


“Anderson and White expose long-ignored problems in organized, competitive youth and 
school team sports in an effort to elicit transformational actions on the part of readers. They 
challenge readers to view sports critically, to be aware of empirically unsupported myths 
about sports, to review research documenting problems in these sports and to develop strate-
gies that convert sports into activities that foster compassion, cooperation and consistently 
positive health outcomes for all participants. As the authors explain, with the mythology and 
vested interests associated with current sport structures, it will take a long, heated struggle 
to achieve such outcomes.”

—Jay Coakley, Professor Emeritus of Sociology,  
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should read. Academically rigorous, intellectually challenging and very well written this 
book changed the way I think about sport and what I teach. Undergraduates will find this 
book accessible and the case studies illuminating and thought-provoking. All readers will 
find the content provocative, interesting and insightful. The work is relevant to sport both in 
the UK and the USA and more widely. At a time when sport faces so many challenges this 
book helps us understand why and is seminal in the critical analysis it presents.”

—Andy Smith, Professor and Founding Head of the School of Sport,  
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In a revised, updated, and considerably expanded new edition of Sport, Theory and Social 
Problems, authors Eric Anderson and Adam White examine how the structure and culture of 
sport promotes inequality, injury, and complicity to authority at the non-elite levels of play 
in Anglo-American countries. By introducing students to a research-led perspective on sport, 
it highlights the operation of power, patriarchy, and pain that a hyper-competitive sporting 
culture promotes.

Each chapter includes at least one key social theory, which is made accessible and prag-
matic. The theory is then infused throughout the chapter to help the student engage with 
a deeper understanding of sport. In addition to examining how sport generates otherness, 
distracts children from education, and teaches the acceptance of emotional and physical vio-
lence, this new edition also examines how organized, competitive sport divides us by race, 
denies children the right to their own governance, and promotes brain trauma and chronic 
traumatic encephalopathy in those who are too young to consent to play contact sports.

Sport, Theory and Social Problems: A Critical Introduction is an essential textbook for 
any sport studies degree with a focus on the sociology of sport, sport and social theory, chil-
dren’s health and wellbeing, or sport and gender studies.

Eric Anderson is Professor of Sport, Masculinities, and Sexualities at the University of Win-
chester, UK. He holds four degrees, has published 17 books and over 60 peer-reviewed arti-
cles, and is regularly featured in international television, print, and digital media. Professor 
Anderson is recognized for research excellence by the British Academy of Social Sciences 
and is a fellow of the International Academy of Sex Research. His work shows a decline 
in cultural homohysteria and promotes inclusive attitudes toward openly gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual athletes as well as a softening of heterosexual masculinities.

Adam White is a Lecturer at the University of Winchester, UK. In addition to publish-
ing on the social inclusion of sexual minorities in sport, his doctoral research examines the 
structural and cultural matrix that promotes head trauma. He runs the Sport Collision Injury 
Collective and is a public activist for protecting children from sport-induced brain damage.
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There is a good chance that you are reading this 
book because you love sport. If this is the case, 
you need to know that our aim is to help you 
divorce yourself from that love. First, we intend 
to introduce you to some valuable and easy-to-
understand sociological theory. This is the easy 
part. However, we intend to use these theories 
(and evidence gained from sport sociologists) 
to change your mind about the so-called “good” 
(what we call the socio-positive) that you think 
sport brings to individuals and society. In this 
book, we highlight how damaging organized, 
competitive team sport can be.

In order to do this, we have to counter your 
thinking about sport (or at least the type of sport 
discussed in this text). Eventually, even if we 
fail to swing you to see things the way we do, we 
hope to at least inspire you to think more criti-
cally about the role that sport plays in contem-
porary society. We hope that we will all agree 
that when we think critically about sport, we can 
at least suggest methods for improving it.

However, we must warn you: If you love sport, but have never thought critically about the 
problems associated with the way we structure, organize and “play” it, you might find this 
book a challenge, for we are sure to contest some of your deeply held beliefs. Few people 
appreciate having their deeply held beliefs questioned, and their cherished institutions or 
activities critiqued.

