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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This article explores how South African gym culture crafts racialised, Masculinity; fitness religion;
gendered and classed identities through the aesthetics of the body gym culture; Cape Flats;
(“bodywork”) and the discipline of diet (“foodwork”). Following body

various scholars who have conceptualised fitness regimes as

religion, | conceptualise gym culture as a form of “wild religion”.

Challenging mainstream literature on fitness and masculinity -

which largely overlooks race and class dynamics - | draw on

autobiographical embodied experiences within fitness spaces to

reveal the power of this culture to function as a quasi-religious

domain, with its own symbols, rituals and beliefs. This analysis

exposes how ideals of masculinity are forged within these sacred

spaces, underscoring the need to interrogate how race and class

intricately shape these ideals in ways that are often hidden from

view. By reframing fitness as a site where masculinities are not

only formed but ritualised, this work calls for a new

understanding of gym culture as a potent arena for exploring

race, class and masculine identity in South Africa.

Introduction

The prism of my lived experiences of devotion to gym culture is as central to my interpret-
ation as my scholarly training. As a scholar of religion working at the critical nexus of
sacred hermeneutics, gender, race and sexuality, the resonances between religious devo-
tion and gym culture are exceptionally apparent. Cast against a gender-critical theoretical
canvas where masculinity is viewed as a socially constructed performativity, | seek to
understand how dominant representations of “ideal” heteronormative muscularity/mas-
culinity are bred in food and fitness culture, through my more than decade-long experi-
ences within the sacralised space of the gym. The autobiographical framing suits my
research/analytical objectives of an exploratory article, since | focus on practices, routines,
moments and specific social locations into which my biographical experiences facilitate
insight. My autobiographical reflections align with the methodologies employed by
Murray Drummond (2010) and Arran Stibbe (2004), as they emphasise the significance
of personal narratives in examining the social construction of masculinity within the
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context of sport and health, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of how indi-
vidual experiences inform and challenge broader cultural discourses. | therefore enter the
vast field of more empirically based research on fitness, food and gender to offer a con-
ceptual and theoretical exploration that includes considerations of my own personal
location, race, class and African location.

| situate the South African context of gym culture within broader African studies dis-
courses on self-making, discipline and masculinity. While African scholarship on gym
culture specifically is limited, there is a historical culture of body discipline, masculinity
and identity reflected in sports such as wrestling and boxing that is theorised through
an increasing academic interest in combat sports across different African contexts.
These works, though not directly addressing gym culture, align closely with the self-
discipline and body aesthetics central to gym culture. Scholars studying fighting and
boxing are often concerned with how these practices symbolise resistance, resilience
and embodied power - a lens that can similarly apply to gym culture as it intersects
with masculinity, resilience and self-determination across African contexts.

The work of Ato Quayson (2014), Didier Gondola (2016) and Samson Kaunga Ndanyi
(2024) provides essential insights for understanding the intersections of body, masculinity
and race and class in Africa, but from distinct perspectives. The analysis by Quayson (2014)
focuses on urban gym culture in Ghana, while Gondola (2016) and Ndanyi (2024) address
traditional body aesthetics through studies of practices like bodybuilding, fighting and
wrestling in Kinshasa and colonial Kenya. In his book Oxford Street, Accra, and specifically
the chapter “Pumping Irony: Gymming, the Kobolo, and the Cultural Economy of Free
Time”, Quayson (2014, 183-212) explores gym culture in Ghana as an emblematic
space for reshaping masculinities, linking bodily discipline to a larger cultural economy
where time and leisure are politically and socially significant. The argument by
Quayson (2014) positions gym spaces as arenas of both economic aspiration and gen-
dered transformation, where self-making is entangled with the visibility of muscular
bodies as symbols of modernity, strength and self-possession. This resonates with my
argument that gym culture in South Africa serves as a field of both embodied devotion
and performative masculinity. Especially significant are his insights into the economic
dimensions of how gym culture intersects with working-class identities and aspirations
to social mobility within African urban settings (Quayson 2014, 183, 188).

Similarly, the work by Ndanyi (2024) on boxing and wrestling in Kenya' and that by
Gondola (2016) on traditional bodybuilding (kintulu) in Kinshasa together show that
African practices of body transformation reflect broader continent-wide narratives on aes-
thetics, masculinity and leisure economies across both colonial and postcolonial frame-
works. In the context of gyms, like colonial boxing arenas, bodily training functions as
a ritualised space where hegemonic ideals of masculinity and strength are both per-
formed and imposed. This socio-cultural lens connects with how African gym culture
today, particularly among men, often embodies both self-empowerment and compliance
with broader socio-political narratives around strength, masculinity and respectability. By
engaging these broader epistemic contexts, my analysis of South African gym culture as a
“religion” of bodily devotion and aesthetic discipline can be read as part of discourses on
African masculine self-fashioning.

