the way that a football player’s body is metaphorically 

represented as a weapon, as a tool of warfare. This is an important element of the way these 

athlete’s bodies are mythologized. The metaphor also contributes to our seeing these human 

bodies as commodities. Other spectacle events that surround the season and are designed by 

the institutional powers of the league also construct football bodies as instruments of 

industrialization and commodities of capitalism, like the NFL Draft and recent controversy 

about player health and Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE).  

 The controversy surrounding the league’s handling and/or corrupting research into 

player safety and CTE is vast and beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, to ignore 

it entirely while exploring embodiment and the NFL would be shortsighted, at best. In 2016, 

Zack Furness explored the rhetoric surrounding the “League of Denial” and the framing of 

CTE concerns with players. He considered the “talk” of the “SportsMediaComplex” and 

outlines what he terms the “informed soldier” trope (51). CTE and the embodiment of 

those players suffering with the long-term effects of brain trauma or for those who have 

died by it is a part of this conversation of bodies, football, pedagogy, capitalism, and 

orthodox masculinity. The handling of this serious after-effect of repeated brain trauma 

commonly experienced while playing American football, like the metaphor of tools of war, 

contributes to the “faceless behemoths” image Nate Jackson offers. 

 The NFL Draft has been developed into its own spectacle of the league. The 

coverage of combines, researching of player film from college play, fantasy draft lists, mock 
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drafts, and the 24-hour sport talk cycle all add to this spectacle. Daniel Grano describes the 

capitalist structure of the draft thusly:  

The typical emphasis on commodity, investment, and risk speaks not only to 

the relationships of significant capital exchange (players drafted in the first 32 

picks will receive multimillion dollar contracts in the hope that their talents 

will increase team revenues) but also to the way that coaches, team owners, 

journalists, and fans consume collegians’ bodies as symbols of hope, futurity, 

and heroism. (“Risky Dispositions” 257). 

In the 4-month process following the college football season up to draft day, prospective 

draftees are interviewed by coaches or team representatives, tested, measured, interviewed by 

journalists, and their backgrounds intensely investigated. Team executives grill and judge 

prospects not only on their physicality but also, as Grano notes, their character. Grano also 

describes the ways in which this test of bodies and of character relies on normative measures 

of both whiteness and masculinity.  When it comes to the draft and embodiment of 

masculinity, especially as concerns a pedagogy, the images of the measuring of prospects’ 

bodies ought not be left out (see Appendix A, Figures 1 through 5). Prospects’ bodies are 

measured and their performances watched. This spectacle functions as an inspection of 

goods, much like an auction. In “The Erotic Gaze and the NFL Draft,” Thomas Oates cites 

New York Giants’ general manager George Young’s perspective of the process, “It’s a 

livestock show, and it’s dehumanizing, but it’s necessary. If we’re going to pay a kid a lot of 

money to play football, we have a right to find out as much as we can. If we’re going to buy 

‘em, we ought to see what we’re buying.” The quote appeared in Jill Leiber’s article 
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“Maximum Exposure,” published by Sports Illustrated in May of 1989. Additionally, writers 

like Thomas L. Scott in 2014 have compared the draft to slave auctions. In his article, Scott 

aligns then current images of prospects being weighed and measured to drawings depicting 

slave auctions (see Appendix A, Figures 7 through 9).20 These images and this discussion 

appear on Twitter during draft time, renewing this parallel and debate annually. And while 

the images are eerily similar, the context in which these athletes are voluntarily seeking jobs 

in which they will possibly earn quite a bit of money, ought not be sidelined. However, the 

spectacle, the interviewing, and investigations that accompany the combine and subsequent 

draft are invasive and carry notes of homoerotic subtexts as well as subtexts of racially 

aligned dehumanizing and overtly commodifying bodies (Mower et. al 135). A great deal of 

nuance exists in a discussion of measuring athletic bodies for fan consumption. And 

certainly, as Grano notes, there is a lot of money at risk in contracts. But, it must also be 

noted that the NFL more than any other professional sport has created this draft spectacle 

that lasts a full 4-months regarding these measurements and character tests. Multiple 

scholars point to the implicit bias that affects those tests of character and that the character 

coding is different for different positions. Mower et. al quote John Fiske to point to the wide 

and obvious power that these tests of character hold. They note, “The argument is not what 

constitutes sportsmanlike conduct, but over who controls its constitution” (134). And that 

character coding has widely been discussed at it relates to African American quarterbacks, 

among many other players. The character test is different for a tackle than it will be for a 

quarterback, and so on. Additionally, though, the character test is considered different for 
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white athletes and athletes of color. This leads our discussion into intersectionality, policing 

of blackness, and the marketing of blackness in the league. 

Intersections of the NFL’s orthodox masculinity and race 

 The league capitalizes on performances of orthodox masculinity. The NFL orthodox 

masculinity construct, though, was and continues to be largely created and defined to appeal 

to white, blue-collar men.21 Orthodox masculinity relies heavily upon whiteness as a 

normative tension. This is especially so in the NFL. And as Michael Kimmel argues, men 

perform masculinity for other men. These intersectional tensions, then, become palpable as 

we consider the performance of masculinity in the league. The question of whose definition 

of masculinity represents the ‘accepted’ script offers an important point of investigation 

when we consider the intersectionality of race and gender performance.  

 Gerald Early notes this intersectional tension when he writes, “[a] certain ambiguity 

clouds the reputation of African American athletes even today; they cannot seem to shake 

their social degradation” (3). In “Football and ‘Ghettocentric’ Logics?: the NFL’s Essentialist 

Mobilization of Black Bodies,” Mower et al. argue that the NFL “has maintained a level of 

manufactured ambivalence toward the topic of race altogether” (126). The NFL bases its 

manufactured image on its ability to be defined as a meritocratic system. If you can play, you 

play, regardless of your race, class, or religious belief system. And although the league has 

enacted rules, like the Rooney rule (specifically designed to equalize race inequities for head 

coaching jobs), this “manufactured ambivalence” about race remains un-surprisingly front 

and center.22  Considering blackness, the NBA, and the NFL, Mower et al. argue, “[w]hile 

basketball may be rooted in the material realities and symbolic expressions of postindustrial 
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urban blackness, football has perhaps maintained an attachment to the meanings of a blue-

collar industrial whiteness through recourse to its now-mythologized white-working-class 

past” (127). These constructions of the NFL brand of orthodox masculinity are complex. 

 Phillip Lamar Cunningham argues the NFL, as well as the NBA, engage in “power-

plays between White managerial forces and Black athletes” (40). For Phillip Lamar 

Cunningham and many scholars of sport, these power-plays are found in the changing of 

rules and procedures of handing out fines and punishments (i.e. suspensions, etc.). 

Historically, the NFL has used these types of rules and procedures to control their brand and 

image. And very often, African American players find themselves at odds with that image. In 

“Please Don’t Fine Me Again!!!!!,” Phillip Lamar Cunningham describes this tension thusly: 

“Because the NFL adopted stiffer rules for uniforms, touchdown celebrations, and taunting, 

Black athletes have borne the brunt and with little surprise: After all, these rules were 

specifically intended for Black athletes” (40). And when African American athletes break 

with the controlled branding of the league, they often fall into the stereotypical depictions 

we see of African American men in our wider cultural consciousness, those of the wild, 

angry, uncontrollable black body. Mower et al. argue,  

Ownership, control, surveillance, and discipline all communicate the sorts of 

dominant paradigms and imperatives that consistently articulate the black 

male athlete as a source of ‘wildness, of unlimited physical prowess and 

unbridled eroticism’ that is simultaneously lauded when contained and 

leveraged for profit and derided and vilified when perceived as a threat. (132) 



	 58 

Daniel Grano suggests that the threat does not just come in the form of a threat to the 

brand of the NFL and its cultivated image, but that the rise of African American athletes 

threatens white masculinity broadly, “the ‘modern athlete’ has been primarily defined in 

racial terms, as the rise of the African-American athletes posses a threat to white masculine 

esteem in a larger context of imagined cultural loss” (“Greatest Game” 17). The African 

American athlete threatens the whiteness of orthodox masculinity and that fact ought not be 

missed. 

 Gerald Early notes that no other celebrity has access to the pure mythologizing that 

the athlete does (15). The NFL has been a leader in the mythologizing business. Its pre-game 

stories about athletes over-coming adversities and athletes representing the league’s 

definition of “good” masculinity, as fathers and community leaders, adds to the myth of the 

athletic achievement and to the image of American Exceptionalism, which is also based 

upon constructions of whiteness.23 The NFL capitalizes on stories of athletes who augment 

their on-field athletic ability to serve their communities and/or behave as “good” fathers.24 

But athletes are always more than their athletic personas. Early reminds us that they, like the 

rest of us, are “conflicted social entities, messy social animals” (17). However, these 

mythologizing narratives always fit into the NFL’s definition of “good” masculinity. These 

stories offer a piece of that pedagogy and communicate the league-defined exmplars of 

orthodox and “good” masculinity. Conversely, the cases of baseball player Curt Flood and 

football player Colin Kaepernick represent examples of African American professional 

athletes who stood up for their communities in very visible ways and arguably lost their 
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access to their professional athletic careers because of it.25 Standing up, too, has its very real 

risks. 

 Sports columnist Dave Zirin argues, “[i]f we accept that racism is still alive and well 

outside the arena, then sports would have to exist in a hermetically sealed, airtight 

environment in order to remain uninfected” (164). It does not remain uninfected. The 

“manufactured ambivalence” Mower et. al describe does not erase the racism and implicit 

bias affecting African American football players, it simply makes it a taboo topic that 

adversely affects the players who stand up and speak out about it. Talking about race, then, 

becomes a transgressing act. And to dare to fully take that platform on then puts an 

otherwise valuable player at risk of losing his place on the field. This violates the definitions 

of the meritocracy structure that many consider sport to be.26  

Conclusion 

 Although, as Eric Anderson notes, orthodox masculinity is waning in our shared 

consciousness and becoming, it does still remain the apex of the “masculinity hierarchy” 

(Inclusive Masculinity 31). Orthodox masculinity is in a recursive relationship with this 

American system of patriarchy. And those who challenge orthodox masculinity are often 

met with laughter, a reaction that suggests the preposterous nature of the challenge. In The 

Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love, bell hooks writes that laughter in response to 

challenges to the institutions that police, benefit from, and (re)create patriarchal systems, like 

orthodox masculinity, is “itself a weapon of patriarchal terrorism” (29). Those privileged by 

this system have been taught to protect the system by discounting, as if unbelievable or even 

totally inaccessible, the idea that patriarchy controls the way we raise our children, the way 
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we treat each other, the way we disseminate public funds, the manner in which we react to 

emotions, deciding which are acceptable for one group or another. On “imperialist, white-

supremacist capitalist patriarchy,” hooks writes,  

no one talks about the role patriarchal notions of manhood play in teaching 

boys that it is their nature to kill, then teaching them that they can do 

nothing to change this nature – nothing, that is, that will keep their 

masculinity in tact. (11) 

hooks goes on to describe this system as one that restricts men and boys from simply being 

allowed to be who they are, “to glory in their unique identity” (11). She notes that the system 

of patriarchy measures men and boys’ adaptation or success with masculinity by how or 

what they perform. The league actively perpetuates these measures by actively cultivating 

orthodox masculinity as part of its image. Successfully representing orthodox masculinity 

(white orthodox masculinity) constitutes one of the over-riding requirements of the 

character test the NFL mandates for its players. Simply put, if an athlete wants to play in this 

game at this level, that athlete must conform to the gender performing script outlined, 

(re)cycled, and valorized by the league and the SportsMediaComplex surrounding it. 
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CHAPTER III 

BECOMING THE FACEMASK:  ACTUALISING THE IDENTITY 

 In chapter two, I noted that Margaret Wetherell and Nigel Edley learned from their 

interviews with men aged 20-64 that research on masculinities should be considered in the 

local, regional, and global context. But it should also be considered “in action” and in 

process “over time in the course of a life” (353). My methodological decisions were based in 

these two instructions. In order to assert and to define a pedagogy that acts as a medium in 

which American football players are situated to a rhetorical expectation, I needed to look to 

methods that would help me to understand first, the medium (or the defined and vibrantly 

expanding environment surrounding football); second, how we attune our identities to a 

specific social organization over the span of many, many years; and third, how a pedagogy 

can exist without central or even localized agency, but rather functions through the agency 

of many actors learning and teaching in many localized environments.  

 I also was troubled by and wanted to understand how we can affiliate ourselves so 

easily to an uneasy environment. I assumed this unease in beginning my research. I observed 

it in the adolescents around me. There was a palpable sense of young men trying to 

understand the aggression, how to keep that aggression on the field, and how to square a 

“jock” identity with the other parts of their personalities. But, I needed to affirm that 

assumption. Do professional football players or retired professional football players express 

anything about this cognitive dissonance? The answer I found to this question is yes, some 
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do. And some write about it. Now retired tight end Nate Jackson writes the following in his 

autobiography, 

Yes, this is all part of the business. Yes, it’s what I signed up for. I should be 

happy that I got to be a part of it all. Look at this! I was a Cleveland Brown! 

That’s more than most people can say. I am a lucky man. I should be 

thankful. But thankful for what? Thankful that I was given the talent to play 

the game I love? Yes. I’ll buy that. Thankful to be subjected to the whims of 

the men who control the game I love? Hardly. (233) 

Jackson point directly to the cognitive dissonance: “Thankful to be subjected to the whims 

of the men who control the game I love? Hardly” (233). He speaks to the control and 

requirements of the institutional powers of the NFL. He can be thankful for a lot, but not 

that. He recognized the strings attached to playing the game at the professional level. 

 In her book, Cruel Optimism, Lauren Berlant suggests that we very often pursue harsh 

or uneasy affiliations because there is a promise of something on the other end of that 

pursuit. And that is certainly true in the pursuit of football, at the local, regional, and global 

levels. She argues, “[w]hen we talk about an object of desire, we are really talking about a 

cluster of promises we want someone or something to make to us” (25). In other words, 

when we affiliate ourselves and choose to attune one or more of our multitude of identities 

to an institution, event, or organization, we do so expecting a cluster of promises to be 

fulfilled. We look to those promises when the pursuit disappoints. And we hope that the 

disappointments “won’t much threaten anything in the ongoing reproduction of life, but will 

allow zones of optimism a kind of compromised endurance” (48). In the concept of 

orthodox masculinity and American football, the cluster of promises is complex, but as 
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Jackson writes, “I should be happy that I got to be a part of it all. Look at this! I was a 

Cleveland Brown! That’s more than most people can say. I am a lucky man” (233).  Jackson 

got to live a dream many do not. And for that he is thankful. The strings attached came with 

promise of a dream realized and a paycheck.  

 My larger question in this dissertation contemplates the necessity of rage to the 

training of a football player. Aligned with this question also exists the question of the 

performance of rage for the viewing public. Because, as I established in chapter two, the 

requirement of rage for the performance of orthodox masculinity and therefore the capitalist 

production of the NFL’s product has lasting and long-reaching rippling effects. And as 

Wetherell and Endley argue, “[i]t is not sufficient to say, for example, that hegemonic 

masculinity is reproduced because men conform to social norms. We need a more elaborated 

account of what we mean by ‘norms’ and of the process of ‘take-up’ of those norms. (351) 

Therefore, in this chapter, I offer explications of the theories surrounding ambient rhetoric, 

rhetorical chōra, and Deleuze’s philosophy of becoming (which serves as the methodology of 

this dissertation). I also move into the rhetorical practices of athletic pedagogy, phusiopoesis, 

dating back to Greek athletic training as well as considerations of athletic agency as it 

specifically concerns American football and the chōratic and ambient environment, which 

includes the physical, sensical, and embodied environs of the NFL and the 

SportsMediaComplex that accompanies the league. 

