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ROBERT EDELMAN AND WAYNE WILSON

Nor long ago, a British historian observing the changing landscape of academic inquiry
remarked to a colleague, “Sport, it would seem, is the new film.” His remark was apt.
These days no leading university would omit the cinema from its offerings, and the study
of sport is rapidly approaching a similar status. Our handbook proposes to examine the
present state of this burgeoning field and point to what still remains to be done. Today,
sport’s grandest events are watched by billions of viewers, while billions of dollars are
generated by its globalization and commercialization. Sport occupies an enormous part
of the content on the Internet and other forms of media. Inevitably, sport has attracted
the attention of scholars who increasingly have found it to be a subject that can help
us answer the big questions facing historians of all sorts. Once a domain of unadorned
empiricism, sport history today mobilizes complex and sophisticated social and cultural
theories to derive a vast range of meanings. The grand old categories of class, race, gen-
der, nation, and religion can all be used to understand sport, and in turn sport can give
us new understandings of those same categories.

The emergence of sport history is the culmination of more than a half century of
disparate developments. As early as 1951, John Rickards Betts completed a pioneer-
ing doctoral dissertation at Columbia University titled “Organized Sport in Industrial
America” Betts, who became a member of the history faculty at Boston College, con-
tinued to research and write about sport in the 1950s and 1960s, but he was one of very
few Anglophone historians to do so. Unencumbered by the intellectual inhibitions of
traditional historians, physical educators took the lead in organizing the International
Committee for the History of Physical Education and Sport in 1967. This step was fol-
lowed six years later by the establishment of the North American Society for Sport
History (NASSH), a scholarly association made up of physical educators and histori-
ans. In 1974, it launched the Journal of Sport History. NASSH was also a model for the
development of subsequent associations, including the British Society of Sport History,
the Australian Society for Sports History, the International Committee for the History
of Physical Education and Sport, and the European Committee for Sport History. The
growing academic interest in sport was not limited to history, as sport subfields took



2 ROBERT EDELMAN AND WAYNE WILSON

root in several other disciplines in the social sciences and humanities. This interdis-
ciplinary interest led to the establishment of numerous scholarly societies in the next
two decades. The International Committee for the Sociology of Sport, the International
Society of Sport Psychology, the International Association for the Philosophy of Sport,
and the Sport Literature Association were among the most notable such groups.

Concurrent with the growth of these sometimes insular scholarly societies were
much broader intellectual developments, as a wide variety of thinkers began advocat-
ing a more comprehensive examination of the human experience. Dismayed by the
dismissal of popular culture in general and sport in particular, by the New Left and par-
ticularly the Frankfurt School, a later generation of thinkers sought a more nuanced and
optimistic understanding of the reception of mass culture by very various audiences.
Instead of diversion from the weighty matters of life, they sought to stress the possibili-
ties for resistance and agency to be found in play and entertainment. At the University
of Birmingham during the 1970s, Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, and their colleagues,
inspired by Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, devoted intelligent and
rigorous attention to television, film, sport, and many other human activities once
dismissed as “not serious”” In creating the new field of cultural studies, these scholars
established the intellectual and political preconditions for sport studies to flourish. Such
well-established historians as Eric Hobsbawm, Richard Holt, and Tony Mason began
exploring the role of sport in the development of mass culture and class consciousness.?
In North America, Elliot Gorn, Jules Tygiel, Steven Riess, and Randy Roberts turned
their talents to sporting matters.* The literary scholar John Hoberman published a rich
and intelligent work on sport and political ideology.”> Allen Guttmann, of Amherst
College, wrote From Ritual to Record, a seminal work that analyzed the transformation
of sport from a premodern to modern phenomenon.® The anthropologically trained
John MacAloon produced an intellectual and political biography of Pierre de Coubertin,
founder of the modern Olympics, that we now can see was light years ahead of its time.”
We have come a long way since 1938, when the great Dutch historian Johan Huizinga
produced Homo Ludens, his pioneering study of the play impulse throughout history.®