Our critical perspective on sport in this text is intentional for two reasons. First, you have 
grown up in, and therefore been heavily socialized into, a sport-obsessed, sport-loving cul-
ture. You have been told (both directly and covertly) how “good” sport is. You have learned 
this from a number of people representing important institutions: education, the government, 
the health and fitness industry, religion and of course the extensive sport-media complex that 
maintains astounding influence in Western cultures.

Our obsession with sport – our collective belief that sport is a socially valuable enterprise –  
is so extreme that Varda Burstyn (1999) calls sport “a great secular masculine religion.” She 
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2  Introduction

argues that sport maintains a privileged place in our society, a position that escapes signifi-
cant scrutiny. But just because sport is highly esteemed, it does not necessarily mean that it is 
actually “all good” or even mostly good. In many cases, sport is perfectly awful.

As with most institutions that are privileged (like religion), or as with most institutions 
that hold favor in our hearts (like the nuclear family), they tend to escape critical scrutiny. 
Instead, scrutiny falls on all those who fail to meet the dominant model. So we research the 
problems of same-sex families, or single-parent families, and not nuclear families. Indeed, if 
you critically analyze cherished institutions (something we love to do), you are bound to get 
criticized yourself: this is a shoot the messenger type of phenomenon, and after making your 
way through a few chapters, some of you will want to shoot us.

As a general rule, people dislike having the things they strongly believe in questioned. 
Thus, and regardless of the evidence against their belief, when students first encounter our 
arguments, they look for examples to justify their pro-sport beliefs, discounting those that 
contest it. When we present them with the same overwhelming empirical data and logical 
arguments against sport, they eventually slip from their entrenched position in favor of sport. 
They next step back to the defensive attitudinal position of, “Well, does it do more good 
than harm?” We find this very position somewhat ironic. First of all, how does a 51 percent 
threshold support the argument of “doing good.” We do not use this standard for medicine or 
education – 51 percent on an American students’ term papers (the equivalent of 31 percent 
in the United Kingdom) would not be good. Our answer to this basic question, “Does sport 
do more good than harm?” is generally, “That’s certainly hard to quantify, but no, we do not 
believe that it does.” We also ask, “And is 51 percent effectiveness and 49 percent damage 
worth all the fuss? All the money?” We do recognize that there is some “good” to sport. We 
question, however, just how much good comes from it. Thus, in this book, our intentional 
omission of the “wonders” of sport is not to say that all sport is all bad all the time. Matters 
are never that simple. We will therefore begin this text by admitting that there is plenty to 
love about sport. Our students, please take note. It is not often you will hear us say that.

We begin this confessional about the socio-positive of sport with a discussion by Eric, who 
coached high-school distance runners for 18 years. They were (in many senses) absolutely 
wonderful years of my life. This is for several reasons, but primarily, it is because sport 
allows us to identify with an organization that is larger than “us.” Competitive, organized 
teams permit us to be part of a group, which is akin to the feeling of belonging to a close 
kinship group, a gang, or clan. We enjoy this group membership, and the identity it brings 
for many reasons. Some hope that their outstanding success in this membership category will 
bring them symbolic immortality (although for the vast majority, not even your own kids 
will care about your youthful sporting accomplishments). Others desire the social identity, 
as this legitimately helps us feel more connected to friends and society, and it hyper-inflates 
sense of importance of the group we belong to. Exemplifying this, when I coached, I had the 
“sense” that what I did, our wins and losses, were “oh so very, very important.” However, 
in highlighting how absolutely unimportant they are to others, I challenge you to read them.

When I was 16, I won my first 800-meter track race, in a dual meet with another high-
school team. Later that year I won my league’s sophomore 3,200-meter race. We continued 
to win the occasional race, once even winning a varsity match as a 16-year-old. By the time 
I was a junior I was my team’s top runner. I won the Huntington Beach High School versus 
Marina High School 800 and 3,200 one day. Another meet, I won the 1,600 and 3,200 against 
Fountain Valley High School. In my senior year, I won the Huntington Beach versus Edison 
dual meet in cross-country, with a spectacular time of 15:31. Although I only came in third 
in the next invitational race, I lowered that time to 15:13 for the three-mile race. But enough 
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of my career (did I mention I came in the top 100 of the LA Marathon one year?), what about 
my coaching? Over the 18 years I coached, I had countless wins. My freshman team won 
the Sunset League Championship meet in 1988, and again in 1989. My varsity team won in 
1993, 1995, and 1996. Heck, we even won the Orange County Championship meet in 1995. 
Here, one of my athletes won the individual title for the boys, and another (who you will read 
about later) won for the girls (Jenny). We later went on to win the (how many of you are still 
reading this?) Central Park Invitational (I bet not many).