Ambient rhetorics 

 I turn to Thomas Rickert’s theories on ambient rhetoric to explain the power of 

persuasion in the environment of the NFL. When I write “the environment of the NFL,” I 

refer to the entire production of the capitalist product of the league. I am also arguing that 
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this environment represents a concerted effort on the part of the institutional powers of the 

league (the owners, the commissioner, the coaches, and the executive offices of the league 

and of the individual teams) to control branding and therefore to control the chōra, loosely-

defined as the medium, that players must conform to in order to gain entrance. 

 In defining ambient rhetoric, Rickert speaks of the movement and rhythm of the 

environment or world around us. Julia Kristeva describes chōra in this same manner, an 

environment that pulls away and towards us at all times, changing as we move from this 

environment to another. But ambient rhetoric is affective not just in/on the people, speech, 

bodies, or texts around us, it is also portrayed within and through the spaces we design. An 

example of the way we read the ambient rhetoric of spaces can be found by exploring 

different spaces on game day at an NFL stadium. Let’s imagine for a moment a person 

attending a professional football game who is not familiar with the mores and codes of being 

an NFL fan. As this fan moves into the general seats, they will quickly come to know that 

this area can be raucous, loud, cheerful, and at times the fans around them may be vocally 

belligerent with one another. The level of participation by the other fans will vary in different 

stadiums and will vary depending upon the visiting team. But, nonetheless, this new fan will 

read the ambience fairly quickly. If this same fan were to walk into the press box of this 

same game, the difference in the codes and expected manners of behaving will be drastically 

different. There will be no cheering. The room is one of work. No one will need to hand this 

new fan a pamphlet so that they understand the drastic differences in ambience. We are 

attuned to changing our behavior based upon the ambient rhetoric communicated by the  
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other bodies in the room, but also based upon the design and signs (semiotic) within the 

room. Rickert argues, 

[a]n ambient rhetoric attends to ways of being in the world. . . . There is no 

‘my’ way and ‘your’ way of seeing the world, no epistemological windows on 

a (stable, objective) world ‘out there’ that in turn substantiate cultural 

relativisms. Rather, world is already implicated, and hence it both generates 

and participates in who we are. (Ambient Rhetoric xvi) 

Ambient rhetoric, in this way, is constitutive. We attune ourselves to the rhetoric in the 

room or we choose to differentiate ourselves. But, the ambient rhetoric in the press box was   

not simply handed to us by alien beings that designed American football. The ambient 

rhetoric has been carefully and thoughtfully designed and cultivated in order to persuade 

those who enter to concede to the mores and codes of the room. It is in this manner that 

ambient rhetoric also functions with a diffusion of agency. The space contains its own 

agency that has been designed by human rhetors. 

 The primary work of rhetorical studies, notes Rickert, has been theory and practice 

that attends to the salient in the situation. Ambient rhetoric suggests that by looking at that, 

which is most salient in the discourse or in the space, we miss much of the rhetoric and 

agency building that has occurred in that discourse or space. Rickert argues that rhetoric 

“impacts the senses, circulates in waves of affect, and communes to join and disjoin people. 

It gathers and is gathered” (Ambient Rhetoric x). Additionally, studies of rhetoric “may give 

priority to the salient, but the salient must take part in and emerge from the ambient” 

(Ambient Rhetoric x). Traditionally we think of rhetoric as communication from being to 

being, whether that rhetoric is communicated from the body, within a text, or within the 
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networks of the Internet.1 And ambient rhetoric is still communication from being to being, 

although some, including Rickert, would argue that material objects communicate rhetoric as 

well, without human involvement. In this dissertation and in this use of ambient rhetoric, I 

focus on the human-to-human element. Considering the ambience of an environment does 

not necessarily move us away from that aspect of rhetoric. It instead expands this definition 

through time and space.  

 Rickert notes the constitutive power of rhetoric when he writes: “Discourses and 

images mediate and thereby shape our experience of something” (Ambient Rhetoric xi). 

Ambient rhetoric also considers our perception of those discourses and images to be a 

constitutive component of the manner in which we shift, persuasively. Rickert argues that 

the question of ambience and persuasion becomes, “thus also a question of perception, 

recognition, or, as Heidegger might say ‘wakefulness’” (Ambient Rhetoric 4). Ambience for 

Rickert describes that which is “lying around, surrounding, encircling, encompassing, or 

environing” (Ambient Rhetoric 5). Elucidating the ambience at work in our environments and 

ecologies, human-designed or otherwise, begins to “convey more elusive qualities about a 

work, practice, or place” (Ambient Rhetoric 6). Quoting Jean-Paul Thibaud, Rickert explains 

that ambience places us within the rhetorical situation. And our perception of that 

environment will differ depending upon our attending to our perceptions or attunement to 

the ambience of the environment or ecology present. Jean-Paul Thibaud describes the 

relationship between ambience and perception in the following manner: “Far from being 

one of many fields of research, perception is present throughout work inspired by ambience-

oriented thinking” (Ambient Rhetoric 1). In other words, for Thibaud “ambience and 

perception go hand in hand, feeding on one another.” And he notes that any research 
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attending to an ambience-oriented approach “involves an understanding of perception, even 

if it is rarely explicit” (Ambient Rhetoric 1). Finally, it is important to note here, though, that 

ambient rhetoric can attune a body or a person, regardless of whether they perceive the 

rhetoric or not.  

 As he explores and defines ambient rhetoric, Rickert uses the verb “attune” to 

signify the persuasive power of ambience. Conversely, attunement also describes the 

rhetorical agency one has over an ecology or environment.  And as mentioned in the 

beginning of this section, ambient rhetoric involves movement, rhythm.  Attunement, as 

Rickert defines it, exists as “a fundamental entanglement” (Ambient Rhetoric 8). And referring 

back to the idea of perceptions and “wakefulness,” he writes, attunement “can take place at 

numerous levels, with consciousness being only one” (Ambient Rhetoric 8). Furthermore, like 

gender, attunement is never static, it always “ongoing” (Ambient Rhetoric 8). The verb attune 

in this rhetorical sense originates from the German Stimmung (Heidegger), which can also be 

translated to “mood” (Ambient Rhetoric 9). Attunement “indicates one’s disposition in the 

world, how one finds oneself embedded in a situation” (Ambient Rhetoric 9). To attune 

oneself to a situation or to a group of people is to affiliate with that group. We are also 

attuning when we choose to reject the idea of affiliating. We are just moving in a different 

direction. But we are still attuning. The verb “attune” speaks to the way in which a person 

can be shifted or persuaded by the ambience as well as how the space may shift in relation to 

the agency of a person or persons.  

 A praxis of ambient rhetoric asks that we, as rhetors, attend to the rhetoric beyond 

the traditional considerations of  “rhetor/subject, audience, language, image, technique, 

situation, and the appeals accomplishing persuasive work, at least as they are predominantly 
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understood and deployed” (Ambient Rhetoric 3). A practice of ambient rhetoric requires that 

we “diffuse outward to include the material environment, things (including the 

technological), our own embodiment, and a complex understanding of ecological 

relationality as participating in the rhetorical practices and their theorization” (Ambient 

Rhetoric 3). A study of ambient rhetoric also asks that we consider “how we dwell or see 

ourselves dwelling in the world. Rhetoric does not just change the subjective states of mind; 

it transforms our fundamental disposition concerning how we are in the world, how we 

dwell” (Ambient Rhetoric xiii). How does one environment persuade us to be in the world? 

Can the ambience persuade me to attune myself to its paradigm? We do this all of the time. 

And some choices we make to attune are much more impactful on our lives than others. 

When we decide on a career, as an example, we begin to dwell in the spaces of that career, 

and if we want to gain a measure of success, to some degree, we must attune ourselves to the 

expectations of the ambience. 

 To this point I have discussed both the fundamentals of ambient rhetoric and the 

verb attune. Rickert also looks back to a rarely used term from Plato’s dialogues, chōra. 

Chōra is the medium in which we perceive the environment to which we have rhetorically 

situated ourselves. Language, attunement, and listening activities are not separated from the 

environment in which they occur. And that environment is often persuading us to situate 

ourselves in a particular way. Plato spent much less time with his definition of chōra than he 

did with the other two components of his forms, of which chōra is the “third kind.” In the 

Timaeus, Socrates describes chōra as “difficult and vague” to define (Plato 49a). And Socrates 

only returns to his description of the universe, described in the dialogue of The Republic, 
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because he considers it to be incomplete, needing to be “more complex than the earlier 

one,” which defined the world in two kinds of forms – the model and the imitation of the 

model (Plato 48d). Of this third form, Socrates asks Timaeus, “What must we suppose it to 

do and to be?” (Plato 49a). Socrates’ response is “This above all: it is a receptacle of all 

becoming – its wetnurse, as it were” (Plato 49a). That receptacle is chōra, also to be 

understood as the medium in which we become. Plato goes on to describe this space, chōra, as 

“an invisible and characterless sort of a thing, one that receives all things and shares in a 

most perplexing way in what is intelligible, a thing extremely difficult to comprehend, we 

shall not be misled” (Plato 51b). Considering the medium of ambient rhetoric, Jean-Paul 

Thibaud writes,  

If ambience can be distinguished from the world of objects it is precisely 

because it is of the order of the medium. That is why we talk about « 

luminous ambiences », « sound ambiences », « olfactory ambiences » or          

« thermal ambiences ». These qualifiers refer to the nature of a medium. (10) 

In “Toward the Chōra: Kristeva, Derrida, and Ulmer on Emplaced Invention,” Rickert 

argues, “the chōra transforms our senses of beginning, creation, and invention by placing 

them concretely within the material environments, informational spaces, and affective 

(bodily) registers” (252). This is important to our understandings of rhetorical invention and 

agency in that it stretches what we imagine invention to be. It expands the notion of agency 

beyond the idea that agency is something one person or a group of people possess or do not, 

and activate or do not, but suggests that a diffusion of agency can occur. As we move in and 
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out of chōra, creating, detracting from, or building spaces, we are adding to that diffusion of 

agency, even if just minimally.  

 Rickert describes Kristeva’s description of chōra as maternal and apart from the 

masculine rational (“Toward the Chōra” 261). This in turn also moves rhetorical invention 

back toward the body and embodied knowledge, a theoretical turn away from mind/body 

dualism. He writes that Kristeva’s defining of chōra is at odds with our culture’s “high  

premium” on rational thought, which historically sees us elevating “ideas to the role of 

cause, thereby obfuscating what is choric” (262). In Revolution in Poetic Language, Kristeva 

writes, 

Discrete quantities of energy move through the body of the subject who is 

not yet constituted as such and, in the course of his development, they are 

arranged according to the various constraints imposed upon the body – by 

family and social structures. In this way the drives, which are ‘energy’ charges 

as well as ‘physical’ marks, articulate what we call chora: a nonexpressive 

totality formed by the drives and their stases in a motility that is full of 

movement as it is regulated. (23) 

According to Rickert, Kristeva’s theories of chōra and chōratic invention “reinclude 

repressed aspects of the environment, bodily, and relational experience (“Toward the Chōra” 

261). This re-including Rickert argues, “amounts to the defetishization of the rational, 

masculine logos as the ultimate horizon of human understanding and a re-embedding of the 

subject in material history, bodily affect, and social networks” (261). For Kristeva “the chora 

is itself part of the discourse of representation” (26). The chōra is a part of, not apart from, our 
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processes of becoming. In Kristeva’s theory, the chora serves “as rupture and articulations 

(rhythm), precedes evidence, verisimilitude, spatiality, and temporality” (26). In other words, 

the chōra often precedes our perceptions of it. The space in which we attune ourselves is 

always there. It was always persuading us to affiliate in or teaching us how to differentiate. 

We need not sense it rationally in order for it to persuade us. Therefore, Kristeva notes, 

“[w]e may . . . posit that social organization, always already symbolic, imprints its constraint 

in a mediated form which organizes the chora not according to a law (a term we reserve for 

the symbolic) but through an ordering” (27). I move forward considering chōratic attunement 

therefore to be an ordering and not a symbolic act. In a socializing pedagogy, then, this 

assumption begs us to consider the small, the incremental, and the lessons learned as if in 

the ether (Thibaud’s medium), of the spatial, the environmental, and the embodied.  

 A scholar of media studies and electronic invention, Gregory Ulmer uses the concept 

of chōra in defining electronic worlds and, what he terms, Electronic Monuments. Ulmer 

argues that chōra can be understood as a matrix, “a holistic ordering of topics into an 

electrate image system of categories” (xx). He quotes Ian Hacking in noting that, “ideas do 

not exist in a vacuum. They inhabit a social setting” (xx). Like Kristeva’s description of chōra 

as energy, movement, as well as physical marks, Ulmer describes the rhythm that 

accompanies considerations of chōra, “within which being and becoming could interact” 

(39). For Ulmer, Kristeva, and Rickert chōra is space that is both “with in” and “with out” of 

the body. Because chōratic structures have attuned us to the social orders around and among 

us, we perceive them both from with in ourselves, as knowledge, and with out of ourselves, as 

situated. 
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 To this end, Wetherell and Edley remind us that while we may consider our speech 

to often only be effective and affected in the local and immediate, in actuality it ripples well 

beyond our immediate zone, “when people speak, their talk reflects not only the local 

pragmatics of that particular conversational context, but also much broader or more global 

patterns in collective sense-making and understanding” (338). Our knowledges of chōra and 

attunement to our chōratic surroundings develop as we become. Because of this, I use chōra 

as a rhetorical tool to decipher this complex pedagogy of American football. A football 

pedagogy is affected and written by many, many people, and it exists in different forms of 

ambience and chōra. It represents an exemplar of diffused agency. When we ask the 

question of origins, as we often do in research, as it pertains to a saying or code of the 

football field, like “What happens on the field, stays on the field,” we would be hard-pressed 

to be able to point to an originating moment or person. So many coaches and players at so 

many levels have repeated this code, it is a ubiquitous part of the pedagogy. There is both a 

diffusion of agency present, and the saying floats as if in an ether around the practice field. 

Players learn it, and then it floats. Everyone dwelling in this ambient rhetoric knows it. 

Repeats it. Lives by it. The phrase is part of the game. It is a part of the chōra. This brings 

me to defining the chōra of orthodox masculinity and football specifically. 

The chōra of football training 

 Before I define the chōratic environment of American football, I would like to offer 

an example of the complexity of living in and through the expectations of orthodox 

masculinity. In Guyland, Michael Kimmel describes what he terms Guyland as the guy code 

of young men. Though he does not use the rhetorical terms I do, ambient rhetoric and  
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chōra, he is depicting the medium in which these young men dwell. The chōratic 

environment is Guyland. Kimmel writes,  

Though Guyland is pervasive – it is the air guys breathe, the water they drink 

– each guy cuts his own deal with it as he tries to navigate the passage from 

adolescence to adulthood without succumbing to the most soul-numbing 

spirit-crushing elements that surround him every day. (Guyland 7) 

Kimmel is also describing attunement and decisions made using agency – “each guy cuts his 

own deal with it.” Additionally, Kimmel’s descriptions of Guyland offer an exemplar for 

chōratic environments created through diffusions of agency. Afterall, Guyland exists because 

the majority of these young men affiliate with it. And although Kimmel describes the very 

real dangers these young men face for blurring the boundaries of guy code, there is still 

agency. Orthodox masculinity has been constructed by men, for men. Women have 

participated to be certain. But, there is diffused agency at hand in the construction of 

Guyland. 

 The chōratic environment of the NFL exists and functions very similarly to 

Kimmel’s Guyland.  What follows is intended to be a broad-strokes consideration of the 

chōra of the league from a player’s perspective. I do not assume that one player’s perspective 

informs all others, but I do assume that the depiction of their perspectives is valid to an 

understanding of the ambient rhetoric of the NFL writ large. One of the components 

contributing to the chōratic environment of the league parallels Kimmel’s Guyland closely – 

women do not belong in or around the field of play. The chōra of the league is a homosocial 
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bubble. In his autobiography chronicling his journey from grade school to the end of his 

professional career, The End of Autumn: Reflections on My Life In Football, Michael Oriard notes 

this, writing, “My mother had to be excluded from my football world simply by virtue of her 

sex” (23). And this happens at a young age. Oriard describes it happening at twelve for him.  