At much the same time in France, Michel Foucault was elaborating an approach to
historical knowledge that placed the human body at the center of scholarly concerns
and deployed a concept of power that was particularly helpful to understanding how
relations of domination and subordination were constituted and expressed in sport.’
His fellow theorist Pierre Bourdieu pointed to the importance of the habits and prac-
tices surrounding the body and argued that the body could express much that the mind
and speech could not.'” Deploying the concept of cultural capital, he called for mobiliz-
ing a rigorous, historically informed sociology to study a wide range of cultural forms,
sport included. Along with sex and dance, sport is the most corporeal of human activi-
ties. By the 1990s, these and many other thinkers in turn helped precipitate what has
come to be called the “cultural turn” in the historical profession. In subsequent decades
senior historians who had established reputations in more traditional subfields came
to examine sport with rigor and nuance." They in turn inspired young researchers and
graduate students in history to study sport as their career path.?
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These shifts have changed scholars’ older notions of what is important. Topics that
were once deemed marginal—murder mysteries, musical comedies, soap operas, and
sport, to name a few—have today assumed new significance. In the process, popular
culture in general and sport in particular have become the subjects of an explosion of
thoroughly serious, rigorous research and writing, filled with all manner of compelling
implications. At the same time, historians of sport came to realize the importance of
addressing their work to the larger profession. Sport was no longer treated as an auton-
omous realm—an escape from a so-called real world. It touches the most significant
elements of the human condition. Sport has been a gender factory—a site where men
made themselves into men and where women fought and overcame the consequences
of that historically constructed “male bastion.” Sport is the terrain over which struggles
between social classes, religions, and nation-states have been ardently and at times dan-
gerously contested. It is, to paraphrase Clifford Geertz, the place we tell ourselves stories
about ourselves.® Whether it is Bourdieu’s “cultural capital” or Huizinga’s “play;” sport
is, has been, and will continue to be one of the great engines of culture creation.

While these changes were taking place in the academy, there were other processes
going on in the larger world. Since the 1980s, we have been experiencing yet another
wave of a globalization process that has had several previous iterations in the course of
world history. Sport has now come to occupy an increasingly large portion of the world’s
cultural, economic, and political space. Such organizations as soccer’s international
federation (FIFA) and the International Olympic Committee (IOC) boast more mem-
bers than the United Nations and offer a platform to large and small nations alike that
is unrivaled by any other cultural or political body. The production, communication,
and consumption of sport through myriad and increasingly complex interrelationships
across transnational corporations, federations, and forms of media have allowed recent
so-called mega-events to balloon to cumulative audiences in excess of 40 billion. High-
performance athletes enjoy greater mobility and visibility, and conglomerates have
more vested interests in supporters, stadia, clubs, franchises, and international markets
than at any other point in the history of sport. So-called mega-events that last for weeks
and are transmitted all over the world are more “mega” and costly than ever. Both the
2014 Olympic Winter Games in Sochi and the 2014 men’s soccer World Cup in Brazil
were simultaneously dripping in political implication and commercial exploitation.
The women’s soccer World Cup and the new and hard-fought gender equality of the
Olympic Games have generated profound rethinking of what is femininity and, in their
wake, masculinity. The historic dominance of men in sport, a product of the nineteenth
century, is now challenged by the useful if fluid concept of metrosexuality.

As sport itself has gone increasingly global, so has its study. International scholarly
sport societies have grown and matured. All publish journals and organize annual con-
ferences. Many colleges and universities offer courses on a wide range of sporting topics.
Graduate students now choose sporting topics for dissertations and succeed in find-
ing gainful employment. There are even chairs of sport history at major universities.
Today, the leading university presses have all published books on this subject. Networks
of researchers have formed with only a tenuous relationship to the established sport
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studies associations. The 2010 Sport in Modern Europe Project was one such example
of a European-based network, led by academics from departments of history, sociol-
ogy, literature, and business in several countries. The Cold War International History
Project’s multiyear, multisite research program on Cold War sport is another example
of broadly international cooperation to tackle an important element of transnational
history.