I bet you did not make it through that paragraph; you got the idea that I was elucidating 
upon countless, meaningless (to you) wins. Even if you did make it through, I bet you did 
not really care. This highlights that, for the most part, nobody is interested in your sporting 
accomplishments – except you. Ultimately, the only people who care about those wins and 
losses (outside professional sport) are those in the event; and some of them are even smart 
enough to know that the outcome of the competition is absolutely unimportant.

Highlighting this, I remember once on my high-school team, one of my teammates was 
winning the “all-important league championship race.” With only a quarter mile to go he 
was sure to win. Suddenly, he stopped. I passed him wondering what he was looking for in 
the dirt. I later learned that he had lost a contact lens and I couldn’t rationalize how he could 
just stop in a race, one he was destined to win, in order to look for a contact lens. However, 
in those days, lenses were expensive, and he reasoned he best stop right there, because he 
could mark where it fell out. It was an informed choice that best enabled him to find the lens. 
It took me 25 years to understand that, to him, the race was not as important as it was to stay 
out of trouble with his parents for losing an expensive contact lens. While this runner had a 
sensible balance of the (un)importance of sport at 17 years of age, I did not.

Now that I have confessed my previous identity of loving youth sport, I will now admit 
that I can at least understand why many people also enjoy watching and “supporting” pro-
fessional sport. Although it does not excite me today, at 14 years of age I watched my home 
baseball team (the Anaheim Angels) battle for a spot at making the World Series. I sat alone 
in my living room, cheering, tensing my teeth from anxiety. I was fully absorbed in their 
plight – dearly hoping that they would qualify for the World Series. So, I understand (or used 
to understand) what fanaticism is all about, and how fun (and painful) it can be to follow a 
professional team.

Both of us understand that watching sport can bring you through an emotional roller 
coaster. It can do so in a way that does not happen with other forms of passive entertainment. 
We admit that, as much as we love movies and theater, neither of these can get you shout-
ing in ecstasy or anger the way sport can. We also understand why people follow or support 
certain sports teams. After flipping through pages of bad news in the paper, the sports section 
gives one a 50 percent chance of reading something that makes them feel good. There is 
nothing new to the sports section; it offers nothing novel. One team wins, the other loses; one 
team thanks God, the other fails to blame God. Reading about it, daily, is a type of reliable 
monotony that can add a sense of order to a chaotic life.

But we ask questions like: what would happen if the average sports fan donated half the 
time he/she usually spent watching, reading about, and attending professional sports matches 
to a worthy charity? We wonder if the average sports fan understands just how the co-option 
of sport has duped them into brand loyalty in a way that only Apple has otherwise been suc-
cessful at.

However, this book is not about that type of sport. This book does not discuss professional 
sport, the sport-media complex, or even the Olympics. In this text, we do not drone on end-
lessly about sport and “the body” or about other abstract matters that many of our friends/
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colleagues write about (sometimes in ways that not even we can understand). We also do 
not discuss much about the financial implications of sport and education, or about how sport 
sucks away badly needed public funds from more worthy causes. We do not discuss how sad 
it is that some of our students in England are given governmental funding so that they can 
sail their little boats, or kick their little balls, when their mothers, sisters and girlfriends are 
dying of cancer, yet are denied drugs that are too expensive for the government.

Instead, we discuss sport at the level that most readers have played it. Thus, in this 
text, we provide a critical examination about participation in organized, competitive 
youth sport, high-school sport, university sport, and other organized community levels 
of playing sport.