 The coach is the authority on the field. There is no argument. As Nick Trujillo 

argues, the NFL is industrialized labor (407). The coach is the boss. Many professional 

football players write about this transition, from mentor-like relationships to supervisor-

employee, as players move from college ball to the league (Oriard 229). Others write about 

the expectations that they held for their coaches, some of which were unrealized. Rick 

Telander notes the expectation set by the branding of football for coaches. That expectation 

is that coaches serve as mentors, training boys to become men on and off the field. This is 

one of the promises. Telander writes,  

Far from socializing their players, coaches all too often shape them into 

young men with warped perspectives on obedience, morality, and 

competition who are often unable to function properly in the real world – 

that is any world without football as its epicenter. (86) 

On the other hand, a player like Michael Oriard notes that his coaches were always his 

audience. He explains, “A respected coach had always been my premier audience” (Oriard 

xx). And still others fulfilled that promise, “[m]ore than anything else, Coach Lynch loved 

our team, and we could see it every day in the way he treated us. He respected every one of 

us like grown men, and taught us what it meant to be a leader” (Navorro Bowman). These 

relationships are dynamic and complex. But, the role of absolute authority of a coach 

represents an important component of the rhythm of this chōratic environment.  
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 Football is a team sport. Oriard writes, “[f]ootball was the team game. Teamwork and 

self-sacrifice were the essential requirements, especially for offensive lineman” (xv).  

 But it is also a business. And each NFL player seems to learn quickly what his worth 

to that business is. To this point Johnny Anonymous writes, “Something about this business, 

something about this League, brings out the worst of it. Something about pro football . . . It 

fucks with our head. You never know where you stand, and you damn well don’t know why” 

(171). Oriard writes, “I had discovered in Kansas City as every professional player does 

sooner or later, that my team had corporate interests that did not necessarily accommodate 

the welfare of all the individual players” (xx).  

 There is a language. Nate Jackson writes, “Football-speak is a language. If you are 

not fluent, you are lost. And it varies from system to system. Some of the best athletes . . . 

could never learn the NFL language, so they never got on the field” (16). And very often 

pain is addressed as an opportunity to nobly push past your opponents. In his 

autobiography, Nate Jackson notes a sign on a workout room wall. On the sign is a mantra 

often found on the walls of locker rooms and training facilities. These signs are also a part of 

the football chōratic environment. The sign Jackson describes reads, “You must choose, the 

pain of discipline or the pain of regret” (230). In a news article on the Atlanta Falcons and 

brotherhood, an image depicts a painted wall with this mantra, “The Standard: Who We Are 

Is Why We Win” (Newberry).2 The implication here is that how we overcome and who we are 

ARE the reasons why we win. We win together. Or we lose together. One cannot stumble. A 

teammate does not just learn the language or overcome the pain for himself. He also does 

these things for his teammates. This leads me to the utterances of brotherhood.  
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 Many players discuss “being in the trenches” with their teammates. But, so too, they 

discuss the league as a business, and they know that they could be on a new team in the next 

year. Oriard describes the complexity of this brotherhood in the NFL as he discusses his 

experience in his first training camp with the Kansas City Chiefs. He writes, “[a]lthough I 

had resented Sid’s playing ahead of me . . . I had quickly discovered that Sid was so likable 

and that we had so much in common that my resentment could not be personal” (164). He 

writes that even though there is more at stake in the NFL, the other offensive lineman 

seemed “more truly my teammates” (164). Professional players also seem to invoke the 

attunements of brotherhood as a part of this chōratic environment, often on social media. 

Tight end Martellus Bennett recently responded to a sports columnist’s opinion piece using 

Twitter. The columnist is Jason Whitlock, and he has become something of a lightning rod 

in the last few years. Bennett tweets: 

I hate when people say playing in the @NFL is privilege. Naw man every 

dude here earned this shit. 

Privilege. a special right, advantage, or immunity granted or available only to 

a particular person or group of people. 

That doesn't sound like what it takes to get the @NFL no one gives you this. 

You train. You study. You sacrifice. You earn this shit 

The @NFL is available to everyone. Not just a particular group of people. 

Every guy in this league put in the work. 1500 earned spots  

6:51 PM, 19 June 2017  

Martellus Bennett tells us a lot in this series of tweets. He doesn't just stand up for himself, 

he stands up for 1500 players, “1500 earned spots.” He also offers us an inside look at a 
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common tension that runs throughout this sport, and that is the tension between feeling like 

you work hard and have earned your success and the perception of many that football 

players are privileged in an manner that is undeserved. This tension is also a part of the 

chōratic environment of the NFL.  

 One of the greatest promises the game offers to players (and their families) is the 

promise of glory. And these are often the moments depicted in the myth-making machine. 

These are the moments when the football world seems like the only place to exist for a 

player or a coach. New England Patriots’ wide receiver Chris Hogan describes the moments 

before Super Bowl LI (2017),  

Never in a million years would I have imagined I’d be in that tunnel, about to 

compete for a chance to go to the Super Bowl. 

It was dark in the tunnel before we ran out onto the field, and there was 

literally a light at the other end. Outside, you could hear the fans in Gillette 

Stadium going nuts. The tunnel was practically vibrating. It felt like we were 

inside the barrel of a cannon, about to be shot into chaos.  

Hogan is describing a communal, moment of glory. No matter what happens on that field, 

the glory of playing in a Super Bowl and the feeling of performing in this spectacle event 

offers a certain level of glory and experiences worthy of public memory. Calais Campbell, a 

defensive end who at the time played for the Arizona Cardinals, describes a similar feeling 

before Super Bowl XLIII (2009), “it felt like I was floating. I was filled with so many nerves 

and so much excitement. It was like I was in a dream. While the national anthem was 

playing, I remember just trying to catch my breath.”  One of these players’ teams won the 

Super Bowl they played in and the other did not. For many players though, it is all about 
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reaching that pinnacle of competition. And the promise of that at the beginning of each 

spring training camp reflects a part of that chōratic movement and rhythm. 

 These components represent just a few of the rhythms of the chōratic environment 

of the NFL. And I will discuss more as I delve into the next three chapters.  

Philosophies of becoming  

 In Gender, Patriarchy and Capitalism: A Social Forms Analysis, O.G. Holter notes that 

when writing and studying the social structures of gender the task is often to “understand 

why the verbs are not there” (1). Holter, like Connell and Judith Butler, argues, “[g]ender is 

what we do, that appears as what we are” (1). Particular to the methodology in this 

dissertation though is Holter’s argument about staging preceding the act.  He writes, “[t]here 

is a wider staging that precedes any concrete act. Yet that, also, is created in some sense. So 

verbs appear noun-like, static, and the task is to understanding what goes on behind this 

appearance of things” (Holter 1). Much of the theorizing on hegemonic and thereby on 

orthodox masculinity is based upon Gramscian theories about hegemony. Hegemony, R.W. 

Connell notes, is a concept “deriving from Antonio Gramsci’s analysis of class relations” 

and “refers to the cultural dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading position 

in social life” (Masculinities 77). This does not suggest, Connell argues, that the exemplars of 

hegemony are necessarily those who hold power. Rather the exemplars of hegemonic power 

are those who most closely represent the mythical narrative. In the case of orthodox 

masculinity, the football player is a representation of hegemony. He does not control that 

narrative, however.  

 Defining the staging that precedes any act Holter describes then becomes a requisite 

piece to defining and understanding the pedagogy of American football. For that purpose, I 
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turn to Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of becoming. In this section I will not take the time to 

describe each of the 6 categories – repetition/representation, differentiation/transgression, 

and habit/obligation. I do this work instead in each of the three chapters following this one. 

Instead, I offer an overview of the philosophy. As Manuel DeLanda notes in his work on 

assemblages, Deleuze tends to offer his theory-work in assemblages.3 Many of his definitions 

of conceptual wholes are to be found dispersed among his texts. As far as his philosophy of 

becoming, also labeled philosophy of difference, I try to focus primarily on his text Difference 

and Repetition. I draw from his work with Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 

Schizophrenia, to round out some of the concepts. 

 Deleuze constructs this philosophy of becoming in order to offer a theory of 

multiplicity, a way to consider identity that is apart from the binary systems we seem trapped 

in. That was his project, as far as this part of his philosophical project is concerned. Instead 

of constructing a system of exploring and understanding identity from the origin of likeness, 

as has been the rule (think Gramsci’s hegemony), Deleuze constructs his project using 

difference as the center. And with Guattari, in A Thousand Plateaus, writes that his theories 

(an theories beyond his) should be considered in rhizomatic structures, rather then the linear 

arborescent structures Western thinkers are accustomed to theorizing within. Deleuze and 

Guattari argue that when conceptualizing the social or nature in linear, arborescent 

structures, we are creating mimicry, hierarchies, and objects of reproductions (11, 21). 

Therefore, this linear theorizing works counter to the goals of our post-modern projects. 

And when it comes to considering gender performance apart from orthodox masculinity, it 

is certainly counter to the goal, which is to remove the hierarchical binary systems and the 

expectations they create. Deleuze and Guattari write, “[w]e invoke one dualism only in order 
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to challenge another” (20). In a rhizomatic structure of theory, although complex, the social 

or the natural are “reducible neither to the One nor the multiple” (21). On binaries and 

Deleuze and Guattari, Kay Lalor writes that the image of the white, rational man of 

logos/law/norm works “to erase multiple possibilities for being (or becoming), it also exists 

as a ‘gigantic memory’ that organizes all others in binary opposition” (10). Using a 

rhizomatic structure of theorizing then, like the work of constellating, allows theorizing to 

explore “dimensions, or rather directions in motion,” and not units (21). With this goal of 

rhizomatic theorizing, I move to Deleuze’s writings on identity and how we, as social beings, 

affiliate and differentiate ourselves. 

 In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze defines the act of representation with the 

metaphor of the mask. He writes that when we represent our identity, we are portraying all 

of the components of the mask we have repeated through mimicry. This mask does not 

represent an un-fettered interiority, but rather all of the small units of identity we’ve learned 

through actions and narratives we ought be wearing. The mask is our own reflection of 

hegemony and identity expectations. So, too is it our representations of our affiliations and 

attunements. Deleuze describes representation in this manner, “[t]he mask is the true subject 

of repetition. Because repetition differs in kind from representation, the repeated cannot be 

represented: rather, it must always be signified, masked by what signifies it, itself masking 

what it signifies” (18). And as I move forward in this dissertation, I employ the metaphor of 

mask and facemask interchangeably as a referent for Deleuze’s definition of representation.4 

We move with in and with out of our masks, attuning ourselves to the expectations we 

perceive in the situation or through the ambience.  
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 Representation, Deleuze argues, is a “site of transcendental illusion” (265). This 

illusion comes in several forms. The first of his four interrelated forms is of particular 

interest when exploring the ways in which orthodox masculinity functions with in a 

pedagogy of gender performance; essentially the pedagogy functions to create the mask. As 

we build the masks we learn to represent there is a process that occurs.  Deleuze theorizes 

that like the two first forms of Plato’s cosmology, Idea and ‘sameness,’ “thought is covered 

over by an ‘image’ made up of postulates which distort both its operation and its genesis” 

(265). Essentially, as we consider original thought, our memory of the images (consider these 

the components of the normative narratives we learn) covers that thought over with the 

image of sameness, cutting off the genesis of originality. Then, Deleuze writes, “[t]hese 

postulates culminate in the position of an identical thinking subject, which functions as a 

principle of identity for concepts in general” (265). As we gather these ‘facts’ or ‘truths’ 

about identity, they build what we deem sameness. This is not a conscious act. We instead 

are socially programmed to build our identities in this manner. “The thinking subject,” 

Deleuze explains, “brings to the concept its subjective concomitants: memory, recognition 

and self-consciousness” (265). As we develop this representation, we filter concepts through 

memory, recognition, and self-consciousness. For Deleuze, we find true individuality in 

difference and cannot find it in representation. Furthermore, Deleuze determines that we 

will not be able to attune beyond these filters and masks until we can “untie this first knot” 

(266). In order to wake from this process, we must become conscious of it and begin to 

attune differently, uniquely, and in multiplicities. Until such becomes our project, we 

represent based upon hegemonic, standard-bearer exemplars of identity “images.” 



	

84 

  As we move forward into pedagogy, we must bring with us Deleuze’s definition of 

this process. Deleuze describes the how in the process of gathering representation. We have 

a process as it plays out in the moments and in the longer arc of our lives.  

Phusiopoes is  

 In a study of the Greek arēte or arts of athletic bodies and athletic training in 

Ancient Greece, Bodily Arts: Rhetorics and Athletics in Ancient Greece, Debra Hawhee outlines 

the pedagogy of athletic training as it was performed and applied. Hawhee applies the term 

phusiopoesis to describe the Greek process of creating one’s nature (93). This term, used by 

Democritus, combines two integral concepts in the Greek tradition of training athletes, 

“phusis, or nature, and poieō, commonly known to mean ‘make or do,’ ‘produce,’ or      

‘create’” (93). Hawhee notes that in a rhetorical sense this combining of these terms and its 

use -- one that closely aligns with technai such as “carpentry, medicine, writing or speaking,”  

-- “phusiopoesis practices depend on the dynamics of submission and seduction that manifest 

themselves in a number of ways” (93). Training was a process of disciplinary pedagogy, 

instilling a desire to learn more and more about this technai, capacities for philia (friendships), 

a tolerance for pain, and the values of strength and bravery (98, 99, 101). In this phusiopoesis, 

pain “enables . . . a continual ‘opening-up’ of the athletic subject, the production of a bond 

between . . . the athletic body and the moves and postures it acquires” (102). The pain in 

concert with a desire to learn more seduces an athlete into a more malleable form, opening 

them up to deeper expectations. Also in phusiopoesis, strong bonds between trainer/teacher 

and athlete and among the athletes themselves represented another goal of the pedagogy. 

Hawhee writes, “both athletic and sophistic pedagogy depend on a contractual philia, a tacit 

agreement to transform” (100). Desire for more training, a willingness to suffer pain in order 
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to open-up, and brotherhood then were all components of phusiopoesis. The components of 

the chōratic environment of American football align very closely to the Greek pedagogy for 

athletic education. The pedagogical expectations and practices may not have evolved far 

beyond the Greek traditions.  

 Donald F. Sabo and Joe Panepinto align football pedagogy with male initiation rites. 

Their findings further confirm American football’s pedagogy and align closely to both the 

process of phusiopoesis Hawhee describes and to the chōratic environment described above. 

Sabo and Panepinto assert the following structure of the “dynamic process” of pedagogy 

used to train male athletes in especially masculine sports (what Messner considers “combat 

sport” and Anderson labels sports at the center of masculine production) – man-boy 

relationships, conformity and control, social isolation, deference to male authority, and pain 

(116-17). They argue that this pedagogy plays out in the following manner specifically in the 

pedagogy of American football. First, they write, “football is a social theater with an all-male, 

intergenerational cast.” The coach to player relationship is developed over many years and, 

“at least in part, is defined as a testing ground for adult manhood” (117). Secondly, although 

coaches have different styles of coaching “from authoritative to facilitative,” coaches exert a 

great deal of control “over their players and insist on conformity” (117). Third, much of the 

pedagogy and ritual occurs on the practice and game fields and locker rooms, all “sex-

segregated” spaces. Fourth, the football system is full of hierarchies. Not just between 

coaches and players, they note, but also between head coaches and assistant coaches, players 

on first-teams and second-teams, and “stars and average players” (117). And the last 

component of the masculinizing ritual process Sabo and Panepinto explain is pain (117).  