Sport, for us and for most historians, is a form of competition featuring physical per-
formance, pursued in accordance with written rules and administered by formal organi-
zations. Rather than focus on recreational physical activities, or the German gymnastics
tradition, sport’s main competitor as a form of bodily culture, we are primarily con-
cerned with organized spectator sport.

We believe sport occupies a profoundly useful place within the larger historical pro-
fession. Joseph Nye’s concepts of soft and hard power have been extremely useful to
scholars, but which of them best describes sport?' Because sport is liminal, it consti-
tutes and expresses its meanings not only through institutions and printed sources but
in the spaces between them—in families, neighborhoods, courtyards, street corners, the
criminal world, parks, pubs, kitchens, cafes, schools, schoolyards, and places of worship.
If sport has been one part of a popular culture that seeks to impress and convince, it can
be seen as a form of soft power, but the links among sport, physical fitness, and military
preparedness make it an especially hard form of soft power. At the same time, the ques-
tion of fitness is one element of the military world that does not directly involve weapons
and destruction, making sport a softer form of hard power.

A great deal of energy has gone into studying how sport reflects the strengths of com-
peting political and economic systems, but sport can just as easily mask their weak-
nesses. Indeed, sport can do both at the same time. For scholars seeking to make sense
of the big issues of history, sport then turns out to be what the British journalist Simon
Kuper has called a “slippery tool””> Due to its competitive nature, sport is unlike such
well-studied cultural activities as ballet, theater, music, literature, movies, art, and
design. It is unscripted, unpredictable drama that feeds off deep personal and collective
loyalties and fascinations. It produces easily measured results from which governments
and their citizens draw rapid conclusions. Yet, for the historian intrigued by the fabric
and weave of societies rather than grand moral master narratives, these can be tricky
calibrations. Sport is not a shortcut that obviates the need for meaningful contextualiza-
tion and rigorous research.

While sport history is primarily focused on the modern period and the rise of sport is
usually associated with the coming of modernity, we offer three chapters explicitly about
premodern sport and several others that touch on premodern antecedents to modern
sport. First and foremost, this is a historical handbook and not a work of anthropology.
It is, therefore, largely but not entirely limited by the existence of written sources and
documents. Accordingly, the premodern chapters are concerned with those activities in
Europe, North America, and Asia that played roles in the development of modern sport.
Africa, which commands one of our chapters, offers the clearest contrast of the anthro-
pological with more conventional historiography. Relevant documents were produced
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by the colonial powers who sought to portray indigenous populations as “peoples with-
out history” before the coming of the “white man” and his often uncivilized imposition
of the civilizing mission.

Because it is impossible to provide full coverage of every sport and country, we have
chosen to take a more thematic approach. Still, geography is important. The section
on the familiar modernization narrative provides coverage of Great Britain and North
America and examines the most popular forms of sport. Other geographic regions are
addressed separately, covering an even wider range of sports and their precursors. We
look at the many directions of transnational acculturation and seek to reveal the diffu-
sion of sport to and from all parts of the planet.

Sport history remains a developing field that has only recently begun to occupy a sig-
nificant space in the larger profession. For decades the great bulk of research and writing
on our subject has been concerned with Europe and North America and focused on
the sporting activities of men who consciously and unconsciously created a masculin-
ity factory from which women were excluded. As is the case throughout the discipline,
that emphasis is changing. We have endeavored in this work to examine a broad range
of regions in what was once called the developing world. Much less work presently exists
on Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Yet, that situation too is now changing as younger
scholars all over the world have taken up the subject of sport as their area of specializa-
tion to which they plan to devote their careers.

THEORIZING SPORT HISTORY

For too long, historical writing on sport was dominated by an unadorned empiricism
that had long ago been deemed insufficient by most researchers. Numbers of home
runs and goals were surely interesting, but what did they tell us about the grand ques-
tions and great debates confronted by practitioners? Historians these days are guided
by a great variety of theories that help us choose our topics, structure our narratives,
and derive our meanings. For these reasons, scholars from sociology and cultural
studies discuss the contributions their disciplines have made and can make to the
understanding of sport. We also asked a historian of international politics to pose two
questions: What can historians expect and demand from historians of sport in order to
include sporting matters in their larger accounts, and what must sport historians do to
be taken seriously by the rest of the discipline?