We justify this limited focus accordingly. First, there is a divergence in sport sociology 
research. Much of the research relates to professional sport, and much relates to recrea-
tional and education-based sport. One reason many introductory textbooks are so large (and 
expensive) is that they attempt to cover both sets of research. Second, it is also important to 
remember that very few people play elite sport. For example, there exist only about 3,500 
professional team-sport positions in the top four money-making sports in the United States 
(and a good portion of these positions are filled by foreign players). Conversely, there are 
tens of millions of people who play sport at other levels. Accordingly, this critical text exam-
ines social inclusion/exclusion, and the socio-negative implications of sport at the non-elite 
levels – the levels that you the reader have engaged with personally. By removing focus from 
those professional issues, we can better examine the lives of everyday citizens who play 
sport, and better understand how social inequality and social deviance is structured by our 
current sporting system. In this text, we therefore examine how sport socializes deviance and 
over-complicity to authority into those who play it, how sport discriminates against women, 
children, gays and lesbians, the differently abled and those of color.

What this book examines
Because this text focuses on our common interaction with sport, we only examine the non-
elite levels of play. More specifically, we focus on the types of sport that most of us have had 
formal interaction with, or played. Certainly, there are hundreds of different sports, but there 
remain a dozen or so that are thoroughly weaved into our youth, high school, communities, 
and university education systems. Thus, in this book, we mostly discuss sports that are com-
petitive, organized, coached, and institutionalized into leagues, schools, or other administra-
tive bodies. We are interested in these sports because millions of us play in them. In the US, it 
is estimated that over 41 million girls and boys play on organized teams (Hyman 2009), and 
almost half of these are in soccer. We focus therefore on organized, competitive sports that 
we commonly think of when we say “sport”: football (soccer), American football, hockey, 
lacrosse, rugby. To a lesser extent, we include athletics, swimming, volleyball, tennis. We 
reserve our harshest critique for invasion sports (such as rugby and American football) and 
to a lesser extent criticize the individual sports (running and swimming).

While some criticism might still apply, we do not mean to implicate eco-sports (surfing, sail-
ing, hang gliding, and mountain climbing), games of skill (darts, table tennis) or board games 
(chess and scrabble) in our critiques. Also, to be clear, when we talk about sport throughout 
this book, we are not talking about taking the dog out to play catch with a Frisbee, going cross-
country skiing, running an organized 10K race, doing yoga with friends, or even going out to kick 
the soccer ball around in a Saturday afternoon pick-up game with friends. Just the opposite ‒ we 
maintain we need to divert sports monies into exercise and fitness programs like these.
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In examining organized, competitive sport, we are looking for inequalities, power plays, 
and the use of sport to oppress people and/or distract us from greater social problems. In 
this book, we will help you see problems associated with, not so much the act of sport, but 
the way we play it, and the problem of how we value it. We will however, mostly refer to 
individual sports as just “sport.” We leave it to you to remember that we are not analyzing a 
Saturday afternoon game of ping-pong with your grandpa.

We may already have the competitive, organized team-sport folk silently protesting, 
“What is there to critique about playing high-school or university sport? If these sports were 
so destructive why would we compel kids to play them as part of physical education?” How-
ever, before we engage the questions of why they value mainstream sport, and why we do 
not, let us first point out that it is not enough to simply state that sport is “good” because 
playing sport is fun. Nor is it enough to say that we live in a corpulent society and that sport 
rectifies this. There are plenty of activities that are fun that society condemns, and there are 
certainly much better methods for losing weight and gaining health (like walking) than bash-
ing one’s head into an opponent. What we seek to examine in this text is why we play sport, 
why it is fun for some, at whose expense this fun comes, and who benefits from organized, 
competitive team sport.

Culturally but uncritically valuing organized, competitive sport
Various attributes are associated with organized, competitive sporting participation in West-
ern cultures. For example, one longstanding notion (for boys) concerns indoctrinating men 
into manhood. Ray Raphael (1988) argues that without historic rites of passage, modern 
men are confused about what it means to be a man. He proposes that competitive sport helps 
fill this void. Others maintain that sport helps men (who they perceive to be naturally vio-
lent) vent their anger in an acceptable manner (cf. McCaughey 2007). They argue, however, 
that as women have increasingly gained cultural and institutional access to sport, cultural 
arguments for valuing sport have changed from models of masculinity-making, to character 
building; attributes that women can “benefit” from, too.