Pain is simultaneously used as a proving ground and in the opening-up processes Hawhee 
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describes as a part of phusiopoesis. This bears out at all levels of play. Nate Jackson describes 

the pain associated with training camp in the NFL:  

The only thing bothering me, except for the typical early training camp 

agony, are the terrible blisters that Champ is indirectly causing to bubble up 

on my feet. All of the friction and combustive energy I push through my 

body comes out through the balls of my feet and my big toe. After the first 

day of camp, my feet are hamburger meat. (74)  

Jackson is describing performing run after run in opposition to cornerback Champ Bailey. 

Jackson goes on to describe limping to the nightly meeting and his socks being soaked in red 

blood at the end of the day. These are common occurrences for football players young to 

professional. It is not at all uncommon for a young high school player to walk away from a 

hard-fought game shaking from a lack of reserve energy. Or to wake the next morning with 

bruises from forearm to shoulders. These are the badges of hard-work and aggression. The 

bruises prove a job well done in the previous night’s game. 

 Michael Kimmel writes about ritual and manhood, “[w]e think of manhood as a 

transcendent tangible property that each man must manifest in the world, the reward 

presented with great ceremony to a young novice by his elders for having successfully 

completed an arduous initiation ritual” (“Masculinity as Homophobia” 81-2). And after all, 

Daniel Grano argues, “[f]ootball might invoke nostalgic longings but its primary impact is as 

visceral reminder of brute American ideological power” (“Greatest Game” 17). Power, 

aggression, and pain as part of the pedagogy are well-established conversations around the 

ritual of American football. The complicated and persuasive components of philia, 

brotherhood, and friendship are a little less visible to the outside viewer. Eric Anderson 
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explains that athletes befriend other athletes from an early age. And making friendships 

within like-minded circles is not uncommon or cause for concern. But, Anderson notes, 

“[t]eamsport athletes report that the further they matriculate through the ranks, the less 

freedom exists to inhabit any social space outside this network” (“Orthodox” 57). This 

means that, in Deleuzian terms, they have less access to other ‘images’ of other types of 

identity. Therefore, their “identity narrows in order to be competitive with” the other 

athletes on the field and across the league (or conferences in the NCAA structure) 

(“Orthodox” 57). 

 The flow of former athletes to coaching also causes a narrowing of the ‘images’ of 

identity in football players. Many coaches were successful and celebrated athletes at some 

level in the football system. Eric Anderson describes this part of the system as an integral 

part of the institutionalization of orthodox masculinity. For example, he writes, the stories 

we tell and the stories we see or read about sports are not the stories of those marginalized 

by the sport. We do not hear the stories of players who had “horrifying experiences in sport” 

(Inclusive Masculinity 61). Only highly selective stories are being told about American football. 

“Conversely,” Anderson argues, “when marginalized athletes drop out, are pushed out, or 

otherwise leave the sporting arena, their perceptions of how sport ought to operate go with 

them (Inclusive Masculinity 62). And as athletes who experienced some level of success, even if 

was not at the collegiate or professional level, move into the profession of coaching, they too 

bring their stories, rituals, and narratives. These in Deleuzian terms would constitute the 

filters through which they process their identities, “memory, recognition and self-

consciousness.” These structures of the system, then too, contribute to a narrowing of 

identity.  
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 Lastly, I return to Valenti’s concern for violence and rage and hooks’ point that boys 

are taught that rage is the fastest way to prove their manhood. This seems particularly salient 

to examining the pedagogy of football. After all, football is a game that mandates aggression 

and rage on the field of play. And those players who learn to harness it on the field of play 

are rewarded for their performances. But, Kimmel notes that this system that uses 

aggression and pain to attune athletes to the institutional rituals also teaches boys and men 

how to respond with it.  He writes, 

having dutifully subscribed [to the Guy code and the Boy Code before it], 

young men often feel cheated – and pissed off – when the rewards associated 

with power are not immediately forthcoming. Violence is how they express 

all that disappointment. Rage is the way to displace the feelings of 

humiliation, to restore the entitlement. (Guyland 55) 

As established in chapter two, this pedagogy does not just affect the athletes who ascend 

through it. Although, it is safe to say they are the ones most affected. But, when we consider 

the closely chosen depictions and narratives offered by the SportsMediaComplex as well as 

the components of the game most visibly applauded, we get a clearer picture of how a 

pedagogy of football can and does affect the normative depiction of orthodox masculinity 

for fans as well. Trujillo’s deconstructing the practice of using terms reserved for war to 

discuss NFL players and the game during Monday Night Football provides an excellent 

exemplar of this point. 
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Agency  

 Michael Real writes of NFL football, “If one were to create from scratch a sport to 

reflect the sexual, racial, and organizational priorities of the American power structure, it is 

doubtful one could improve on football” (107). As Daniel Grano considers the television 

spectacle of the 1958 championship game, he notes this line from Real invoking the often 

underlying and often intangible aspects of the game. Grano continues by writing, “the sense 

of contemporary crisis in professional football is especially acute when the sport reveals 

actual cultural preferences for normally denigrated values like violence, collectivism, 

capitalistic greed, and homoeroticism” (“The Greatest Game” 17). Grano notes that this 

contemporary crisis is often an impetus to look back nostalgically to a time “when ‘real men’ 

played for nothing more than love of the game” (“The Greatest Game” 17). He writes this 

pointing to the rhetorical functions of nostalgia, public memory, and retired player advocacy, 

noting that this looking back is a looking back to a time of whiteness in the NFL.5 These 

elements of the game and its myth are part and parcel of the game as it is now. All of these 

components Real and Grano note are still fair representations of the game played in 2017. 

These are real attunements of the game and of the chōratic environment. But, thus far, in 

defining the chōratic environment, I have mostly discussed the agency of the institution, 

institutional powers, the tensions pushing and pulling players. I have not yet, truly, 

considered the power of agency from the player’s perspective. Attunement should be 

considered a rhythmic production. Players do possess agency in this system. They can 

choose to affiliate or differentiate.  

 In the beginning of this chapter, I discussed Nate Jackson’s expression of cognitive 

dissonance about the institutional powers of the NFL, about which he writes, “[t]hankful to 
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be subjected to the whims of the men who control the game I love? Hardly” (233). He is 

putting the promises the NFL makes in direct confrontation with the tight control exerted 

on players and the game largely. In Cruel Optimism, Laruen Berlant constructs an equation 

explaining the complex agency-driven power a person has over his/her attachments to and 

within complex, sometimes uneasy, institutions. Berlant writes,  

a poetics of attachment always involves some splitting off of the story I can 

tell about wanting to be near x (as though x has autonomous qualities) from 

the activity of the emotional habitus I have constructed, as a function of 

having x in my life, in order to be able to project out my endurance in 

proximity to the complex of what x seems to offer and proffer. (25) 

In effect, we, as human rhetors choose to affiliate or to cut-off our attunements to 

institutions based upon this balancing act. We may decide the endurance of attuning myself 

to x may outweigh the promise it offers. In which case, I might choose to differentiate 

myself form x. Instead of moving to this activity, I move away from it. It is helpful to 

consider this equation as we move into the next three chapters of this dissertation. There are 

instances in which the football system has reacted harshly to players who stretch their agency 

beyond the boundaries of expectations. Examples of these most recent instances in which 

the NFL, as a system, chose to de-affiliate with players who blurred the boundaries of 

acceptable “character” or of orthodox masculinity. Colin Kaepernick is one example I will 

consider in chapter five. But, so too, the league, again as a system, no longer affiliates with 

players who in other ways have blurred the lines, like Johnny Manziel or Greg Hardy.6 And it 

is also worth reminding that the business-model of the NFL and its aim to control its brand 

affords players a limited amount of agency on their own terms. Most players, who enjoy a 
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certain amount of agency to creatively assert an individual personality or individual branding, 

if they are to successfully remain in the NFL, do so while working within the confines of the 

NFL brand. 

 Social media has afforded a new level of access for players to exercise their agency 

off of the field of play. Jacob Dittmer writes a close examination of the case of Chad Javon 

Johnson, formerly Chad Ochocinco, now retired wide receiver, who played most notably for 

the Cincinnati Bengals organization. While an active player, Ochocinco used social media, 

primarily Twitter, to disrupt the closely controlled messaging of the NFL. Dittmer describes 

Ochocinco’s social media presence as instrumental in building his own brand identity: “The 

player known for antics on the field has also become a player known for antics off the field” 

(68). Ochocinco used his Twitter hashtag #OCNN NEWS to break news of contract 

negotiations amongst other subversive messages. Most notably in a conversation about 

exercising agency, though, is Ochocinco’s turn to calling the commissioner Roger Goodell 

“Dad” in response to fines handed out, which were primarily for the player’s on-field antics. 

But, one Tweet that Dittmer offers in his piece is of particular interest to a conversation 

about NFL players asserting agency. Dittmer describes the event in this way, “when the NFL 

Levied a $20,000 fine against Tampa Bay’s Mason Foster for a hit on Ochocinco” (70). 

Ochocinco took to Twitter, “Dad, no disrespect but I don’t agree with @mason_foster fine 

n I’ll be reimbursing him personally” (70). Dittmer notes that instead of using his Twitter 

account to perform celebrity, Ochocinco “employs it for fan interaction and displays 

genuine interest in engaging with his followers” (71). And Ochocinco was not alone in that 

exercise at the time, although he was the most salient example. Many other players have 

followed in his path, although very often with fewer antics. Dittmer argues that although 
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social media has been used to offer fans and the NFL new ways to commodify “players, 

their bodies, and their skills, . . . one might say that Ochocinco is actively commodifying 

himself through the construction of brand identity” (74). Chad Johnson has since retired 

from the NFL and a short stint playing in the Canadian Football League. And Johnson is a 

complex case. In turn, he offers an interesting example of a professional American football 

player asserting his agency, very often blurring the boundaries asserted by the institutional 

powers of the league. 

 There are other players who have not been afforded play (in the form of contracts) 

because they asserted agency. The danger of losing a career exists and is exercised regularly 

in the NFL. Anderson considers “competitive, institutionalized teamsports” to be a “near-

total” institution. He defines a “total institution” using Ervin Goffman’s definition, “an 

enclosed social system in which the primary purpose is to control all aspects of someone’s 

life” (Inclusive Masculinity 56). Anderson argues this ‘near-total’ institution “because much like 

the military, sport uses myths of glory, patriotism, and masculine idolatry, along with 

corporeal discipline and structures of rank, division, uniform, rules and punishment to 

suppress individual agency” (56). In this way, teamsports, especially the NFL, construct what 

Anderson describes as “a fortified ethos of orthodox masculinity” (56). And athletes who do 

not “adhere” to the codes and mores of orthodox masculinity (again which includes 

foundations based upon whiteness) are more likely to be “sanctioned by verbal insults and 

are less likely to be given valued playing positions” (57). 
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Conclusion 

 I began this chapter pointing to the local, regional, and global expectations of 

orthodox masculinity and it’s working “in action” and in process “over time in the course of 

a life” (Wetherell and Edley 353). Using Deleuzian constructs of identity-making, 

considerations of ambient rhetoric and the chōratic environment of the NFL, and 

deconstructing the football pedagogy or phusiopoesis, I will move forward in an examination 

of autobiographical utterances of professional football players and retired professional 

football players. I will explore how these utterances inform an explication of football 

pedagogy and chōratic environment. 
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1 Kenneth Burke defines rhetoric as “the use of words by human agents to form attitudes or 
to induce actions in other human agents” (41). In The New Rhetoric: A Treatise on 
Argumentation, Chaïm Perelman and Luce Olbrechts-Tyteca note only two mediums of 
rhetoric in which they grappled in considering their treatise on argumentation, “public 
speaking” and “written argumentation” (6). Wayne Booth defines rhetoric as “the entire 
range of resources that human beings share for producing effects on one another” (xi). And 
although Booth’s definition is at once more expansive than Burke’s, Booth goes on to shrink 
this expansive initial definition, “effects ethical (including everything about character), 
practical (including political), emotional (including aesthetic), and intellectual (including every 
academic field). It is the entire range of our use of ‘signs’ for communicating, effectively or 
sloppily, ethically or immorally” (xi).  
2 Paul Newberry. “Atlanta Falcons’ Brotherhood Starts with a Little White Ball,” published 
in the Concord Monitor on 29 January 2017. 

3 Manuel DeLanda. A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity. (See 
especially pages 3-4) 
4 I use the metaphor of the mask directly as defined by Gloria E. Anzaldúa. In doing so, I 
run the risk of alienating feminist, queer, and womanist theorists. My hope is not to 
appropriate or to in any way co-opt Anzaldúa’s theory for a study in masculinity. And I use 
this term with the utmost respect to Anzaldúa’s theory-making, writing, and activism. 
“Masking” for Anzaldúa, is process by which a mestiza creates a “blank face” upon which 
the oppressor can see themselves. This reflecting and masking is a survival strategy for 
women of color and other communities oppressed by what hooks’ terms imperialist, white-
supremacist capitalist patriarchy. “The masks,” Anzladúa writes, “las máscaras, we are 
compelled to wear, drive a wedge between our intersubjective personhood and the persona 
we present to the world. ‘Over my mask/ is your mask of me.’ (Mitsuya Yamada)” 
(“Hacienda caras, una entrada” xv).	
5 Although this is not his main argument, Grano does note this element of nostalgia. 
6 Both players are reportedly trying to return to the league.	
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CHAPTER IV 

THE PEDAGOGY: REPRESENTATION AND REPETITION 

OR THE FACEMASK AND PULLING IT DOWN 

 Judith Butler considers gender performance to be “scripted on the body” (910). 

Gender, for Butler, “is what is put on, invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly, 

with anxiety and pleasure” (910). Performative speech theory, especially as defined by 

Judith Butler, offers a method to define moments of shaming. These moments of shame, 

Butler writes, don’t just form the subject or target of the shame language, but also construct 

the “social domain” (133). Shame speech in the NFL exists as a part of the chōratic 

environment. Players, coaches, and fans will often consider it “just part of the game.” This 

denies the power of the speech itself. But, here’s the rub. A nonchalant attitude does not 

take the power away from the speech or the environment it creates. To consider shaming 

language and shaming speech “to just be a part of the landscape,” what we effectively do is 

to simply silence the conversation interrogating it. As hooks notes, the defensive reaction of 

laughter, indicating the critique is preposterous, has the same effect, a silencing of the 

critique. And this is all too often what we see happen when it comes to orthodox 

masculinity, especially from those who most benefit from its power. But, in the chōra of 

football, those who hold little power to make decisions about this environment also protect 

it. It is all just a part of the landscape.  
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In this chapter I delineate and explicate my findings as they exemplify the Deleuzian 

concepts of becoming, repetition, and representation. I then explain how these findings 

define the narrow form of orthodox masculinity a football pedagogy expects from its 

players. By offering narratives directly from current and retired professional football 

players, I offer exemplars of the football pedagogy and how it attunes players to becoming 

and performing for the NFL branding. 

Repetition  

For Gilles Deleuze “repetition must be understood in the pronominal,” the 

pronoun (23). This is true because for Deleuze repetition and representation are not about 

individuality. In fact, it is just the opposite. Repetition is replicating the model, becoming 

the model yourself, and then reflecting that model back out beyond the system. Philosopher 

Todd May notes that previous to Deleuze, most philosophers considered repetition in a 

positive light. May describes Deleuze’s theory of repetition and difference as converse to 

“Plato’s Forms, Descartes’ God, and Kant’s transcendental I” (146). Where Plato, 

Descartes, and Kant, in differing degrees, suggest that one’s identity is created through 

modeling, through replication, in Kant’s perspective sometimes also preceding thought (a 

priori), Deleuze theorizes that differentiation and difference are the actions that create our 

unique identities. Difference, for Deleuze, opens us up to a multiplicity of possibilities. By 

theorizing from difference, May writes, Deleuze is not trying to necessarily “substitute a 

more adequate philosophical approach for a less adequate one. It is to follow thought down 

another, more adventurous, path: the path of concept-creation” (144). This is pertinent to 

this discussion of becoming and identity specific to the NFL and orthodox masculinity. The 

NFL is striving to create sameness, in a Platonic sense. The league strives to force sameness 
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and uniformity in a time when identities are no longer necessarily flowing towards 

sameness. The NFL is swimming up an opposing tide. The flow of that tide may not be 

very strong now, but as Eric Anderson opines regarding sport, masculinity, and 

“homohysteria,” inclusive masculinity represents a growing tide in masculine identities. 