It is noteworthy that the three variables are often missing in the extant literature of the
field, and that ideas about masculinity, fitness and fitness food are rendered socially



196 J. JODAMUS

neutral or universal. The main reason for this is that most of the research has been under-
taken in the West and perpetuates assumptions about its cultural and leisure practices and
the social actors within these being normative. There are two points here. One is the invi-
sibilising of certain groups, and the other is the dominance of writing in the West. For
example, the foreword to one of the most recent books on the subject notes that most
of the research on masculinity and fitness culture takes place in North America, the UK
and sometimes Australia. Africa is largely absent from the field (Rothmann 2022, vii).
While Jacques Rothmann's book on South African gym culture and masculinity makes an
important contextual contribution to conversations on masculinity, sports and exercise
and offers valuable insights into spornosexual and inclusive masculinities, the book still
lacks a focus on race, both representationally and analytically. Of the 29 participants in
his research, 17 are white, with the remaining 12 identifying variously as Black, “Coloured”
and Indian. In a country where white people are a minority, the book title’s reference to
“South African” gym culture is hardly representative. Furthermore, the book does not
engage with race and class as variables using any discernible critical framework, such as
critical race theory, except to remark (in passing) on race in terms of demographics.
Hence, examining food, fitness and masculinity through a critical framing of racial
nuance and class considerations within an African context adds conceptual and theoreti-
cal dimensions that are largely absent from the literature. Often the work on masculinity
and fitness is linked to a broader global body of writing and practice on “health food”,
nutritional obsession and fitness - in terms of products, services and foods - which
have largely emanated from the global North and are seen as being among the many
“modernising” elements that Africa especially is in need of, in line with the developmen-
talist framework that is now particularly strong in terms of food (e.g. Alliance for a Green
Revolution for Africa, and HealthyFoodAfrica). Through a critical introspective examin-
ation of my adherence to strict dietary regimes, food supplementation and consumption
practices, | reveal how |, as an ascetic subject ensnared by the religion of gym culture, con-
structed a “texturised body” (Boswell 2016, 386, 389, 392) as an aesthetic subject.

Ascetics and Aesthetics: Some Definitions

In his observations on the contrasting meanings of ascetics and aesthetics, Jeremy Stolow
(2006) points out that, traditionally, ascetics are seen as people who practise self-denial
and discipline, whereas aesthetics invoke ideas of beauty, often tied to indulgence and
outward appearance. Stolow writes:

Ascetics are people who are not supposed to indulge in sensuous, let alone beautiful things
and it is only through their denial that the goals of the ascetic subject can be achieved ... Aes-
thetic sensibilities, on the other hand, not only demand the participation of the sensuous
body, they are also often regarded as risky (if not anathema) to the religious goals of salvation
or transcendence, since every act of aesthetic production or contemplation is accompanied
by threats, however distant, of hedonism and narcissism. (Stolow 2006, 6)

Despite these distinctions, Stolow cautions against viewing asceticism and aesthetics as
absolute opposites, suggesting instead that the two are interconnected in complex ways.

In this article, | propose that gym culture in South Africa exemplifies this interplay
between ascetic and aesthetic practices. | define “bodywork” as the aesthetic dimension
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of masculinity crafted through the pursuit of muscular ideals, while “foodwork” reflects
the ascetic discipline required to maintain restrictive diets and rigorous supplementation
regimes. Framing the gym as a form of “wild religion” (Chidester 2012), | argue that body-
work and foodwork together create a distinct ritualised space in which gendered and
racialised identities are continually performed, shaped and contested.

Through an analysis of my lived experiences as a Black South African man classified as
“Coloured” under apartheid (Adhikari 2006, 12-15; Mellet 2020, 284), this article examines
the gym as a sacralised space that generates masculinities heavily inflected by race and
class dynamics. These dynamics, | contend, are often overlooked in the global literature
of fitness culture that foreground Western ideals of masculinity, diet and health. My
focus here aims to challenge this universalising tendency by introducing an alternative
narrative, highlighting how gym culture in South Africa enacts a layered process of iden-
tity formation and bodily discipline tied to local histories and social hierarchies.

Thus, in foregrounding the aesthetic (bodywork) and ascetic (foodwork) dimensions of
fitness, | hope to illuminate how masculinity is textured through practices that blend self-
discipline with self-display, within a larger framework of race and class. Hence, my analysis
underscores how the sacralised experience of gym culture not only shapes masculine
ideals, but also reflects broader socio-cultural struggles around race and class, particularly
within African contexts where colonial legacies persistently inform contemporary under-
standings of the body, health and identity.

The Sacrality of the Gym: “Fitness Religion”

Cody Musselman (2023), a US-based researcher examining the intersections of fitness and
religion, poses the question: “Can fitness really be a religion?” She highlights the complex-
ity of defining religion, which may involve aspects like belonging, transcendence, divine
experience, or adherence to scripture, rituals and creeds. Religions may combine these
elements in various ways or sometimes lack them entirely. Rather than pinpointing
what religion strictly entails, Musselman suggests it may be more insightful to explore
why fitness and religion resonate so strongly together and why fitness itself often takes
on a religious quality.