PREMODERN SPORT

Sport is a modern set of practices closely tied to the rapid evolution of capi-
talism and the growth of cities. The Industrial Revolution had its roots in the
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revamping of agriculture and the exploitation of colonial people and goods from
empires. Nevertheless, physical contests of all sorts had existed for centuries prior
to the coming of modernity, and we cannot ignore them. Those who have argued
ancient Greece was the cradle of democracy and civilization also see it as a matching
cradle of sport. The practice and organization of physical contests were highly devel-
oped and well organized in the Greek and Roman empires. From the Olympic Games
to the spectacles of gladiatorial combat, the ancient world has often been seen as the
first site of sporting activity. In both places sport became a form of popular culture
through which citizens were created. The fit athlete and the fit warrior became cen-
tral figures in the projection and maintenance of empire.

By the nineteenth century, philo-Hellenism became a driving force in the creation
of the modern Olympics. The founder of the modern version of the Olympic Games,
Baron Pierre de Coubertin, claimed to be reviving the games of ancient Greece, but
he also used the Greek example to gain support in Germany and other countries for
his movement. One must then ask if this highly male, elitist, and positive interpre-
tation of these ancient societies was connected to only one of many possible inter-
pretations of the classical world. If ancient Greece, in particular, was the cradle of
civilization, what sort of civilization was it, and what role did sport play in its creation
and reproduction?

It has been said that medieval sport is still awaiting its H. A. Harris, the author of one
of the definitive texts on ancient Greek sport. Nevertheless, there is a body of litera-
ture on medieval sport, albeit one that relies heavily on British and western European
sources from the later Middle Ages. Many sports of the period such as wrestling,
archery, and water tilting had martial origins. One study of the sporting pursuits of
thirteenth-century English peasants noted that nearly half were “war-related” People
at both ends of the social spectrum pursued sport, while religious leaders attempted
to exert varying degrees of control over these bodily and often violent pastimes. The
tournament, in which noblemen engaged in jousts and melees, is the best-known form
of medieval sport, but less violent activities such as forms of tennis also took root. One
of the differences between medieval and modern sport is the increased degree to which
contemporary sport seeks to minimize violence, injury, and death and thus be less war-
like. Sport, as Norbert Elias wrote, is part of the “civilizing process,” but battles on the
playing field are mimetic and not real despite the militarized language that often sur-
rounds them.!®

The early modern period witnessed the rise of several activities that adopted some of
the defining characteristics of modern sport. This process occurred in only some sports
and advanced at different rates in different countries. Cricket, horse racing, and golf,
to cite three examples of sports that eventually became global, developed written rules,
formed clubs, recorded results, and consciously sought to attract spectators in the pre-
modern period. The growth of premodern sport took place in the context of efforts—of
varying success—by church and state to control and direct leisure pursuits and in par-
ticular to harness the violence associated with some of them.
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MODERN SPORT

Historians no longer believe that the origins of capitalism and industrialization were
the exclusive products of late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century British genius.
Nevertheless, the United Kingdom was the cradle of certain modern sports, most nota-
bly soccer/football. Over a century, these claims were expanded, and a master narra-
tive of sport’s creation and growth developed. Today, this version of history is thought
to have roughly the same validity as the claim that “jazz came up the river from New
Orleans” Nevertheless, it is worth repeating to establish an understanding of what
might be called the first wave of sport history.