Suggesting then that orthodox masculinity is no longer the unchallenged normative force it 

once was. 

Repetition, explains Deleuze, processes through passive synthesis. We do not 

consciously necessarily decide to repeat or to replicate a model.  “Learning,” Deleuze 

theorizes, “takes place not in the relation between a representation and an action 

(reproduction of the Same) but in the relation between a sign and a response (encounter 

with the Other)” (22). We learn by observing the response to a sign, utterance, or 

performative speech; we learn by observing one actant or agent’s response to another. He 

offers an explicative example of this construct by discussing how we replicate when we 

learn. We do not replicate the movements exactly. We learn by “doing with” the model 

rather than by being told to do (23). Repetition occurs based upon need and an “organic 

form of expectation” (73). So, if a young man wants to become a football player, he will 

“need” to come to understand the expectations of this “organic” form.1 He must learn to 

read the attunements of the chōratic environment and to use those signs to affiliate 

themselves with the ambience of the environment. So, for example, when he hears “what 

happens on the field, stays on the field,” this becomes doctrine for him. When a young 

football player is told he cannot share the discussions that occur in the team room with 

anyone “outside the bubble,” he does as instructed. They separate from other peers and 

from family that are largely unaffiliated with the football pedagogy. This is an integral part 
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of the pedagogy passed down from the NFL. As an exact replicating example, Nate Jackson 

writes, “The NFL bubble is well formed. It keeps almost everything out: everything but the 

big stuff. When tragedy intrudes no one knows what to do. We are ill-prepared for life. We 

don’t know how to handle our emotions” (134). To this same point, Oriard writes, “at 

twelve years old I had long ago absorbed the notion that football was a man’s world for 

which I must prove myself worthy, and whose sacred mysteries were incomprehensible to 

females” (Autumn 22).  Players separate and affiliate in this manner as part of the replicating 

process Deleuze describes here. As they separate from the outer-world and affiliate with 

primarily only the football world, the need to intrinsically understand the required mask 

becomes stronger and more urgent.  

Representation 

Representation, in this Deleuzian structure, is the product of the mimetic process 

produced by repetition and the passive synthesis. Deleuze notes that representation signifies 

the simulacrum, the mimetic, “The mask is the true subject of repetition. Because repetition 

differs in kind from representation, the repeated cannot be represented: rather, it must 

always be signified, masked by what signifies it, itself masking what it signifies” (18). 

Deleuze’s philosophy of becoming and his delineations of this (re)cursive process may seem 

on the surface to align closely with repressive modes of identity. For Deleuze, these are in 

fact intertwined processes. He writes,  

I do not repeat because I repress. I repress because I repeat, I forget 

because I repeat. I repress, because I can live certain things or certain 

experiences only in the mode of repetition. I am determined to repress 

whatever would prevent me from living them thus: in particular, the 
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representation which mediates the lived by relating it to the form of a 

similar or identical object. (18) 

This represents an integral difference between what Deleuze terms a mask, or 

representation, and the process Gloria E. Anzaldúa terms “making face.” Anzaldúa’s 

making face is a protective process founded, often, in intuitive knowing, or la falcutad. As 

such, it is seated in oppressive and marginalizing experiences. The process of making face 

for Anzaldúa is a thoughtful process. A mask is donned in order to protect the person 

behind it from an oppressive force. For Anzaldúa that oppressive force is often what bell 

hooks’ describes as “imperialist, white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy.” For Deleuze, 

though, representation allows the wearer of this mask to belong. In terms aligned with 

attunement and ambient rhetoric, it is the mask of representation that allows the wearer to 

affiliate with the group. A defensive end, who at this time played for the Arizona Cardinals, 

Calais Campbell writes the following about a part of his game day job, “[w]en it’s game day, 

I’m pretty much screaming from the time I wake up in the morning until the final whistle 

blows. In my mind, that’s always just been part of my job – to keep the intensity level up as 

much as possible.” Campbell describes a par of his job on game day. And this part of his 

job may be an exciting job to take on. He exerts agency in taking it on and strengthens his 

bond with his brotherhood, with the philia. It remains an exemplar of representation. the 

screaming is a part of the game day experience and he adds it to the chōratic environment, 

affiliating himself to his team. 
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Chōratic attunements of the “facemask” 

Orthodox masculinity represents the mask of American football. The NFL’s 

product lives and breathes based upon its ability to replicate, with little transgression, the 

league’s brand of orthodox masculinity. Considering much of the attunement to be, again, 

“just a part of the landscape,” the system of the NFL must do this work without actually 

directly teaching young football players how to represent this performance of orthodox 

masculinity. The NFL creates the chōra and the ambient rhetoric of the game. Coaches, 

media, parents, and fans do the direct teaching of this pedagogy. As I researched player 

utterances, speech, and social media threads, I found as if turning a corner a prime 

exemplar of how this environment attunes players to its needs, as if they are machines ready 

for molding. In his anonymous autobiography Johnny Anonymous, a self-described “back-

up center,” describes the weight he must maintain in order to play in the NFL.2 The weight 

itself is not remarkable for this point. Football is a game of large men, especially on the 

offensive and defensive lines. So much so that there is a growing conversation about retired 

linemen who suffer from liver and kidney disorders due to the havoc the eating regimens 

wreak on their internal systems. But to this point, Anonymous writes,  

For me, the magic number, the Holy Grail of weights, is 285 pounds. Sure, 

even that’s small, but somehow, at some point in time, the Football Gods 

decided that 285 pounds was the very least an offensive lineman could 

possibly weigh. I can’t even tell you where I first heard it. It’s just something 

that’s echoed around me since I first started playing in high school. Gotta 

get up to 285. If you could only just be 285. Everything’ll be cool at 285. 

285. 285. (19) 
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Anonymous describes one of the defining requirements of an offensive lineman as the 

weight he must at “the very least” attain to even step foot on the field. He writes that he 

does not remember where he learned this or who instructed it. This expectation “echoed” 

around him. This example exemplifies rhetorical attunement. 285 pounds is not the 

expectation of a high school program. It is not even the expectation of a college football 

program. This is the expectation of the NFL. Its coaches. Its front offices. Its General 

Managers. The institutional powers of the NFL. And these weights have increased as the 

predominant style of football played in the NFL has changed. But, the expectation 

“echoed” around him. Gaining weight or keeping weight off are understandable 

expectations for athletes. However, what stands out in the utterances of professional 

football players is the trope that begins to appear when they write about training camps. 

Michael Oriard writes, “I stepped on the scale again – 227! Eight pounds lost during 

practice, ten pounds for the day – I panicked at the thought of losing two or three pounds 

every day while doubles lasted” (Autumn 186). Anonymous describes scarfing down as 

many calories as his body will take in and resisting an urge to relieve himself until he is 

weighed for the day. He describes “cramming” pancakes into his mouth, drinking three dull 

20 ounce bottles of water, and pinching “his cheeks” as he approaches the scale for weigh 

in. Nate Jackson describes preparing to move to tight end mentions the weight gain 

necessary and few other details, “I go from 215 pounds to over 245 pounds in a few short 

months” (92). 

Beyond players focused on their own weights, another commonality among 

professional player’s narratives is the manner in which they introduce other bodies of 

football. When describing other players, the authors of the longer autobiographical texts 
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followed this same basic formula, “Buck Buchanan at six-seven, 285” (Oriard, Autumn 166). 

Anonymous writes, “Joe is a physical specimen, six foot ten, 330 pounds of Polish-

American muscle” (74). “Six foot four, 250 pounds, he’s in his eighth year and knows all the 

tricks” (Jackson 93). Retired quarterback Randall Cunningham writes, “[t]hey had guys 6-5 

and 290 pounds” (64). Football is a physical game. But, the formula these players follow in 

this way is learned as a rhetorical trope. They describe both team mates and the opposing 

team in this way, sizing them, by height and weight, in that order. 

  As discussed in chapter three, orthodox masculinity and sport in the United States 

are (re)cursively intertwined. Anderson notes that modern sport served to teach and “to 

compel” boys to reject all “but a narrow definition of masculinity” (Inclusive Masculinity 29). 

Sport, Anderson continues, “has created a social space in which boys are still taught to 

value and perform a violent, stoic, and risky form of masculinity: one based in 

antifemininity, patriarchy, misogyny, and homophobia” (30).  In chapter one, I offered 

sociologist Judy Chu’s findings after studying emotive patterns in young boys as young as 4 

and 5. Those findings seem particularly important to reiterate here. Chu finds that 

“beginning at early childhood, boys learn to project an image of masculinity that is very 

familiar but may misrepresent them” (208). The high pressure to conform to the perceived 

image of and “conventions of masculinity that, despite being archaic, continue to be valued 

and celebrated,” (208) is felt by young boys in and out of their peer groups. Oriard tells the  

story of rejecting his mother’s aid at twelve-years-old. Young boys start playing this game at 

younger and younger ages. The pedagogy begins early for some.  

  This pedagogy and the expectations of the chōratic environment is thoughtfully 

created and molded. In Is there Life After Football? Surviving the NFL, Holstein, Jones, and 
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Koonce describe the work of a little discussed member of the NFL front office, the 

director of player development (PD). George Koonce, retired NFL player, Green Bay 

Packers and the Seattle Seahawks, served in this role for the Packers’ organization in 2006. 

The role of the PD, as Holstein et al. describe it, is to assist players and their families with 

the off-the-field pressures and responsibilities. And that seems all above board. However, 

Holstein et. al continue by describing the under-the-board role of the PD as a particularly 

“perniciously intrusive” one. They write, “player development and assistance are subtle 

extensions of what sports journalist Mike Freeman calls the NFL’s ‘irrational desire to 

control everything around them, every player, every member of the franchise, every 

reporter, every blade of grass’” (1063). It is this “irrational desire” to control that leads me 

to point to the top of the system as a rather culpable writer of this (re)cursive model and 

compulsory force of orthodox masculinity. This (re)cursive model is “taught” using 

rhetorical attunement. The lessons “echo” in the football environments. Players learn from 

young ages to affiliate their identities to the football mask. They repeat the behaviors they 

watch and observe until they can represent the mask as if it is of their own making. 

Thomas Rickert suggests that we are always interwoven within the atmosphere in 

which we find ourselves. Rickert finds that one’s mood and decisions when in a specific 

environment indicate “one’s disposition in the world, how one finds oneself embedded in a 

situation” (9). Rickert writes “attunement remains always at issue, inseparable from the 

strife of differentiation and affiliation that never releases us” (281). As social beings, we 

walk a tight rope of hoping to fit in while also maintaining our individuality, even if that 

individuality must remain hidden. With regard to the pedagogy of football, the inseparability 

of the requirement that players represent orthodox masculinity in order to affiliate 
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themselves within the environment becomes a part of the largely unwritten and sacrosanct 

code. So much so that as I read and categorized utterances and writings of active and 

former professional football players, it was this affiliation and common language that rose 

to the forefront. These common languages offer a look into the expectation of repetition 

and representation for players. Not only is there a larger expectation of orthodox 

masculinity but there seems an additional layer of expectation based loosely upon a player’s 

position and role on the field.  

This affiliation and common language can be studied in the way NFL players talk 

about team mates in different positions, as an example. In the data collected, one of the 

themes that arose from the utterances, speech, or text was a common language used to 

describe teammates or other football players who play similar positions3. Many of the 

football players identify an offensive or defensive lineman in one way, a wide-receiver 

another, and a running back in a very different way. Nate Jackson writes about teammate 

John Engleberger, a defensive end, “John Engleberger is a veteran defensive end - a big, 

corn-fed bruiser” (77). The job of a defensive end is to hit and hit hard. When described in 

an interview, a published text, or in social media, the following terms were common and 

offered a clear thematic occurrence, “bruiser,” “freak athlete,” “explosive,” “mean,” and 

“fierce.” When describing offensive lineman, it was the size of the man that was most 

salient for players, even when describing teammates that they hang out with or have 

particularly bonded. As an example, in describing a teammate and friend he names 

“Teddy,” Johnny Anonymous writes, “To my right, I pass the Samoan, another offensive 

lineman. This guy is a Meathead with a special ethnic twist. His name is Teddy. . . The 

massive bastard is one of my favourite guys on the team” (8). Notice that the description of 
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size is partnered with a description that also marginalizes Teddy’s intellect, a “meathead.” 

Now, in an endeavour to be as objective in these findings one might be, it becomes 

paramount to mention that offensive lineman are constantly physically punished on the 

field of play. Lineman face-off on every down. Traditionally, they don’t miss a down of hits. 

Oriard describes offensive lineman in military terms, “the grunts who slogged away in the 

trenches while others took the glory” (Autumn xv). Is this representation of intellect a 

possible connection to concussion related similarities in these men? Quite possibly so. This 

representation could use some further consideration. Nonetheless the commonalities of the 

findings seem generous enough to note the parallels.  

Additionally, NFL players seem to, as a rule, identify kickers and punters as almost 

non-football players. Quite often identified by other players as “quirky,” “free-spirited,” 

“calm.” They are on the team, but they do not seem to perform orthodox masculinity in the 

same manner as the rest of the players, and they aren’t expected to perform this same brand 

of masculinity, at least not from a player’s perspective. In fact, Chris Kluwe, former punter 

for the Minnesota Vikings, writes and responds in interviews, as if shouting from the 

rooftops, that kickers, punters, and place kickers do not even have coaches. Kluwe writes,  

Punters, kickers, and long snappers don't really have a coach. There is a 

special teams coach, but his concern is with the schemes: the blocking and 

the rushing. In my eight years in the NFL, five years in college, and four 

years in high school, I never had a coach who knew the fundamentals of 

kicking. My coaches couldn't explain how I should kick the ball and why it 

was doing what it was doing. (“The Toughest Position in Football Is... 

Punter?”)  
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Interesting that the football system seems to spend its least amount of energy on the players 

that are representing the least amount of orthodox masculinity. Players, fans, and coaches, 

for that matter, use shaming language to describe punters and kickers all of the time. This 

may also be a coincidental correlation and not so much a direct causation scenario. 

However, even this adds to the ambient rhetoric of the NFL environ. And for this reason is 

worth noting as an additional construct of the chōratic environment.  

The hierarchies and organizational shorthands of the locker room and the 

personalities of the players align with their positions, a clear delineation of attunement. 

There may be deeper psychological reasons for these similarities. It is my contention that, as 

an example, not all running backs share such similar hard-edged personalities. However, 

they have learned that this is the football expectation of them. They attune and wear the 

mask accordingly. And there is great pressure to wear those masks properly. During the 

spring’s combines and up to the draft, as discussed in chapter two, would-be professional 

football players are not only judged on their athletic prowess, but also on their character, 

their overall demeanor, their viability as a team player, and their ability to represent the 

team. These are would-be professional athletes. In “The Mismeasure of Masculinity: The 

Male Body, ‘Race’ and Power in the Enumerative Discourses of the NFL Draft,” Thomas 

P. Oates and Meenakshi Durham note that, in one sense the objectification process “begins 

the moment a player begins playing organized football and is sized up (literally) by the 

coaching staff” (304). And this bears out with the trope of “height, then weight” 

descriptions discussed earlier in the chapter. This measuring up seems an integral part of 

the chōratic environment. An on measuring character, Daniel Grano writes, “[a]s a ritual of 

passage and inclusion the NFL Draft dramatizes the rewards of character and ethical 
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status” (“Risky Dispositions” 263). The mask athletes must construct is set to a very narrow 

set of guidelines. And ta player’s ability to wear that mask may very well mean passage and 

inclusion or not. Here, I want to remind the reader of the true significance of this research. 

As I deconstruct these structures and the NFL pedagogy writ-large, my purpose is to shine 

light on the fact that as we treat these men like “faceless behemoths” for capitalistic means, 

little boys are watching and are constructing (repeating and representing) their own 

expectations of gender performance.  