While | agree with Musselman’s claim that religion is difficult to define, it is certainly not
impossible. It is only impossible if we restrict our conceptions of religion to institutiona-
lised forms. David Chidester (2012) offers valuable insights for reimagining the concept of
religion beyond conventional frameworks in his book Wild Religion: Tracking the Sacred in
South Africa. He suggests that, by adopting Emile Durkheim’s definition of the sacred as
that which is set apart, we can better understand how the sacred operates at the centre of
social relations (Chidester 2012, 118).

Building on Chidester’s framework, Tinyiko Maluleke (2018) advocates for expanded
notions of the sacred that transcend institutional boundaries. He argues that this
broader understanding allows for the recognition of diverse and evolving religious
expressions, particularly relevant when examining masculinities and religion. By acknowl-
edging the complexity and hybridity of human religious experiences, Maluleke empha-
sises the need to explore the various contexts in which these dynamics unfold.

Scholars from beyond the field of religion have also been exploring the connections
between fitness cultures and religious practices since the 1980s. Charles and Betty
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Edgely and Ronny Turner (1982, 187), for example, noted that the rise of running and
jogging in America presents a rich ground for analysis, particularly through the lens of reli-
gious metaphor. They argue that fitness movements, much like religious organisations,
must articulate their beliefs and values to a sceptical public while simultaneously
seeking to attract new adherents and counter criticism. Their reflections reveal that phys-
ical fitness often adopts persuasive strategies characteristic of religious movements. This
interest in running and jogging in the literature evolved into other studies of aerobic
classes and eventually into more full-blown empirical studies in the 1990s and 2000s
on gym culture and religion (Kybartas 1997; Chaline 2015).

The insights from religion scholars such as Chidester (2012) and Maluleke (2018) align well
with the perspectives of scholars from outside the discipline, as they all advocate for a
broader understanding of the sacred that encompasses unconventional and hybrid forms
of expression. By applying these frameworks to the analysis of fitness culture, we see how
gym culture operates as a site of identity construction and community building, similar to
religious environments. This approach highlights the significance of examining fitness prac-
tices not merely as physical endeavours but as culturally rich and socially significant phenom-
ena that shape racialised, gendered and classed identities. The intersection of fitness and
religion invites a deeper exploration of how contemporary masculinities are formed within
these contexts, revealing the dynamic interplay of belief, practice and identity.

In summary, | contend that the commercial gym culture in South Africa® has all the
characteristics of sacrality: the sanctity of the space marked by constant sanitisation, the
almost liturgical performance of ritualistic repetition accompanied by trance-like music,
the setting apart of food, distinguished in cult-like fashion between dirty or impure food
and clean food, and a charismatic leader in the form of a gym guru. Some of the other
ritual activities include the preoccupation with establishing order, and a sense of certainty
for the embodied subject. Added to this ritual performance is the almost sacramental con-
sumption of food and drink in relation to what is eaten and drunk, and when. These ideas
will be expanded upon later in the article. What is significant to note now, however, are the
sacred rituals of manhood as cultivated in fitness religion.

In his examination of the links between masculinity and religion in Thando Mgqolaza-
na’s novel A Man Who Is Not a Man, which deals with male circumcision rituals, Maluleke
(2018, 53) asks “can a moment be more sacred than enrolling into a set of rituals designed
to convert boys to men? Can a place be more sacred than the site on which manhood is
supposedly manufactured?” The astute observations by Maluleke (53) on the novel apply
to the space of the gym in this article too. The gym also becomes a sacred site in which
“manhood is supposedly manufactured”, not least because, as Maluleke (53) argues, “the
search for liberating African masculinities is greatly illuminated when we cease to privi-
lege organised religions or to consider these in isolation from their intersections with
culture (local and global), other sacred realities and politics”.

“Kid Dyn-O-Mite” and “Other” Masculine Bodies

“When you were three months old, you fitted into a shoebox”, says my mother. | was born
prematurely at 36 weeks, was incubated at the hospital for some time, and when | even-
tually got home, the neighbours joked that | looked like an alien. | was a tiny baby, and |
was a skinny and scrawny, yet very tall, adolescent. The kids in the area where | grew up
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nicknamed me “JJ Kid Dyn-O-Mite” after the tall, lanky and generally awkward character of
James Evans Jr (“JJ”) from the 1970s television show Good Times. Growing up in Mitchells
Plain,? an impoverished working-class township on the Cape Flats in South Africa, | was
habitually exposed to masculine bodies that were strong, “manly” and violent. Not
fitting within these stereotypical categories of masculinity, | was often teased for being
effeminate and frequently labelled a “moffie” - a derogatory term in South African
“Coloured” communities that polices perceived deviations from masculine norms
(Reddy 2005; Cloete 2018). This cultural pressure around heteronormative masculinity,
as Alan Greig (2008, 90) and Sumit Baudh (2008, 97) argue, creates a rigid hierarchy of
masculinities that ostracised any perceived “weakness” or non-conformity. Seeking
refuge from the potential bullying and social banishment that accompanies such label-
ling, | found a pathway towards acceptance through the ritualised discipline of the
gym, a space that became my “religion”.