With the first stages of the agrarian and industrial revolutions late in the eighteenth
century, a burgeoning and expansive middle class elite emerged. These newly wealthy
men had not gained their power and status from the traditional sources of military ser-
vice and landed wealth. Instead, they sat in offices and “made” money. Sport then became
a way to demonstrate their otherwise ambiguous strength and manliness. At the same
time, the higher rungs of the British middle class sought to send their sons to the ancient
institutions of secondary education known as the “public schools” Today, the names
Eton, Harrow, Rugby, and many others can be called global brands, but in the late eigh-
teenth century these were unruly places. Headmasters, most notably but not exclusively
Thomas Arnold of Rugby, came to introduce sport into the curriculum in order to pro-
vide a release for otherwise violent and sexual adolescent energy. In the process, they
sought to create the future leaders of the nation and empire. This experiment was a huge
success. Sporting activity then spread to elite British universities.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, rules were codified for various sports.
By the 1880s and 1890s, many sporting activities had spread virally to the various labor-
ing classes who had moved into the newly expanding cities and had achieved greater
leisure time and expendable income through decades of political struggle. With mass
audiences, sport subsequently became organized and commercialized. A crucial role
in these processes was played by technological breakthroughs in transportation, most
notably the railroad, which allowed athletes and fans to travel greater distances to games
and events. The telegraph permitted the instantaneous reporting of sports events to
places far away from where the contests were taking place. In the process, sport became
national rather than simply local. All of this was said to have taken place outside the
purview of the state. Yet such a view overlooks the close ties of sport to the military and
to empire. Sport may not have been war, but many elites have mistakenly and tragically
thought so.

In light of the strong criticism modernization theory has endured in recent years,
one may well ask which parts of the old modernizing narrative are still seen as true.
The rise of industry and the rise of modern sport have been closely tied to each other.
Accordingly, these profound changes led to the emergence of a class of sporting
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entrepreneurs who found new sources of profit in what had been games and pastimes.
Were Britain and the United States the only centers of sporting activity, or was the path
to sport repeated elsewhere? How did sport constitute and express the demands and
aspirations of the industrial age? Were the often conflicting roles of social classes the
same elsewhere as those described in the standard “British model” of modern sport’s
emergence? Again, was sports growth truly independent from the state, and did govern-
ments play similarly limited roles elsewhere?

The urban centers that arose all over the world in the nineteenth century contained
the necessary conditions for the rise of modern sport. Large numbers of spectators,
transportation systems, communications systems, media companies, and techno-
logical expertise could only be found in cities. Although sport developed at different
times in different parts of the world, the central role of the city has been consistent.
Historians have examined not only the effect of the city on sport but the impact of
sport on cities. The first wave of sport historiography produced several works on sport
and urbanization during the Industrial Revolution. Writers addressed the relation-
ship between sport and class identity, ethnic identity, associativity, and assimilation.
Later works, incorporating research from sociology, urban studies, architectural his-
tory, and geography, have opened new avenues of inquiry by examining evolving con-
cepts of space.

Advances in the technology of communication both drove and supported the growth
of modern sport. Mass-market newspapers, powered by the telegraph and later the tele-
phone, were able to supply readers with quick and detailed information about sport-
ing events. These publications and the multiple discourses they produced intensified
the appetite of the sporting public for more and bigger spectacles. At the same time,
the power of sporting accounts drew readers to the press and improved readership and
advertising revenues. By the 1920s, the mass press was joined by radio and newsreels to
expand and excite the audience for sport. The impact of these new and older media on
the citizenry has been the subject of a rich and ongoing debate.

Empires have played fundamental roles in the diffusion of sports. Scholars have
examined the impact of colonializing nations with their administrators carrying balls,
bats, and rule books from their elite institutions of higher learning. Yet others have
stressed the role of existing indigenous cultures and pastimes. Did modern sport tram-
ple traditional games and force locals into a single oppressive and controlling mode of
civilization? Were those local populations able to use and change sports in ways that
allowed them to resist the authority of their colonial masters? Much of this work takes
C. L. R. James’s classic study of Trinidadian cricket as a conceptual starting point.”” Yet
one must also ask how the sports of formal colonial empires run by administrators and
soldiers differed from the informal commercial empires established by expatriate busi-
nessmen, managers, engineers, workers, engineers, and sailors. Finally, what kinds of
states emerged in the developing world after the initial period of diffusion and the later
collapse of colonialism? Did these new governments deploy sport in ways that enhanced
their authority, or did sport remain one form of popular culture that supported contin-
ued resistance to authority?
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PATTERNS OF DIFFUSION