And the pull to affiliate and to wear the facemask, as it were, is incredibly strong. 

Holstein et. al label the NFL is a “greedy institution” (1433). They note that its “demands 

are voracious, gnawing at players’ minds, bodies, and souls” (1433). There is an over-

arching theme of the binary choice I found prevalent in talk from former and current 

professional football players. That is a constructed binary choice that you are either in or 

you’re out. And as much as we would like to challenge binary choices as false constructs, 

the NFL very often acts on this choice when it comes to players. In fact, Holstein et. al 

suggest that the NFL insist “players go ‘all in’ if they’re going to succeed” (1434). They 

write that in effect, “the NFL ravenously devours the men who play its game in order to 

create the players that make the league successful. You’re either inside the bubble or you’re 

out” (1434). This represents a sentiment I explore further in chapter six of this work.   

  Through savvy business moves throughout its history, the NFL has secured itself as 

the game in town, speaking in American football terms. Its reach and control of its product 

is unparalleled. And for players to remain “masked,” “the NFL doesn’t have to be overly 

coercive” (Holstein et. al 1454). The league, rather, ensures that it becomes the only world-

view players are hearing. And to Anderson’s point, the pedagogy does this work for them. 
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Now they are not by any means definitively successful in this. There are definitely players 

who transgress the constructed lines of the NFL, i.e. Colin Kaepernick, Marshawn Lynch, 

and Richard Sherman, all who appear in the next chapter for this very same reason. 

However for many players, Holstein et. al note, the priorities of the game become their own 

priorities. Holstein et. al go so far as to label the NFL “omnivorous –indiscriminately all-

consuming” (1433).  

 In an interview with a sport blogger, Oriard discussed the changing tide of the 

definition of the game from the perspective of the player. In this particular interview Oriard 

was asked “What are your thoughts on football and the NFL now, 27 years later?” Oriard 

answered,  

Yes, when I wrote in The End of Autumn that NFL football was becoming 

more about entertainment, I had no idea that cable television in general and 

ESPN in particular (and SportsCenter even more particularly) would soon 

be transforming our sports culture, a process that is now moving to the 

Internet as well. What the players do remains real, and this is the source of 

NFL football’s power, but as the NFL markets its brand ever more 

aggressively a question inevitably arises, whether it risks undermining the 

sport by appealing to an ever-wider audience as entertainment. (“Interview”) 

This is an important point. Is the NFL’s “irrational desire to control everything” 

contributing to what is beginning to feel like quite a paradox too heavy for fans to hold? 

The NFL system is beginning to wane. The television ratings are down, but only slightly. 

The more concerning trend, for the NFL, can be found in the shrinking amount of children 

and adolescents playing the game. USA football released a report in 2016 showing almost a 
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25% drop in participation by kids aged 6-14 in tackle football since 2010 (Sport and Fitness 

Industry Association). Similar studies show a noticeable increase in flag-football 

participation, but not yet a trend to this effect.  Again, this trend is probably more closely 

tied to the Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE) hearings and findings of concussion 

studies. But, again, it is important to note in relation to this research on orthodox 

masculinity and the NFL, less kids are playing the game than in any time since 2010.  

The NFL creates and controls a product using the bodies, minds, and “controlled 

fury” of real human beings. These human beings are required to tote a specific construction 

of orthodox masculinity for the media; they are required to conform to a specific mask for 

the cameras. When they transgress that mask, the capitalistic juggernaut, the NFL, punishes 

them and it is in this manner that the pedagogy of that dialectic of American football’s 

brand of orthodox masculinity is established. 

Conclusion 

Further consideration of Rickert’s defining of rhetorical attunement is the nature of 

what and how we must study the environment and what he terms “ambience.” Like 

Deleuzian becoming, Rickert considers attunement to be ontological. Attunement 

contributes to our being-in-the-world. Possibly in a manner that precedes a singular 

person’s agency as a rhetorical being. Attunement, rather, is affect. Rickert writes, “[a]ffect, 

or persuadability, already inheres, both materially and meaningfully, and is therefore prior to 

rhetoric” (159). Even though attunement occurs with a diffusion of shared agency, there is 

still agency held. That agency can adjust. But, it would take the system’s realization, lead by 

those in power within the NFL, to realize that this strict adherence and policing of bodies 

and gender performance as well as an “irrational desire to control everything” may be 
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incredibly maiming players’ abilities to be full unique individuals. Now, you might say, that 

is exactly what the NFL does not want. I agree. This leads me into chapter five and 

difference and transgressing the representation or facemask.  
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1 I place “organic” in quotes here to denote the actually hidden inorganic nature of 
orthodox masculinity. The hidden-ness of orthodox masculinity is discussed in Chapter III. 
2	Football bloggers seem to be largely in agreement that Johnny Anonymous is in fact the 
Philadelphia Eagles’ back up center David Molk. 
3 As noted in Chapter II, all of the utterances, speech acts, and/or texts used in this study 
were made public before this study.	
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CHAPTER V 

THE PEDAGOGY: DIFFERENCE AND TRANSGRESSION 

OR  

STANDING UP FOR MYSELF AND OTHERS 

 It seems that more often than not when considering moments of differentiation 

and/or transgression, the spectre of marginalization, othering, and differences of identity are 

present. This fact has troubled me while writing this dissertation. I have noted the founding 

element of whiteness in the structure of the NFL’s brand of orthodox masculinity. The 

othering and marginalization, then, should not be surprising. And as I pondered why this 

might surprise me, I realized that it continues to go back to the idea that so many who make 

up the institutional powers of the NFL, in the league’s fan base, and so many in the “sports 

talk” industry discuss the meritocratic structure of the NFL – “If you perform, you play.” 

This simply is not the case in many situations. In Brand NFL, Michael Oriard notes, “[w]e 

like to believe that sport, with its ‘level playing fields,’ is an agent of racial progress; that is 

not only provides opportunity based upon merit alone, but also promotes racial 

understanding and tolerance” (220). Matters of race do exist in major league sports. Oriard 

writes that the stakes often transcend the playing field, “to competing ideas about African 

American humanity held by blacks and whites alike” (221). 

 In chapter three, I noted that Eric Anderson argues that athletes who do not 

“adhere” to the codes and mores of orthodox masculinity (again which includes foundations 
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based upon whiteness) are more likely to be “sanctioned by verbal insults and are less likely 

to be given valued playing positions” (Inclusive Masculinity 57). He also notes that athletes who 

“toe the line are honored by their institutions and celebrated by fans and their community” 

(56). In chapter two, I noted Daniel Grano’s work on the measuring of character and the 

spectacle of the NFL Draft. Moments of differentiation and transgression, in a Deleuzian 

sense, occur primarily at the intersections of definitions of character, discipline, and 

transgressions from the brand-approved scripts -- a transcendence of the football pedagogy. 

On the NFL’s practices of measuring character, Grano writes,  

Once contextualized within the contested racial terrain of sport, character can be 

pointed to as a term that differentially positions white and black athletic bodies in 

relationship to the disciplinary structures of sports institutions that unite with and 

enhance (in the case of white bodies) or contingently reform (in the case of black 

bodies) athletic natures and develop ‘character’ for the sake of life in the polis. (“Risky 

Dispositions” 260) 

Often when moments of difference and/or transgressions occur, there also exists in the 

event or situation a disparity in definitions of acceptable character. When this disparity 

exists, generally, shaming language or behavior persuades the football player back into 

performing the league’s definition of proper character. Gerald Early argues, “no athlete is 

merely an athlete” (15). They are not just symbols, Early notes. Athletes are also human 

beings. Early continues this point, “[t]hey shape their efforts as much as they are shaped by 

them;” and athletes bring to their sport “their politics, their beliefs, their values, and their 

psychological and emotional needs” (15). Professional football players are human beings 

with divergent personalities and needs. Demands or performance of these personalities or 
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needs, when divergent from the NFL’s brand expectations, offer a glimpse into the system’s 

reaction to difference and/or transgressions.  

 In this chapter, I delineate and explicate my findings as they exemplify the Deleuzian 

concepts of becoming that differentiate a subject from the representation. I also explicate my 

findings as they exemplify moments or events of transgressions, which an agent performs 

consciously. These moments of differentiation and/or transgression run counter to the 

football pedagogy. 

Differentiating  

 “Repetition,” Deleuze argues, “changes nothing in the object repeated, but does 

change something in the mind which contemplates it” (70). Here Deleuze points to an 

inescapable distinction in the states of being, difference and transgression. A being can 

differentiate themself from the representation, but the mind that contemplates the 

repetition, transgresses the representation consciously. We may, however, also, differentiate 

ourselves from the expected codes of representation without reflection on the system itself. 

Difference is defined in opposition to ‘Sameness;’ philosophically speaking we have defined 

difference as behaviors of the Other, or otherness. This is an anchor of the negative 

connotation our cultural consciousness carries about the term “difference.” Difference has 

been defined as separation from the accepted, from the normative. For Deleuze, though, 

difference does not have negative connotation. For Deleuze, difference means multiplicity. 

Kay Lalor notes that a part of Deleuze’s work in Difference and Repetition is to “critique the 

oppositional positioning of identity categories” (11). And Lalor argues, the negative 

reception of differences “reduces experience or identity to a false problem that hinders our 

grasping and understanding of it” (11). Deleuze writes that this understanding of difference 
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works to keep us in the cycle of representing repetitive masks. “Contradiction,” argues 

Deleuze, “is not the weapon of the proletariat but, rather, the manner in which the 

bourgeoisie defends and preserves itself, the shadow behind which it maintains its claim to 

decide what the problems are” (268). The converse of this system suggests difference as a 

vehicle for multiplicity; this is what Paul Patton describes as Deleuze’s “differential 

ontology” (34). However, in establishing this differential ontology, Deleuze argues for us to 

consider becoming from an alternative perspective than has been established and functions in 

our current understandings of difference, moments that depart form the established 

expectations of the representation. I move forward in this chapter by defining “difference” 

and “differentiation” as performing orthodox masculinity in some manner that diverges 

from the expectations of the mask, or representation.   

 An example of this differentiation can be found in “The Report to the National 

Football League Concerning Issues of Workplace Conduct at the Miami Dolphins.” This 

report, as discussed in chapter one, establishes the findings of a panel of independent 

investigators, Theodore V. Wells Jr., Brad S. Karp, Bruce Birenboim, and David W. Brown, 

after completing an investigation into workplace bullying reported by Jonathan Martin. 

Jonathan Martin, at the time, was a second-year left tackle, who played for the Miami 

Dolphins. Martin alleged harassment and bullying on the part of teammates and Dolphin 

veteran players Richie Incognito, Mike Pouncey, and John Jerry, three starters of the 

offensive line. In the report, Wells et. al write about an incident concerning a player who did 

not agree to be named. They call him “Player A.” According to the reports of Jonathan 

Martin, and acknowledged by Incognitio, Pouncey, and Jerry, Player A was “quiet and 

unassuming” (19). According to the report, Incognito, Pouncey, and Jerry “taunted Player A 
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with homophobic insults,” . . . calling him a “fag” or a “faggot,” accusing him of “sucking 

dick,” and “pissing while sitting down” (19). Incognito acknowledged that even though they 

did not think Player A was gay, “he got it ‘everyday from everybody, high frequency’” (19). 

What makes this instance a particularly strong example of the group shaming a fellow player 

for not performing to the expectations of the NFL’s orthodox masculinity is that the 

coaching staff was also involved in the “fag discourse.” Wells et. al note that “[a]round 

Christmas 2012, Coach Turner gave the offensive lineman gift bags that included a variety of 

stocking stuffers. The gifts included inflatable female dolls for all of the offensive lineman, 

except Player A, who received a male ‘blow-up’ doll” (20). Incognito reflected upon the 

events and felt “that it was all part of the rough and tumble but ultimately good-natured 

environment of the Dolphins’ offensive line” (20). Player A performed a quiet and 

unassuming outer mask. He therefore became a target. The target read not tough enough. 

So, the group went about toughening him up. Incognito responds to the investigators’ 

questions as if his behavior in this scenario and in others were just a part of his job, just a 

part of the chōratic environment. 

 “Difference appears only as a reflexive concept,” Deleuze argues (34). A differentiation 

from the expectations of the football pedagogy happens in a manner that proves difficult to 

define in the future. These moments present and are identified, rather, upon reflection, as 

past events or moments which must be corrected or punished. And moments of 

differentiation occur, like moments of repetition, as passive acts.  
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Transgressing 

 On the other hand, moments or prolonged acts of transgression, in Deleuzian 

thought, are active contradictions of the system. Transgression from the performance of 

orthodox masculinity, as it is scripted by the NFL, brings with it a heavy price. Eric 

Anderson writes that athletes, in essence, strike a bargain as they move further up the 

hierarchy of teamsports. He argues, “athletes who withstand the selection process do so 

because of their outstanding athletic ability and their willingness to conform to orthodox 

masculinity” (Inclusive Masculinity 56). One might consider that an athlete who ascends to the 

level of the NFL does so while continuously accepting the codes and expectations of the 

chōratic environment itself. When an athlete steps out of the bounds of the codes and 

expectations, then, he becomes fair game to the shaming of fans, coaches, and other players. 

In some instances, these athletes also become fair game for the punishing hand of the league 

itself.  

 In chapter three, I noted that the process of the small acts of repetition and the 

construction of the mask of representation is a gathering of ‘facts’ or ‘truths’ about identity. 

Who we are, what we value, in what institutions and systems we want to belong are all 

factors of these small acts of building identity. These are decisions we make as we affiliate 

ourselves with one group or another, socially speaking. And as Deleuze argues, “[t]he 

thinking subject brings to the concept its subjective concomitants: memory, recognition and 

self-consciousness” (265). An act of transgression is an act of actualization. An act of 

transgression is an act in which we reflectively recognize the boundaries of the chōratic 

environment and choose to differentiate from its rhetorical persuasions. An act of 

transgression is a willful act. 
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Chōratic attunements of the “facemask” 

 Like Grano’s discussion of character, Phillip Lamar Cunningham argues, 

“sportsmanship in major league sports is based on a purely white hegemonic ideal” (48). He 

continues by noting that although the majority of the players in leagues like the NFL and 

NBA are black athletes, the divergent definitions of sportsmanship, that Lamar Cunningham 

argues exist, are not taken into consideration when rules, policies, and general practices are 

formed, established, or revisited. He turns to research on managerial masculinities as offered 

by Ashley Knoppers and Anton Anthonissen in “Male Athletic and Managerial Masculinities: 

Congruencies in Discursive Practices?” Knoppers and Anthonissen write that “various 

masculinities tend to be privileged over others and shape the dominant managerial 

discourses and practices” (128). They also argue that managerial discourses and athletic 

discourses are largely congruent, as both have been historically based upon expectations of 

white hegemonic constructs of masculinity. Their list, as I will show, reflects the list of the 

components of a football pedagogy offered in chapter three. Knoppers and Anthonissen list 

the following as tenets of managerial masculinities – “authoritarianism (My Way or the 

Highway!), paternalism (This is For Your Own Good!), entrepreneurialism (The Bottom 

Line Is What Counts!), informalism (Being Part of the Old Boys’ Network), and careerism 

(Success if a Promotion)” (128-31). In aligning the components of a football pedagogy with 

male initiation rites of ritual, Sabo and Panepinto list the following as components of the 

“dynamic process” of pedagogy used to train male athletes in especially masculine sports – 

man-boy relationships, conformity and control, social isolation, deference to male authority, 

and pain (116-7). And like practices in a managerial masculinity, largely based upon white 

hegemonic masculinity, orthodox masculinity prioritizes whiteness. The institutional powers 
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of the NFL base their policies, practices, and decision-making (which includes fines and 

suspensions) upon their representation of orthodox masculinity. Therefore the 

overwhelming congruency of managerial masculinities and athletic masculinities Knopper 

and Anthonissen suggest above with the components of a football pedagogy Sabo and 

Panepinto depict amplify the perspectives of the institutional powers of the league to rely on 

their own memory, recognition, and self-consciousness as they patrol players. This inevitably 

leads to incongruences.  