While | considered a vocation in religious ministry, the gym offered a transformative
space for me to develop the “manly muscles” that would change my identity from
“moffie” to “real man”. The “important role played by the discourse and rhetoric of hetero-
normativity” through such terms as “real man” and “moffie” cannot be underestimated for
the ways in which it contributed to my “hegemonic sense-making” (Luyt 2012, 47) as a
fragile 18-year-old Coloured boy seeking acceptance and affirmation. Robert Connell’s
(2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity further elucidates this dynamic, emphasising
how strength and dominance are valorised while alternative masculinities are sidelined.
Kopano Ratele (2008, 124) describes this as “assertive heterosexuality”, further demon-
strating how gym culture can reinforce these heteronormative ideals while seemingly
providing an accessible route to achieving gendered power.

Thus, the gym in both South Africa and other parts of Africa, as noted by Quayson
(2014) in relation to Ghana, is not simply a site of physical discipline but also a space
where societal scripts around masculinity are played out and reinforced. This kind of
hegemonic heteronormative masculinity is cultivated in early childhood from primary
school onwards, as argued by Deevia Bhana and Emmanuel Myeza (2016) in their
article “We Don't Play with Gays, They're Not Real Boys ... They Can’t Fight”.* As an 18-
year-old, in the ritualised context of the gym | was offered a way to reimagine myself
within the performance of hegemonic masculinity.

At the gym, buff bodies strutted around in hallowed dungeons of pain, striving to con-
struct that elusive body. Meditative repetitions, ritual eating and drinking, sets and daily
re-enactment morphed into prayers and supplications and echoed in this sacred domain.
The space, the place, the bodies and bodiliness became a ritual space,5 an embodied
place of habituation. Slogans like “Lightweight boykie!”, “No pain, no gain!”, “Squat till
you drop!’, “Go big or go home!”, “One more rep!” and “Push it to failure, son” could
be heard shouted by the gym gurus with a religious fervour that could rival any Pentecos-
tal preacher. Bodies were under construction, a metamorphosis was in progress, one was
being “born again”. Striated musculature, vasodilated veins, hard bodies, pumped-up
bodies, regulated bodies, masculine bodies?

Like many religious converts, | became fanatical about the rituals, traditions, cer-
emonies and practices, the forms of ingestion and taboos against certain forms of inges-
tion at the gym. | attended almost every day for a two-hour “hit” of a religious experience
and then faithfully observed a strict regimen of eating followed by diligent rest and sleep
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schedules (“You grow when you sleep”, | was told). Maintaining ritual purity through clean
food is a distinctive part of many religions, and the religion of the gym was no different. |
became obsessed with a type of food asceticism. Protein became a sacrament, the gruel-
ling bodywork was a kind of redemptive suffering, and salvation came in the form of a
“ripped” body. This was my body broken for myself.

In my traditional working-class Coloured home, conventional sources of protein were
limited to processed meat: beef and chicken burgers, Vienna sausages, polonies, sausages
and eggs. To make these meagre sources of protein go even further, they would often be
cooked in bredies® and smoortjies,” served with copious amounts of commercially pro-
duced, highly processed white bread, so that large families could be fed on a budget.
A regular meal in our home on a weekday was my father’s famous preparation that we
dubbed “Jonny’s penny polony smoortjie”. It was only on a Sunday that we were
treated to more wholesome sources of protein, such as a chicken roast lunch, served
with pumpkin, broccoli, spinach, rice and other such sides, now colloquially known as a
“seven colours” lunch in South Africa.

As a new convert to gym culture, | found that the fitness culture wisdom perceived the
food of my upbringing as inferior and lacking in nutritional value. While processed meats
are known to be very high in fat and added salt and contain nitrates that are related to
higher risks of colorectal cancer, much of the food that fitted into the cultural framework
of my upbringing was necessitated by what we could afford as a working-class family.
Food choices, however, are not just linked to class, and making culturally prestigious
food choices is rarely a straightforward strategy to acquire symbolic capital in the way
that Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2013) explains it. Food is also a rich cultural
and identity-constituting resource which ties one to a valued sense of self. To maintain
the ritual purity of my new religion, | had to abandon traditional food such as bredies
and smoortjies as “dirty food” and ritually impure. True to the principles of my newfound
asceticism, | developed a regimented and restrictive discipline and eradicated both the
food of my cultural upbringing and fast (junk) food completely from my diet. | replaced
these foods with a diet rich in lean protein and supplemented by ingredients such as
broccoli, brown rice and oats. Steak was too expensive so | ate a great deal of eggs,
tuna and pilchards, and, to my surprise, my testosterone-pumped self could eat a
whole rotisserie chicken with potato wedges in one sitting. While this kind of eating is
punted as “clean eating” by the gym gurus, it alienated me totally from the communal
setting of mealtimes with family, necessitating that | prepare meals by myself, and |
often ate by myself. Added to the social and familial disconnectedness that was
created by my food ascetism was the unspoken sense of nutritional superiority,
accompanied by a culinary snobbery, since the foods | was eating were dubbed “white
people’s food”, which was ostensibly better and superior. | have to clarify here that this
was not my sense of its superiority; rather, this was stereotypically how | or the food
was perceived by others.