How did certain sports spread from the places of their creation to other parts of the
world? How in less than three centuries did we get from a situation in which the rules
of games varied from village to village to the opening matches of men’s soccer World
Cups when the entire planet gazed upon one single place and everyone knew how the
game would be played? The diffusion of sport is not simply a process of cultural flow
from Europe and North America. It has been a complex, multidirectional phenomenon.
The diffusion of three of many possible sports illustrates differing patterns of disper-
sal and shifting balances of political and financial power within world sport. There are
also sports of equal importance that have, however, not generated the wealth of serious,
theoretically informed academic literature. Track and field (athletics), basketball, Asian
martial arts, cycling, volleyball, wrestling, ice hockey, skiing, and even gymnastics have
yet to inspire the massive body of work one fully expects to appear in the future.

NEW GLOBALIZATIONS
AND THEIR DISCONTENTS

Originating in the nineteenth century, the modern Olympic Games are the world’s pre-
mier sports event. Because of their magnitude and public visibility, the Olympics have
provided a stage on which most of the major developments and conflicts of modern
sport have played out for more than one hundred years. The International Olympic
Committee, which drew its early inspiration from the gentlemen amateurs of Victorian
Britain, has confronted the major issues of the twentieth century—nationalism, profes-
sionalism, and commercialism, not to mention war and peace. Initially, banning female
participation, the Olympics became one of the principle arenas where women strug-
gled for inclusion. Scholarly interest has been piqued by the widespread perception,
encouraged by the IOC, that Olympic sport is a “movement” capable of inspiring social
and political transformations. Along with a politically conservative version of interna-
tionalism, Olympism maintained a politically liberal belief in the possibility of social
improvement. In practice, commitment to these ideals was combined with continuing
cooperation with some of the world’s vilest regimes. Accordingly, historians have been
eager to analyze this grandiose, idealistic framing of the Olympics, frequently offering
critical alternative readings of the Games and their meanings. In the course of the most
recent wave of globalization, the Olympics have transformed from a festival of nominal
amateurs to an extravaganza of openly professional athletes competing on a world stage
promoted by global marketing and sponsorship campaigns.

As aresult, a high-stakes cauldron of competition has emerged that offers great mon-
etary rewards for the most visible and elite performers. Although doping in sport is
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often framed as a contemporary issue driven by athletes’ desires to win riches, athletes,
ancient and modern, have long sought to supplement their normal diets with foods,
drinks, or drugs to improve sport performance. Accounts of nineteenth-century sport
doping abound. The IOC discussed the problem as early as the 1930s. In the post—-World
War II period, the use of performance-enhancing drugs grew throughout the world.
In 1968 the IOC introduced drug testing, and most other major sports organizations
eventually followed. Efforts at doping control in the late twentieth century were carried
out by disparate organizations with almost no coordination among them. A series of
international doping scandals in the 1990s culminated in the creation of the World Anti-
Doping Agency, which sought to impose a single anti-doping regime on world sport.
The history of doping and anti-doping efforts raises fundamental questions about how
different societies view the nature of sport, competition, fair play, as well as the health
and rights of athletes. In an environment in which the hormonal, structural, and genetic
manipulation of athletes are all possible, doping squarely raises the question of what it
means to be human.

RECONSIDERING OLD CATEGORIES
AND CONTEMPLATING NEW ONES

The long-established historical categories of class, gender, race, religion, and nation have
guided historians for decades, but how useful are each of these analytical tools for the
understanding of sport? They can still provide ways to explain behaviors, choices, and
identities. At the same time, the history of sport may require other historians to modify
their understandings of the ways these categories work and what they can and cannot
explain. In recent years, the historical profession has taken a variety of “turns” Moving
on from the “cultural turn,” scholars have taken things one step further and have devoted
attention to the role of emotions. Although many studies make use of the emotional to
make sense of sport, the literature on this topic is still thin, but two new approaches have
been influenced by the psychological. Sport is watched by both spectators and partici-
pants. It is inescapably visual. Following this logic, the scholarly study of sport has taken
an explicitly visual turn. Art historians, photographers, film makers, television produc-
ers, and webmasters have turned increasing attention to sport, and, in the process, they
have produced sources of use to the historian. At the same time, sport historians have
turned more and more to using visual sources in both teaching and research.