 These incongruences do not occur only between the NFL institutional powers and 

athletes, but also play out between fans and players, players and players, and coaches and 

players. In the 2016 season, wide receiver Odell Beckham Jr. was fined $18,000 for wearing 

cleats that were different from the team’s regular cleats for one game. Now, the NFL has an 

established rule — players can wear out of uniform cleats for one game in the season. The 

NFL chooses that week and the compromise is geared toward players’ wanting to raise 

money for charities. The NFL tells the players when that week will occur. Many players 

agree to wear cleats that are different than their uniform cleats to try to help to bring 

awareness to causes. The organization they wear them for usually auctions the cleats off and 

keeps the proceeds to help their organizations. Beckham wore special cleats for donation 

raising and it was out of the one week that the NFL allows it. But, tweets Beckham, “18k 

without a single warning, but the world would never kno, they act like it's no big deal. No 

respect for the message IMO” (sic) (@OBJ_3, 22 Dec 2016). Beckham notes in an exchange 

on Instagram that the cleats were meant for a “cancer research” charity. Much like 

Ochocinco’s “Dad” tweets, Beckham takes to social media to make visible what he feels is 

over-reach on the part of the NFL, writing, “18k like it’s nothing to them, no waring (sic) to 
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take them off or anything noTHING!” (Sandritter). This particular example is an example of 

league to player punishment. And one of conscious transgression. Yes, Beckham breaks an 

established policy. But, I offer the example to show the league’s tight control over its brand 

and an athlete’s attempts to visibly transgress that control. Such tight control that footwear is 

a concern of league officials. And the punishment of $18,000, to most, may seem a bit out of 

step with the act. It is another event that exemplifies “what sports journalist Mike Freeman 

calls the NFL’s ‘irrational desire to control everything around them, every player, every 

member of the franchise, every reporter, every blade of grass’” (Holstein et. al 1063). 

  Michael Oriard describes an event in which a “rookie” was not trusted with his 

report of pain, and almost lost his life or the ability to walk because of it. In his 

autobiography, Oriard offers a story of then rookie, John Lohmeyer. John was injured in a 

play in a game versus Cleveland. Oriard describes the event this way: 

John picked himself up from the turf . . . feeling an unusually sharp pain in 

his neck. On the sideline he informed the team orthopedist, who quickly 

diagnosed a pinched nerve. He twisted John’s neck in several directions, then 

dismissed him with a snort. “You young players don't know how to play with 

pain.” (Autumn 222) 

Oriard reports that the following Monday, this rookie player returns complaining of his 

neck. X-rays are taken. Upon loooking at the scans, the doctor busts through the doors, 

exclaiming “Don't move! You’ve got a broken neck!” (Autumn 222). Because he was a 

roookie, the pedagogy was no where near finished, like the case with Richie Incognito 

described earlier. The injured player needed to toughen-up. And it was the job of someone 

in authority to teach this lesson. In this case, the authority was held by the doctor whose job 
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it was to take care of the health and well-being of the players. It almost cost this player his 

ability to walk, possibly his life. Shaming was used to correct a moment of possible 

difference. In this case, there was just the appearance of difference. And John was a rookie. 

Rookies, regardless whether they are grown men, are not to be trusted with their own 

concerns. And football is full of these stories. 

 The current and ongoing case of Colin Kaepernick is one of clear transgression of 

the accepted scripts of the NFL. Now, my argument in this dissertation is one of pedagogy, 

chōratic environment, and players who attune to the regimented brand of orthodox 

masculinity in many ways. Therefore, I will not fully enter the Kaepernick debate in full in 

this dissertation. But, considering pedagogy and chōratic environment, the Kaepernick case 

cannot be dismissed as an exemplar of transgression and punishment. Before a pre-season 

game in the 2016 season, Kaepernick made a decision to sit on the bench during the pre-

game playing of the “Star-Spangled Banner.” After a much publicized week of explaining 

that he chose to take this stand in support of the #BlackLivesMatter movement, Kaepernick 

says to reporters, “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that 

oppresses black people and people of color” (Wyche). Kaepernick went on to explain, “To 

me, this is bigger than football and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way. 

There are bodies in the street and people getting paid leave and getting away with murder” 

(Wyche). The then head coach of the San Francisco 49ers, Chip Kelly, explained that 

Kaepernick was exercising his right as a citizen and that he, Kelly, had no “right to tell him 

not to do something” (Wyche). The NFL released a statement. It read, “Players are 

encouraged but not required to stand during the playing of the national anthem” (Wyche). 
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After meeting with veteran Nate Boyer, in the pre-game show of the next week’s game 

Kaepernick transitioned his protest to kneeling.  

 Sports journalist Bomani Jones argues, “[c]ontrary to popular belief, stands do not 

create divisions and fissures. They amplify them. The whole point of a stand is to put them on 

display.” Much like Cohen describes the affect of Jackie Robinson on the baseball fields of 

1947, Kaepernick has further revealed the fissures. He has lost his place in the NFL because 

of it. The San Francisco 49ers chose to opt out of Kaepernick’s contract. And since, no team 

has opted to pick it up. There are plenty of teams looking for quarterback talent. On June 

29, 2017, Chip Kelly, Kaepernick’s former coach, explained during a podcast with ESPN’s 

Adam Schefter that Kaepernick “was never a distraction,” he handled himself like a 

professional at all times during the 2016 season, and that he thought Kaepernick would be 

better in 2017 than he was last season (Brinson). And yet, Kaepernick remains an unsigned 

quarterback. One cannot help but to interrogate this event as a transgressive act that the 

institutional powers of the NFL are unwilling to touch, much less support or amplify. 

Mower et. al argue,  

[o]wnership, control, surveillance, and discipline all communicate the sorts of 

dominant paradigms and imperatives that consistently articulate the black 

male athlete as a source of “wildness, of unlimited physical prowess and 

unbridled eroticism” that is simultaneously lauded when contained and 

derided and vilified when perceived as a threat. (132) 

These moves to control the brand of the NFL, control bodies. They control the 

autonomous, individual rhetorical moves of athletes. The football pedagogy works behind 
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the scenes to try to train athletes to realize autonomy is not a viable option while acting as a 

body in this game.  

Conclusion 

 In Power at Play: Sports and the Problem of Masculinity, Michael Messner writes about the 

process in which contesting the power of dominating groups occurs. Messner argues,  

“power is a process in which dominated groups may partially accept, but also attempt to 

redefine, negotiate, or even reject, the ruling group’s rules, values, and meanings” (13). 

Messner goes on to suggest that sport ought to be a site in which marginalization and 

oppressive forces should be contested. He writes,  

[p]eople have the ability to recognize injustice and to use sport as a means to 

resist (at least symbolically) the domination imposed upon them. Sport must 

thus be viewed as an institution through which domination is not only 

imposed, but also contested; an institution within which power is constantly 

at play. (13) 

The process of transgressing and contesting power paradigms, then, should be an acceptable 

component of the chōratic environment. As the NFL controls its brand with an ‘irrational 

desire’ to control everything they can, they silence moments of transgression that could 

otherwise move the league and our larger societal consciousness forward. But, the 

components of unquestioned authority and control fall right inline with the ritualistic 

pedagogy of orthodox masculinity. The NFL capitalizes upon and scripts that pedagogy. The 

“SportsMediaComplex,” in many ways buttresses the league’s efforts in this endeavor. And 

fans in many ways follow the pedagogy along, assimilating to its message. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE PEDAGOGY: HABIT AND OBLIGATION 

OR 

DON’T WANT TO BE A CANCER IN THE LOCKER ROOM 

 In a tweet sent on June 19, 2017, tight end Martellus Bennett wrote, “[a] lot of these 

guys aren’t who you think they are. They’re just characters playing a role. They’re Robert 

Downey Jr in Tropic Thunder” (@MartysaurusRex 19 June 2017). The orthodox 

masculinity the league requires of its players is often performed as a requisite for entrance. 

Many players see the mask for what it is and perform it as a requirement of the job. And 

this may be the most troublesome affect of the three sub-components of this Deleuzian 

construct of becoming, as far as the scripts of orthodox masculinity are concerned. As 

players perform for the league and for the cameras, the league’s script of orthodox 

masculinity is communicated and (re)cycled. And as Eric Anderson notes, that scripted 

form of orthodox masculinity narrows and narrows as football players move up the 

hierarchy and into the NFL. As the draft has become more and more a spectacle for the 

media and for NFL fans, the performance of and measurement of this form of gender 

performance becomes more and more a requirement of the game.  

 Deleuze theorizes that each time we are confronted with difference, “there is a 

crucial experience . . . and a corresponding experiment” (50). The experiment he suggests 
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is, in itself, an act of trangression. He suggests, “every time we find ourselves confronted 

or bound by a limitation or an opposition, we should ask what such a situation 

presupposes” (50). As I have identified the presuppositions of the phusiopoesis of the NFL, 

I have explicated orthodox masculinity, the “SportsMediaComplex” that surrounds the 

league, the institutional powers of the NFL and their power over the branding of the NFL. 

I have also explicated how the institutional powers of the league wield that power over 

bodies, male athletic bodies. In this chapter, I delineate and explicate my findings as they 

exemplify the Deleuzian concepts of becoming that form processes of habit and obligation. 

These are acts of conscious-development. Habit and obligation appear as an agent’s 

exercising agency to comply with the expectations of the representative mask. In so much 

as players become aware that they are required to wear this particular mask of orthodox 

masculinity, at some point the mask becomes just another job requirement – train, hit 

hard, perform my position, train, rehab, wear this mask. It becomes an obligatory activity. 

And at that point, the NFLs desire for ‘irrational control’ over its branding and product 

becomes most visible.  

Habit 

 Writing on habit and the body, Lisa Blackman argues that habit “is better described 

as due to invention and the coming together of elements (for example, customs) in a manner 

of resemblance due to repetition” (195). Blackman also notes that habit can be understood 

as a form of “bodily memory” (209). Deleuze explains habit manifests “its full generality: it 

concerns not only the sensory-motor habits that we have (psychologically), but also, before 

these, the primary habits that we are; the thousands of passive syntheses of which we are 
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organically composed” (74). Habit is, therefore, constituted of repetition. Habit is the action 

of the mask. The mask is constituted of and is signified by repetition through representation. 

The myriad of signs that I gather and learn in doing and in observing the signified teaches 

me how to wear the mask. It is through the action of habit that I recursively wear the mask. 

And, Deleuze notes, habit happens in the contemplative mind. Reflexively, “[t]his 

contraction, however takes place not in the action itself, but in a contemplative self, which 

doubles the agent” (75). Habit is the action that the contemplative self realizes that 

she/he/they must perform in order to remain in the bubble of the NFL. Nate Jackson offers 

an example of this contemplation and habit by explaining pain and “flipping his switch.” 

Nate Jackson explains, “Pain isn’t rigid. It’s a choice, a weakness of the mind, a glitch in the 

system that can be overridden by stones and moxie. I find my switch and flip it” (197). 

Jackson writes that “[p]eople often asked me how bad it hurt to get hit by those huge dudes” 

(197). His response is more about flipping his switch: “The truth is that it doesn't hurt at all. 

The switch is on. I can’t feel a thing. My body is a machine and my emotions are dead” 

(197). Jackson describes consciously turning his “switch” off to ensure that his body is “a 

machine” and his “emotions are dead” (197). This, for Jackson, is how he must behave in 

order to continue to compete in the NFL. Jackson describes the act of creating a mental 

habit that hides his physical pain.   

Obligation 

 In this Deleuzian construct, obligation is “the habit of collecting habits (the whole of 

obligation)” (4). In other words, I oblige myself to collect these facades of habits and wear 

them as needed so that I can belong. By acting on obligation, football players try to remain 
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in the area of football and the football bubble. For many professional football players, 

obligation comes in the form of obligation to self and others outside of the NFL. As an 

example, Michael Oriard describes an early lesson on transitioning from college football 

player to professional as taught to him, for good or bad, through Hank Stram. Oriard writes, 

“I understood now that Hank Stram was my employer and that my own performance was 

more important than the team’s record” (Autumn 202). He notes this as a method of 

survival: “If we should lose but I play well, I would feel no pain. My security with the team 

was dependent on my own performance, not the team’s success” (Autumn 202). Later in his 

narrative, Oriard writes, “[w]inning in the only thing that maters to coaches; wins and losses 

indicate how well they do their job. But the situation of the players is different. Their value 

to the team is measured . . . by individual performance” (Autumn 203). Off of the field, 

Jackson offers an utterance that parallels Jonathan Martin’s comment that you have two 

choices: “You can go in the tank and be one of those guys [that] moans and is a cancer in 

the locker room. Or you can . . . be a professional” (Wells et. al 124). Nate Jackson writes, 

“In a locker room we are all the same. You earn your keep of you get the fuck out” (95). It 

seems that once they reach the league and play for a few years, players come to see and 

understand their place in the room, as a commodity for the NFL, and that they had better 

protect themselves, because others will not get around to taking care of them and their 

bodies.  

 To my mind, the fact of being responsible for one’s own welfare, bodily or 

otherwise, is not unlike other professional sports or athletes, or adulthood for that matter. 

However, American football is a game that elevates these athletes to heroic status. As 
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Anderson and Telander note, football asks a lot of their becomings in order to simply 

participate, much less to excel. A reminder of Telander’s argument seems salient to this 

chapter. In considering one of the essential promises of a football education to parents of 

young boys, that is the promise of grooming young boys into ‘good men,’ Telander suggests 

that often the affect is something quite different. Telander writes,  

Far from socializing their players, coaches all too often shape them into 

young men with warped perspectives on obedience, morality, and 

competition who are often unable to function properly in the real world – 

that is any world without football as its epicenter. (86) 

This is one of the dangers with the pedagogy of the NFL. If part of its brand commodifies 

heroism, then the NFL has a responsibility to allow its players to define some part of what 

that heroism means to them. We are a multiplicity. Gender performance exists in a 

multiplicity. And the narrow definition of orthodox masculinity that the NFL thrives on is 

affecting the larger narrative of what it means to be a ‘good man’ in our cultural 

consciousness. 

Chōratic attunements of the “facemask” 

 There is not much scholarship written about this phase. In each of the short 

narratives I offer above, the sentiments are short. Football players don’t dwell on these. I 

suspect that football players do not like to dwell on that which forces them to see 

themselves as a commodity. They move on from those feelings pretty quickly. Or they do 

not communicate them outwardly and openly in many cases. Both are important possibilities 

with important affects. Dwelling makes it harder to do the job. It makes it harder to enjoy 
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this game that maims their bodies. And if a player does not enjoy the game, why would he 

continue to put his body and mind through this obstacle course of injuries, pain, and 

manipulation. For the money? If that is true, and I do not doubt this to be true in many 

cases, then that simply offers another exemplar of obligatory performance.  

 Conformity to the performance of orthodox masculinity and to the larger 

requirements of the chōratic environment by definition is a form of obligatory performance.  