A further disconnectedness was a financial one. | needed more “wholesome” sources of
protein, but simply did not have the financial resources for such a luxury. Some months |
could not afford it, and in the month of my birthday | would especially ask for a tub of
whey protein as a birthday gift because these were expensive. The idea of prising this
huge tub of protein, touted as a panacea for “good” health, lean bodies, fitness and
social success, speaks to a phenomenon that has become global - namely, functional
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foods. These health foods have come to be revered, and in gym culture this is especially
unsettling in contexts where class and geopolitical circumstances make them so coveted
yet largely inaccessible. Sometimes they are only attainable on birthdays, as in my case.

Then through Men’s Health magazines, | discovered other sources of protein — whey
protein shakes, egg albumen shakes, soy protein shakes and mass-builder shakes - that
| could use to supplement my unsuitable protein-poor and carb-rich diet. These were mar-
keted as quick, fast and “healthy” supplements. The supplements bought in 4 kilogram
tubs each month seemed to be cheaper and more efficient than good food sources of
protein, but they were not. A food technologist friend who worked for Vital Foods
would get me creatine monohydrates,8 branched-chain amino acids (BCAAs), pre- and
post-workout drinks and glutamine powder, at a discounted rate. | also bought ephedrine
and coffee tablets for “cutting” (gym-speak for lowering fat percentages by making
muscle mass more visible). These were entry-level ingestible supplements.

Without realising it, | was quickly drawn into the “underground” gym scene - navigat-
ing the murky waters of natural supplementation, followed by legal enhanced artificial
supplementation in the form of over-the-counter products, and eventually even traver-
sing the steroid scene and actively participating in a few steroid cycles of my own.
After a few YouTube video clips, | was able to administer these myself. Here, the lines
between medicine and food/nutrition in the current health food scene became blurred,
and even more so the lines between addictive and harmful drugs and food. This
speaks to a moment when food is robbed totally of earlier meanings and becomes
merely instrumentalised — what many progressive nutritionists (who condemn nutrition-
ism) now see as an effort to separate out different vitamins and elements, even though it
is realised that these only really “work” within the human body as compounds, and that
the human body needs to process food, not atomised vitamins. This is important to note
here as my main aim is not to blast gym culture, but rather to critique the cult-like evol-
ution of food/fitness culture that leads followers to ingest or inject possibly harmful
steroids into the body in the pursuit of muscularity and manliness. At one stage | even
bought the illegal substance “ECA stack”, a combination of ephedrine, caffeine and
aspirin that makes for a potent “cutting stack” paired alongside some testosterone.
And later | would also dabble in ingesting clenbuterol tablets, which are even stronger
than ECA and cause severe headaches, heart palpitations and shivery/shaky hands due
to the increase in blood flow, blood pressure and vasodilation. Now in my forties, and
despite not being on this supplementation regimen for almost a decade, | still experience
the side effects of this through compulsive urination and kidney cramps and pain.

By the time | reached my late twenties, | was fully baptised into the religion of food
supplementation and nutritionism, which went beyond food asceticism and in fact was
fuelled by the hedonism and narcissism that so often accompany aesthetic obsessions.
By dabbling with a few steroid cycles, | was at the peak of my gym and fitness conversion.
Physically, | had built up my body to what was starting to look like the images on a Men’s
Health magazine cover.

In summary, my obsession with masculine aesthetics and food ascetics became a
journey within, with and through my own body, a metamorphosis of my own bodiliness,
a rite of passage. Specifically, my bodiliness was heightened as | struggled with the
various ascribed identities associated with the category of “Coloured male” as well as
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with my bodily aspirations, which were driven largely by social pressure and popular
media.

What further insights can be drawn about masculine aesthetics and food ascetics from
the autobiographical experiences shared here? This will be explored in the last three sec-
tions of this article. | wish to suggest that the autobiographical account presented here via
intentionally self-reflexive observations holds important cultural capital for further
research and in-depth explorations.