Despite noteworthy exceptions such as Allen Guttmann’s The Erotic in Sport and
Thomas Scanlon’s Eros and Greek Athletics, sexuality in sport has received less atten-
tion than the related topics of gender roles and sex-based discrimination.!® The con-
nection between sport and sexuality, however, has spanned the history of sport from
the homosocial bonding of Greek athletics to the contemporary eroticization of soc-
cer player David Beckham and countless other athletes. The relationship between sport
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and sexuality has been the subject of considerable conjecture. Victorian public school
headmaster Edward Thing maintained that sports would keep public school boys from
masturbating. Freud claimed that sport was a means of sexual sublimation. And, as any
viewer of Hollywood boxing movies knows, corner men believe that sex weakens the
legs. Sexuality is integral to sport. Athletic bodies typically reflect prevailing notions of
sexual attractiveness. In this way, body culture is closely linked to the emotional turn in
the historical profession.

In 2012, a multiyear research project on sport in the Cold War sent out a call for
papers, and scores of proposals came in from all over the world. Nearly half of them
were from graduate students and early-career professionals. The topic’s strong reso-
nance with young historians demonstrates two things. First, researchers in our field
have come to produce first-rate scholarship of sufficient quality to attract others to
follow their path. Second, we are on the verge of greater growth with a new, younger
cohort who have chosen sport history as their field of specialization. Our hope is that
this handbook will inspire others to take up the proverbial torch or grab the baton
from the previous runner. Sport is, indeed, the new film, and that is a very good thing
indeed.
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DOUGLAS HARTMANN

WiTH a few notable exceptions and setting aside a passing comment here or there, nei-
ther classical nor contemporary social theorists have had a great deal to say about sport.
Nevertheless, social theory has a great deal to offer the systematic academic study of
sport, historically oriented and otherwise. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a
brief, schematic overview of some of the conceptual resources available in classical and
contemporary social theory for sport history and scholarship.

The chapter begins by identifying key concepts and orienting frameworks from the
traditional sociological canon, drawing in particular from the classic theoretical trinity
of Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim, as well as the symbolic interaction-
ist school represented by Georg Simmel, George Herbert Mead, and Erving Goffman.
All of these works have relevance and utility for sport scholarship. An explicit, self-
conscious engagement with the general social theoretical orientation that unifies them
can help readers better understand both the historical origins and development of sport,
as well as its particular status and function in the modern world. Three distinctive over-
arching characteristics are highlighted: a constructivist orientation, a contextualizing
impulse, and the need for a critical/systemic perspective. The final section draws out
some of these broader characteristics and their analytical implications by summarizing
the contributions of certain social theorists who have been most specific, systematic,
and self-conscious about situating sport in the context of broad theoretical interests and
questions—Norbert Elias, Pierre Bourdieu, and C. L. R James among them.

This general approach and admittedly idiosyncratic collection of thinkers is not
meant to be systematic or comprehensive. It is not, for example, intended to survey that
vast and impressive body of theoretical work on sport that has been engaged in the last
fifteen or twenty years. Nor is this a chapter about how various social theories and theo-
rists have been appropriated, deployed, and reworked in the context of sport research
and writing over the years. Rather, it is a basic, conceptual overview of the value and
utility of a social-theoretical framing approach to sport history. It is, in short, intended
to be conceptual rather than genealogical, illustrative of the fundamental, multifaceted
relationships between sport and society in modern history.
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THEORETICAL RESOURCES IN
THE SOCIOLOGICAL CANON

Classical social theory is, for sociologists at least, still delineated and defined by the
research and writing of three founding scholars, the so-called holy trinity of Marx,
Weber, and Durkheim. Each of these theorists and their followers have their own ori-
entation to history. Each has produced his own set of terms and organizing concepts
for analyzing social life, and each has inspired particular lines of research and thought.
At the risk of oversimplification, the core insights and contributions of each can be cap-
tured by a central organizing term: capitalism for Marx, rationality and/or rationaliza-
tion for Weber, and social solidarity for Durkheim.