Considering the relevance of conformity, and possibly overconformity, to the ideal of 

masculinity, in the case of the NFL orthodox masculinity, Anderson, quoting Robert Hughes 

and Jay Coakley’s work, suggests that overconformity to the ideal of orthodox masculinity 

can look to others like social deviance in some cases. In their research, published in “Positive 

Deviance Among Athletes: The Implications of Overconformity to the Sport Ethic,” 

Hughes and Coakley argue,  

Most people in sport, including journalists, fans, owners, sponsors, 

commentators, coaches, trainers, and athletes, accept these norms. Indeed 

they often internalize them and use them as standards for evaluating 

themselves and others as ‘real athletes.’ In many cases, strict conformity to 

these norms becomes the basis for acceptance into a team and a measure of 

status among athletes themselves. (308) 

In his testimony to the team investigating allegations of workplace bullying in the 

Martin/Incognito case, Jonathan Martin offers an exemplar of the point Hughes and 

Coakley make here about measuring up as ‘real athletes’ and conformity. The report reflects 

that there were occasions in which Martin asked teammates Incognito, Pouncey, and Jerry to 
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stop the harassment. However, he notes, he usually just went along to get along, conforming 

to the chōratic environment as it was defined for him. The report outlines his response in 

this manner: “Martin acknowledged that he typically did not challenge language he found 

hurtful; instead, he often turned or walked away or attempted to use body language to 

convey his disapproval, or just tried to laugh it off” (13). In fact, Martin acknowledges 

occasionally joining in on the banter in an attempt to “fit in” (13). Martin saw the mask for 

what it is. He resisted it. But, ultimately he decided that performing to the requirements of 

the chōratic environment seemed the only way to lessen the abuse he was experiencing. 

Martin attuned. Martin acknowledged sending text messages to the more veteran offensive 

lineman – Pouncey, Jerry, and Incognito – that mirrored the language he was defining as 

inappropriate, coercive, and abusive. He did so, he reports, as a defensive mechanism. 

Martin felt that if he wore the mask well enough, the bullying behaviors would find another 

target. Martin was performing conscious obligation to the representation of what he 

perceived to be the NFL’s orthodox masculinity, replete with fag discourse, shaming, and 

aggressive comments about the women in his life (namely his mother and sister). 

 And further to this point, Richie Incognito’s responses to the investigative team also 

portray a form of obligatory performance, although with much less perceptive awareness. As 

one example, the report reflects Incognito’s justification for the harassing behavior as 

reflective of the “culture of the Dolphins offensive line” (Wells et al. 32). The investigators 

report Incognito’s response as well as their findings of other teammates’ responses:  

Incognito and most of the other offensive linemen claimed that the 

treatment of Martin and others was all in good fun, part of everyday joking 
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and brotherly bonding that was a known and accepted part of life on the 

Dolphins, at least on the offensive line. (Wells et al. 32) 

Incognito and other members of the Dolphins organization were actively defining the 

culture of the offensive line as they perceived it to be. They describe and justify their actions 

because those actions are reflective of the habits they have learned and therefore, as the 

veterans, have a responsibility to perpetuate. On both sides of this scenario, Martin and 

Incognito (with other members of the offensive line) are performing obligatory behaviors 

and ways of being that speak right back to what they perceive the requirements of the job to 

be. They are attuned to the chōratic environment, what they deemed the ‘culture’ of the 

linemen group. 

Conclusion 

 When we wear or perform to masks knowing all the while it is a mask, then we are 

performing obligatory acts that allow us to continue to affiliate ourselves and our identities 

to our chōratic environments. That is just what these professional players are describing. 

They use phrases like “brotherly bonding,” trying to “fit in,” and as Bennett tweets, 

“characters playing a role.” These communications offer exemplars of forming habits and 

using those habits to affiliate with the established chōratic environment. That affiliative 

behavior does not remain in the workspaces of the NFL. That affiliative behavior 

communicates outwardly because of the incredible amount of coverage and visibility these 

players live with as a part of their work environment. Michael Oriard offers his reader a view 

into the affects of these narrow expectations of orthodox masculinity: “Football players 

entertain, but to much of society they are not mere entertainers. An entertainer is a celebrity; 
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a football player can be a hero. A celebrity is famous for who he is, a football player for what 

he does” (Autumn 291). Oriard argues this distinction as he is considering, in text, the role of 

the media and the institutional powers of the NFL and their onus for pushing the brand of 

the NFL towards one of entertainment, as opposed to sport. But, the argument offers 

another layer of meaning to this dissertation. As Oriard notes so eloquently, “[f]ootball 

players are famous for what they do” (Autumn 291). Furthermore Oriard notes, fans do 

know the difference. And we do. But, this only furthers the concern that serves as the 

impetus for this dissertation. What does it mean to our cultural consciousness that we 

witness so many strong men performing such a narrow form of masculinity, even when they 

do not ascribe to it themselves, but, feel they must perform it in order to avoid becoming a 

“cancer in the locker room.” 
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CHAPTER VII 

WRAPPING IT UP 

As I noted in chapter one of this dissertation, the heroes we choose to validate and 

the stories we promulgate say a lot about us as a society and do a lot to create our thinking 

and culture. On an individual identity basis, the stories we choose to keep inhabit and form 

who we become. The NFL possesses a great deal of persuasive power. And much of that 

persuasive power lends to a mythologizing of the normative narrative of orthodox 

masculinity, a fictive ideal based upon narrow, white, patriarchal, and homohysterical 

constructs of masculinity. The branding and therefore the pedagogy of American football 

teaches and instructs beyond the bubble of football itself. The narrow definition of orthodox 

masculinity American football players are required to perform becomes a part of their hero 

myths. Therefore, these performances and the narrow definition of masculinity inform our 

perception of manhood in our larger cultural consciousness. The institution of the NFL, 

including but not limited to the institutional powers of the league and NFL Films, create 

narratives that have become inextricably enmeshed in our American constructs of heroism. 

Michael Oriard writes, “I could not have invested football such importance in my youth had 

I not been aware of the heroic qualities of the sport” (Autumn 290). For Oriard and for 

countless other would-be football players, these myths of gender performance serve as 

exemplars for their future becomings. There must be room for more multiplicity allowed in the 

expectations of the pedagogy the NFL sets through its decisions made about its branding. 

The league’s tests of character and constant measuring of bodies, as in the spectacle of the 
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NFL Draft and its accompanying combine, can be a setting in which multiplicities of 

masculinity can be allowed. This does not mean the multiplicities need be showcased, but 

the level of control exerted works to further narrow the expectations of bodies, men, and 

athletes on the field and stage. 

 The process of narrowing identity to the construct of masculinity the sport values 

and therefore promulgates is a training device for young players. Hughes and Coakley argue, 

[t]hroughout their lives, athletes have heard again and again of the need to be 

dedicated, to set goals, to persevere until goals are achieved, to define 

adversity as challenge, and to be willing to make sacrifices and subjugate 

other experiences generally associated with ‘growing up’ all for the sake of 

their quest to become all they can be in sport. (308) 

These quests for glory and for big contracts do not just affect the players who make it to the 

professional levels. It affects the players who experience the pedagogy in city leagues, middle 

schools, high schools, and in college as well. And because of the visibility of football in our 

cultural consciousness, it affects those outside of its bubble.  

 Furthermore, the ethical justifications of meritocracy in many cases do not hold up, 

especially when we consider race a factor in this construct of orthodox masculinity. Players 

describe their experiences in vastly different manners. And with the added exposure of social 

media, players are expressing more of their multiplicities of identities. To Jacob Dittmer’s 

point as it reflects Chad “Ochocinco” Johnson’s use of social media to transgress and talk 

back to the institutional powers of the NFL, social media, to some extent, offers players an 

opportunity to do so. Dittmer argues “[b]efore the advent of social media platforms, the 

construction of an athlete’s identity largely remained within the purview of sports journalists 
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and broadcast personalities; the fan’s perception of a player was crafted in part by the media 

representations” generated within and by the SportsMediaComplex (61). Social media has, in 

part, shifted this agency to create one’s own narrative. The affect shifts as well. The agency 

becomes further diffused. Rickert explains that as media and technologies shift, change, and 

grow, so too does the “dispersion of agency through technologies” (xiii). All who use, 

Twitter, as an example become agents in its creation and evolution. Twitter is a system and 

an ecology, in which “the interactions of numerous agents mutually form and condition a 

chaotically dynamic system (ecology)” (xiv). As more players turn to social media as a way to 

control their own brands, the agents writing the narrative associated with the NFL grows ever 

diffused.  

 The chōratic environment, then, has begun to be defined, in small measure, by those 

transgressing the narrow definition of the branding of the league. As athletes transgress the 

authority and control of the league, players like Chad “Ochocinco” Johnson, Colin 

Kaepernick, Jonathan Martin, and Johnny Anonymous add to the narrative of the league. 

Their acts of transgression become a part of the story and, in turn, so too does the league’s 

reaction of lack of reaction to them. When “Ochocinco” calls Goodell “Dad,” he is adding a 

level to the narrative. He is using a rhetorical device to point to the authority-wielding 

powers of the league, treating players like children instead of the grown men that they are. 

As the institutional powers of the NFL seek to control the social media aspects of their 

brand, they inevitably will find ways to control these expressions of multiplicities. 

Oriard, in addition to noting the power of heroic football players to his endeavor to 

be a football player, explains that the heroes he saw were “capable, courageous, tough, and 

talented – everything I wanted to be” (290). And that ambition reflective of the positive 
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elements of the NFL’s pedagogy and branding. But, so too, are the restrictive elements of 

the pedagogy. We see these elements at work in the words of Jonathan Martin, Richie 

Incognito, in the case of Colin Kaepernick, and in the words of Martellus Bennett, “[a] lot of 

these guys aren’t who you think they are. They’re just characters playing a role” 

(@MartysaurusRex 19 June 2017). When Nate Jackson describes himself, his teammates, 

and other professional football players as “faceless behemoths wearing facemasks,” he 

reveals the capitalistic impetus for the pedagogy and for the narrowed required performance 

of orthodox masculinity on the field. He is also, though, pointing to the larger and off-field 

elements of control and discipline that serves to maintain that facemask. At the same time, 

we must remain careful not to, in Oriard’s words, pathologize the overt identities of 

professional football players. Oriard writes, “[f]ootball is violent, and some violent males do 

gravitate to football. Other males are not prone to violence but act violently on the football 

field, as required, perhaps with satisfaction or even pleasure” (Brand NFL 196). Professional 

football players are complex beings who are themselves in a process of becoming, as we all are. 

Their process of becoming, though, serves as a visible representation of a form of masculinity 

that requires violence and rage in its performance. Allowing players to perform their 

multiplicities of identities outside of the performance of violence and rage and outside of the 

narrow definition of the NFL’s branding could have lasting and beneficial effects for our 

narratives of masculinity.  

In an effort to attract more kids to the NFL, as players and fans, the league has 

begun to market more pointedly toward children. In an article written for Vice Sports, Patrick 

Hruby reports that facing declining participation in youth football, the “league is doubling 

down on its efforts to tackle the next generation of fans. Think a kid-friendly website and 
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apps. A football-themed, Power Rangers-knockoff cable cartoon. NFL toys stuffed in 

Happy Meals.” Montez de Oca et. al argue the league, “uses television and new media 

technologies to engage in a pedagogical project of teaching the game and its culture to 

children so that they can produce themselves as fans valuable to the NFL” (3). Hruby notes 

that the league’s “Nicktoons network animated series, NFL Rush Zone, which began in 2010 

as a series of shorts that averaged 1.2 million boy viewers ages six to 11.” The heavy push to 

market the league to younger and younger fans, especially if we are to follow the argument 

of Montez de Oca et. al, which I do, in considering this push to be pedagogical in nature, the 

need to allow a more fluid and multiplicitous narrative of masculinity seems quite important 

indeed.  

This multiplicity, though, must also consider the affect overzealous fines have on 

players of color. This consideration would mean acknowledging the inherent whiteness of 

the game and subverting the league’s branding that it is seemingly unaffected and 

uninterested in disucssing race. Doing so would have to engage a conversation interrogating 

the essential myth of sport that at its core it is a meritocracy. Many scholars disagree with 

this core assertion in many ways and at many levels. As an example, Thomas Oates argues: 

“Mainstream sports narratives, which so often celebrate professional leagues as an early 

adopter of the integrationist ethic, provide a mechanism for maintaining the deniability of 

racialized androcentric agendas” (“New Media” 96). The myth of major sport being a 

meritocracy is held in high esteem in our cultural consciousness. We just simply aren’t there 

yet. Considering overzealous fines also means an engaged and elongated conversation about 

the inherent whiteness of the ideal of American Exceptionalism. And this conversation is 
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also happening. We must keep pushing it out into the open as it pertains to American 

football.  

There are opportunities for these conversations. To offer an example, I argue that 

while a young player with the Dallas Cowboys, in many ways, Martellus Bennett, an African-

American player, was branded as a character foil to the white, veteran Cowboys’ tight end 

Jason Witten. The popular narrative among the SportsMediaComplex was that the younger 

Bennett was brash, lazy, and too outspoken while the veteran and Pro-bowler Witten was 

composed, an “iron man,” and the epitome of the hard-work ethic of the NFL. When the 

younger Bennett complained about touches,1 Cowboy fans quickly labeled Bennett as a 

player who just wasn’t performing to the level of play. Martellus Bennett, as well as his 

brother Michael, are known for being unapologetically outspoken and nonconforming. But, 

even after Martellus Bennett left the Cowboys, for the Giants and then ultimately the 

Patriots, even after being an integral part of a Super Bowl winning team, the Cowboys’ 

SportsMediaComplex relegates Martellus Bennett into a player who does not compare to 

Witten. In 2016, ESPN produced an episode of their series E:60, in which reporter Mina 

Kimes interviews both Bennett brothers, Michael and Martellus. During the “Bennett 

Brothers” episode, Kimes asks the brothers to describe many of their co-workers — 

coaches, Roger Goodell, and teammates. To the question of Jason Witten, Martellus 

answered that he never did like Witten, “he didn’t help me out” (20:03). The relationship 

between the two men is not the focus of this exemplar. Rather it is the manner in which the 

SportMediaComplex continues to pit the two players against each other, even after the two 

play on different teams and have experienced incredible success in the same position. On 
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247Sports.com, a sport talk website that talks and writes Dallas Cowboys exclusively, Patrick 

Walker writes,  

What he [Martellus Bennett] never could accept though was his role as 

Witten’s backup, which drove his decision to leave half a decade ago. . . The 

two are polar opposites in every way, from personality to loyalties, but they 

have a few things in common on the field. 

And now we know why. It's because while Bennett was slandering Witten, he 

was also stealing his moves. 

Go figure. 

Walker invokes the polarizing narrative of the two players. He feeds from it in this article. 

The sensational aspect of the character foil sells. In the “Bennett Brothers” episode of E:60, 

Kimes describes Bennett’s reputation while with the Cowboys. She says, “as a rookie, 

Bennett earned a reputation for being unmotivated and selfish” (20:20). Bennett explained,  

[t]hey tried to put their thumb on me. You know. Like tried to control me 

and make me something I wasn’t. Instead of trying to change my game and 

make my game better, they were trying to change me as a human being. 

(20:30) 

After the episode of E:60 aired and the SportsMediaComplex fell into the familiar trope of 

character foiling the two players, Bennett tweeted the following two responses, “Even 

though @JasonWitten & I never had a great relationship he’s the best TE I've ever seen 

play @terrellowens told me to study him so I did” (@MartysaurusRex 19 June 2017). And, 

“[w]hen I was with the @dallascowboys I wouldn’t to be myself make my own way. As soon 

as I left I mimicked Witten in a lot of ways. Lol” (@MartysaurusRex 19 June 2017).  
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 This would be a perfect opportunity to have a conversation about the expectations 

of a white, orthodox masculinity, to discuss the manner in which sport talk falls into this 

tired trope of labeling players into the mythologized narrative of good and evil, measuring 

them by the character expectations of the NFL, as discussed by Daniel Grano. Both 

Witten and Bennett are excellent tight ends. One, at the time, was young, black and 

outspoken (self-proclaimed and purposefully outspoken). The other was a veteran, white, 

and quiet. The character foil did not help them play the game. It did not help a rookie to 

learn from a veteran. It instead exacerbated a tenuous relationship and forced a young, 

African-American athlete into the same trope of “unmotivated and selfish.” These 

narratives help sport talk to sell advertising and attract listeners and readers. But it also 

further narrows the expectations of the league’s form of orthodox masculinity and in turn 

further amplifies a toxic pedagogy. Capitalism. 
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1 “Touches” refers to the opportunities presented in a game for a player to “touch” the ball. 
For a tight end, the term generally points to how many passes are thrown their way. 
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