Tracking Nuance in Race and Ethnicity

A large majority of the literature that brings masculine aestheticism and food ascetics
together tends to do so in ways that are either racially blind or ethnically limited. It's
not that race and ethnicity do not appear in such studies, it's that they appear as demo-
graphic variables rather than through critical analytical frames. For example, in their
article “Dietary Supplement Use in Younger and Older Men Exercising at Gyms in Cape
Town”, Senekal et al. (2021) provide little analytical nuance on race and ethnicity
beyond remarking in a passing comment that, of their total of 210 younger men (aged
21-30 years) and 91 older men (> 45 years) who participated in their study, “[t]he
younger group included significantly more black and mixed ancestry men than did the
older group; however, the majority of subjects in both groups were white” (Senekal
et al. 2021, 3). Despite a 91 per cent white demographic in the older group and a 57
per cent white demographic in the younger group, the researchers still draw general con-
clusions about “men” in Cape Town gyms and leave the racial and ethnic markers com-
pletely unattended. The class implications of their claim that “the majority of men in
both groups had a tertiary qualification” is also neglected, and the conclusion of the
study is that men in Cape Town who go to the gym routinely make use of dietary sup-
plements. Despite most of the participants in the study being white, the authors seem
to deem it unnecessary to include the signifier “white” in the title, merely describing
younger and older men. Hence, even in research being done in 2021 in South Africa,
the white male experience is portrayed as normative. There are a few emerging studies
that are beginning to challenge this. For example, the recent studies by Rosabelle
Boswell (2016), Tamsanga Mashasha (2021) and Shirmeez Samaai (2022) contribute to a
more nuanced understanding of fitness culture by focusing on the intersections of race
and class, challenging the dominant narratives that often centre white bodies as the nor-
mative standard.

Boswell’s (2016) research on Black male bodybuilders in post-apartheid South Africa
highlights how bodybuilding serves as a means of navigating the residual impacts of
racism. By framing the body as a “terrain” that can be modified and shaped, she under-
scores how these individuals utilise bodybuilding to forge identities that resist the con-
straints of racialised stereotypes. This analysis offers a perspective that reclaims agency
for Black bodies, which have historically been marginalised in discussions of fitness and
masculinity.

Similarly, Samaai’s (2022) master’s dissertation examines representations of feminin-
ities and health narratives in a South African context, through an analysis of Women'’s
Health magazine. Her work critiques how the magazine constructs normative standards
of health and desirability that can exclude women of certain races and body types. This



JOURNAL OF AFRICAN CULTURAL STUDIES . 203

exploration of body positivity within a racialised framework illuminates the ways in which
media representations can perpetuate inequality in fitness culture, reinforcing the idea
that certain bodies are privileged over others.

Focusing on a class analysis, Mashasha’s (2021) master’s dissertation investigates the
use of anabolic-androgenic steroids (AAS) within the South African fitness industry, par-
ticularly among young men. He explores how AAS use is intertwined with the class dimen-
sions of gym culture, as the appeal and accessibility of AAS vary significantly across
different socio-economic backgrounds.

Together, these studies enrich the discourse on fitness culture by foregrounding racial
and class considerations, offering alternative perspectives that challenge the predomi-
nance of white, middle-class narratives. They call for an understanding of fitness that
recognises the diverse experiences and identities shaped by broader societal dynamics,
ultimately supporting a more inclusive analysis of masculinity, femininity and the body
in South Africa.

While the issue of white normativity is a concern, one that scholars like the three
referred to above are starting to challenge, the issue of nuance is also a concern when
studies are conducted on indigenous, Black and African men. Elaine Salo asks how we
as researchers can “adequately represent the social heterogeneity and the rich diversity
of African subjects” (Salo 2010, 93). She argues “that by prioritising Pan-Africanist solidar-
ity, and in our search for African authenticity, we often represent African social realities as
undifferentiated. Consequently, we fail to represent the heterogeneity of societies that
African subjects create through their everyday practices” (93).

Hence, nuancing race and ethnicity in research on masculinity is about broadening our
images beyond tropes of Coloured men as gangster/“skollie” — emaciated, toothless,
violent - to include men who might care about outward bodily beauty, which goes
along with what regimes we subject our bodies to and what foods we eat. The body
that I, and so many others like me in the gym, aspired to and attained was a body that
spoke to discipline and dedication and tremendous care about what food one consumed.
Shirley Tate (2015, 103) observes that the body of Black muscular women “speaks of
control, dedication and hard work, attributes which are masculinised in US/UK culture
and must be re-appropriated to the masculine position lest heteropatriarchy suffer too
much of a jolt".