Marx’s description of capitalism and all the analytic concepts that go along with it
(labor, value, profit, class, exploitation, stratification, alienation, ideology, and false
consciousness, just to name a few) are, of course, well-known analytic tools all across
the academy. They have been used to explain the historical emergence of modernity;
the development of its complex, stratified, and unequal societies; and a diverse array
of human experiences therein. Sport scholarship has been no different. When the field
took shape in the 1960s and 1970s, the theoretical resources inspired by and developed
in the Marxist tradition were prominent and influential. Studies of the emergence of a
market-based, for-profit system of sport provision and consumption (both participatory
and spectator forms) were most apparent, along with works that analyzed the exploita-
tion of professional (and other) athletes and their “labor” by the owners, administrators,
and leaders of the sporting world. Most famously, the idea of sport as some kind of opi-
ate of the masses—an institutionalized, cultural practice functioning to distract specta-
tors and consumers from seeing the systemic sources of their own stratification—traces
its lineage from Marx’s notions of ideology, consent, and control.

Recognizing the Marxist roots of sports history and scholarship is not just a matter
of tracing an intellectual lineage. Such theoretical engagements can make it easier for
sport scholars to identify the assumptions and anticipate the directions, implications,
and potential conclusions of work in this tradition or other approaches deriving from
it. An example would be research into unequal access to sport as a participatory form
in contemporary societies. Much of this work is focused on class and derives directly
(if not always self-consciously) from the Marxist emphasis on the inequities generated
by market-based, capitalist economies. Studies that attend to other social forms and the
inequalities associated with them—probably most notably gender and race—also adopt
and adapt many of the general Marxist concepts of inequality and systemic social strati-
fication. Valuable in itself, such theoretical awareness can also help connect sport his-
tory and research to intellectual developments and innovations in other, related fields.

Weber, a German sociologist and best known for The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit
of Capitalism, is obviously indebted to Marx but shifted from a materialist analysis of
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capitalism to a more cultural critique of the rationalization and bureaucratization of
modern life. The focus and result was an emphasis on how different institutional realms
of social life (or “spheres”) functioned in society, the ethos they required of their adher-
ents, and the more existential questions of meaning and purpose to which they gave rise.
These insights are expressed most famously in his notion of the iron cage. The cultural
trap Weber described was not capitalism per se but the world wrought by capitalism, a
world marked by incessant complexity, activity, and striving that has become entirely
detached from any meaning or moral purpose, most of all the religious ethics that origi-
nally gave it purchase.

Weber’s ideas and writings about rationalization in the modern world may not
be as familiar to sport scholars as Marx’s critique of capitalism, but they are actually
fairly deeply embedded, even taken for granted, in much of the historical and theoreti-
cal work on the evolution of modern sporting systems and their role in society. Steven
Overman’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Sport is obviously in this vein, but Allen
Guttmanns classic From Ritual to Record may be a better and certainly more influen-
tial work within the sport canon itself. At a basic level, Guttmann charts an essentially
Weberian institutional history of the emergence and development of sport as a distinc-
tive social sphere or set of practices, one in which sport as a social form becomes more
and more regulated, rule-oriented, disciplined, and differentiated as time goes on. In
addition, Guttmann suggests a much broader shift and transformation in sport’s mean-
ing, purpose, and function in the modern world from one of communal rites to physical
excellence and record-setting for its own, spectacular if essentially unjustifiable, pur-
pose. Such Weberian framings have also given rise to the larger, more general concept
of sportization. Here it is worth noting that Weber’s critique of meaning and purpose
in modern life—or the lack thereof—yields perhaps the single most famous sport ref-
erence in all of classical social theory: “the pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious
and ethical meaning, tends to beco