| would argue, then, that bodywork of this kind is not just masculinised, but, in the
South African context, it is also racialised, in that dedication, discipline and hard work
are often seen as moral pursuits that are exclusively the domain of white men. Moreover,
the pursuit of aesthetics is also presumed to be a preserve of whiteness. As a result, when
Black men pursue beauty, it is presumed to be a luxury that we cannot afford or some
form of misguided vanity or evidence of aspirationism. For Coloured men in working-
class communities in South Africa, a proclivity for physical beauty must be seen against
the backdrop of how apartheid shaped masculine subjectivities. For example, Henry
Chen et al. (2020, 79) note that “race-based job reservation policies promoted a culture
of “artisanship” among coloured men in South Durban which had formative conse-
quences on coloured masculinities in Wentworth”. This fact also obtains on the Cape
Flats, where the dynamic of what Chen et al. (82, 83) label an “artisan masculinity” con-
tinues to shape work life in the community. In a racialised and working-class social
environment such as Mitchells Plain, where Coloured men are predominantly part of a
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physically active workforce, and where muscles likely develop because of hard physical
labour, not for aesthetic reasons, the “muscle for aesthetics” that has been described in
this article plays an important role in disrupting the stereotype. While the means to
attain this aesthetic via food supplementation might be contentious, the agency is impor-
tant to note. As a Coloured individual under apartheid - a system predicated on the denial
of identity and sovereignty — my pursuit of bodily agency through disciplined food practices
and bodywork became a powerful, subversive form of self-definition. Michele Ruiters (2009,
111) emphasises that “the coloured community has never lacked agency but [was] forced to
act and react within the bounds of the apartheid system”, underscoring the resilience of
identity formation under constraint. My food asceticism and gym work were not merely aes-
thetic choices; they were an assertion of autonomy and a reclamation of sovereignty over
my own body. This pursuit of bodily agency, which reflects an existential yearning for self-
determination, challenges apartheid’s rigid structures and confronts stereotypes around the
“Coloured” body as culturally passive or aesthetically undisciplined.

Transgressing Social Class

Globally, sociological studies on gym and fitness culture observe that they are primarily
the preserve of the middle class (Lempa 2007; Maddox 2020). In South Africa, Mashasha
(2021, 92) notes that “[r]acial segregation under colonialism and apartheid resulted in
Blacks having limited access to quality sports facilities, mostly located in White areas. Con-
sequently, Black training centres were overcrowded and under-resourced in terms of
sports facilities”. This was certainly the case in Mitchells Plain, where | grew up. Despite
the literature on fitness and gym being a middle-class pursuit, the burgeoning fitness
culture since the 1990s in the predominantly working-class Coloured locations of Mitch-
ells Plain and Athlone and other such Coloured townships in South Africa tells a different
story. | would venture that fitness and gym culture possibly offers opportunities to trans-
gress social class, especially for younger men who are powerfully influenced by globalised
ideas about men’s beauty standards in the USA. One domain where this becomes appar-
ent is the area of food, which is seen to have the ability to create the types of masculine
bodies that perform according to these normative globalised standards.

As noted earlier, fast food and cheap, highly processed foods are common in working-
class communities such as the one in which | grew up, where rising food prices, financial
insecurity and historical racial limitations to nutrition determine the quantity and quality
of food, which often leads to less than healthy food choices. Gym culture provides options
to transgress the limitations of what are generally deemed healthy food choices that
social class imposes on people. However, the pursuit of muscular aesthetics does not
always translate into a healthier outcome. Through the autobiographical reflections in
this article, | have argued that masculine subjectivity that is marked by the pursuit of a
muscular aesthetic, and propped up by a food asceticism, must be seen through
complex and heterogeneous frames that take the intersections of race, class and
gender seriously.

As Jennifer Glancy (2010, 3, 9) notes, bodies have corporeal knowledge and are sites for
meaning making. My embodied experiences with food asceticism and supplementation
show that an aesthetically pleasing body may also belie a sexually dysfunctional and
unhealthy body. Muscularity often does not match up with what is healthy; on the
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contrary, it often means unhealthy instead. In her research that examined the covers of
selected Men’s Health and Women’s Health magazines to determine contemporary
expressions of health in relation to “ideal” body construction and representation,
Samaai (2017, 30) found that, despite the “sizable and defined muscles, such as broad
shoulders, big biceps, and six-pack abs” that men who work out display, “society’s
current paradigm of self-fulfilment has more to do with achieving ideal physical standards
rather than obtaining overall health. What emerges is an air-brushed, idealized and argu-
ably unhealthy body” (19). The results of bodywork and foodwork are determined by what
is achievable within class constraints. More research is needed on whether the quick reach
for steroids and artificial food supplementation has something perhaps to do with the
working-class mindset that a healthy food lifestyle is an expensive one.

“Texturising” African Masculinities

What constitutes being healthy for women and men is marketed differently in the health
and fitness sector. While the wellness industry for women is built around losing weight
(making oneself smaller), for men it is about bulking up (making oneself bigger). One
doesn’t have to make too many leaps of conjecture to recognise that the asymmetrical
social, cultural and religious demands of patriarchy on women and men have symbolically
and literally found themselves on our bodies. The disproportionate gendered pressures
do not just stop at the level of expectations, as has consistently been shown in this
article, but are revealed in characterisations of race and class too. As Steffen Jensen
(2006, 280) notes:

For almost 100 years, coloured men have embodied danger, violence, and moral transgres-
sions in Cape Town. In the beginning of the 20th century, these traits were incarnated in
the figure of the skollie, literally the “scavenger” ... He is always poor, coloured and male.
This figure came to animate (and continues to animate) state and popular perceptions
about coloured men on the edge of crime.

Following Salo’s challenge, referred to earlier, to present more complex markers of mas-
culinity in African discourses on gender, markers that go beyond the century-old rep-
resentations referred to by Jensen (2006) above, the autobiographical reflections
offered in this article have aimed to provide a heterogeneous and undifferentiated
account of social reality in South Africa. | contend, along with Boswell’s reasoning in
her article “Bodybuilding as Identity in South Africa”, that:

[t]he discussion presented here, other than offering the notion of a texturised body as the
end goal of bodybuilding, seeks to fill a gap in the literature, indicating how and why
bodily practices and especially bodybuilding is not merely about “fashioning futures” or
the spectacularization of the body, it is also about producing an alternatively but still phys-
ically inscribed self, a palpable, texturised entity that is visible, tactile and communicative.
(Boswell 2016, 386)

This texturised entity of the masculine self and subjectivity is shaped by the rituals of and
devotion to fitness religion. It provides a “third space”, as Boswell (2016, 386), drawing on
Bhabha, argues, where “the muscular male body, previously understood as a represen-
tation of globally hegemonic (heteronormative) bodily practice, is being re-translated
and read anew by the men”.
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Conclusion

My autobiographical reflections in this article provide some examples of how masculinity
within fitness religion is “re-translated and read anew” by specific men or groups of men.
By bringing foodwork and bodywork together within considerations of masculinity and
fitness, “by exploring the moments in which men are not merely beneficiaries of
women’s foodwork” (Nash and Phillipov 2014, 207) or simply limited to the braai (the
South African barbecue that transcends identity boundaries), this article uncovers concep-
tual and research possibilities for understanding the complexity of food's entanglement
with race and class within studies on masculinities. What my reflections point to is the
need for more research on the construction of ideal dominant muscularity/masculinity
within the popular and bourgeoning gym and fitness and health food culture in South
Africa. More importantly, empirically rich studies can provide scope for exploring the embo-
died experiences of socially situated men, specific masculinities and contextualised hege-
monic masculinities within the framework of the sacrality of fitness and health food.

Notes

1. See also the work by Katrien Pype (2007) on the relationship between fighting and masculi-
nities in Kinshasa.

2. Commercial gyms like Virgin Active and Planet Fitness in South Africa represent a more struc-
tured and institutionalised approach to fitness, characterised by a focus on a wide range of
amenities, professional training staff, and a variety of fitness classes. These gyms typically
offer modern facilities, including weight training and cardio equipment, group fitness
classes, and wellness services such as nutrition counselling and personal training. They
cater primarily to urban populations and are often marketed to middle to upper-class consu-
mers, emphasising a lifestyle of health, wellness and personal improvement.

3. Situated about 30 kilometres from the city centre of Cape Town, South Africa, Mitchells Plain

is a predominantly “Coloured” township on the Cape Flats that was built during the 1970s

because of forced removals and apartheid laws such as the Group Areas Act. “Coloured” is

a contested identity that was part of the racial stratification system of apartheid. See Patric

Tariq Mellet (2020, 284) for a discussion of this term. For further discussion surrounding

the history of the term and the debate around Coloured identity within the Western Cape

of South Africa, see Zimitri Erasmus and Edgar Pieterse (1999, 167-187).

See also Jeff Hearn (2007, 23-26) and Thabo Msibi (2012).

For further discussion of the notion of bodiliness, see Thomas Csordas (1994, 1-26).

Bredie is the Afrikaans word for stew.

A smoortjie is the Kaaps word for the by-product of braising together onions, tomatoes, chil-

lies and a selection of red, green or yellow peppers with garlic and salt, pepper and some

sugar in hot oil. A smoortjie is the base for several staple meals on the Cape Flats. These
include penny polony smoortjie, pilchard smoortjie, Vienna smoortjie and sausage smoortjie,
to name just a few of the smoortjie options. Kaaps is a language primarily spoken on the

Cape Flats in Cape Town, South Africa. This area was shaped by apartheid spatial policies,

which reserved it for Coloured communities and placed them on the outskirts of the city, sep-

arated from affluent, white-only areas. While Kaaps shares some similarities with Afrikaans, it
maintains its own distinct linguistic integrity. Its development has been influenced by Khoi,

San, Dutch, Malay and Arabic heritage (Williams and Stroud 2014; Williams 2021).

8. Vital Foods is one of South Africa’s leading health product companies and it produces a range
of nutritional and dietary supplements, including vitamins, minerals and herbs as well as
health foods and beverages.

9. See Jensen (2006, 280) and Salo (2018, 177).
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