One of the more resilient myths (for boys and girls, men and women) is that team sport 
teaches us how to work together, and get along with others (Miracle & Rees 1994). Some 
maintain that sport teaches kids to win and fail in public, perhaps letting them “learn” from 
their triumphs and tragedies in the process. Some extend this to maintain that failure (and 
its resultant public ostracizing) even “builds character” in kids that we argue are too young 
to understand the rules of a game. Yet for all these cases, not one single, rigorous, scientific 
paper in the entire world supports these claims. Or as my friend Jay Coakley once wrote to 
me in an email:

For example, find one respected scientific study in the entire world that provides empiri-
cal support for the uncritically accepted assumption that playing sports creates a com-
mitment to or an ability to engage in teamwork that people then transfer to settings 
outside of sport teams. Do the same for assumptions about self-discipline (not obedi-
ence) and an achievement ethic; the ability to form relationships; the ability to work with 
different kinds of authority figures; mature forms of moral decision-making; an aware-
ness of the need to respect rules for a reason other than avoiding a penalty that would 
interfere with winning; that sharing resources is often an effective way to accomplish 
tasks; that responsibility involves social engagement rather than just doing what will get 
you into the next level of competition.
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Equally as fancifully, some suggest that competitive team sport is an effective solution 
to many of the social issues related to the social integration of racialized people (Girginov 
et al. 2006). Others, like Sage (1990), take a more political approach, suggesting (rightfully 
so) that sport permits governments to transmit dominant social and political values, the way 
religion once did. Whether one agrees with these values (like nationalism/patriotism) is a 
different matter.

Yet, if you ask any first-year university student studying some aspect of sport why sport 
is “good,” they repeat the lore of sport’s mythical attributes: sport promotes teamwork, 
cooperation, fitness, and self-esteem (Coalter 2007; Danish et  al. 2004). They suggest 
that sport helps minorities find employment out of ghettos; that sport promotes school 
attendance, decreases drug use, crime (Ekholm 2013; Fraser-Thomas et al. 2005), and 
other forms of mischief; and that sport helps certain athletes earn scholarships to pay for 
the rising costs of university attendance (in the US). All will suggest that sport builds 
fitness, often overlooking the trail of their own broken bodies (Summerbell et al. 2005). 
All of these propositions will be analyzed in this text. We will show that sport fails on all 
of these counts.

To us, however, one of the most fanciful beliefs is that sport serves as a social vessel 
for the acceptance of young kids into peer groups, and that it provides them with a system 
of adult support in growing up. This is a long-held belief. Even as far back as the 1970s, 
Michener (1976: 19), for example, said, “Young people need that experience of acceptance; 
it can come in a variety of ways . . . but in the United States it is sports that have been elected 
primarily to fill this need.”

While it is certainly true that most of us need to feel that we belong to something, and 
while sport certainly can and does fill that necessity for some, it seems to us a stretch to sug-
gest that sport is that place, without problem. To us, all of this fluff about the virtues of sport 
can be defined by the word hyperbole. It seems to us that sport is a terrain where kids are 
evaluated according to their physical worth, where those who do not make the grade are cut, 
socially excluded and/or marginalized.

The fact is, Anglo-American cultures do love sport (team sport particularly), attributing to 
it a large number of socio-positive characteristics. Studies of parents show that they believe 
that sport will teach their sons moral character, self-restraint and a sense of fair play. Accord-
ingly, some American high schools report participation rates as high as 72 percent (Carlson 
et al. 2005). Thus, there exists great cultural and institutional pressure for youth to participate 
in sport.

At this point, there is a divergence in participation rates between team sports and exercise; 
a contrast between youth and people over 24 years. Exemplifying this, Sport England shows 
that 15.8 million people aged 16 years or over engage in moderate activity at least once per 
week in 2016 (www.sportengland.org), although research shows that very few people claim-
ing to do this actually do (HSCIC 2014). And while the Sport England figures do not break 
this down by age category, they do sport. Here, swimming captures 2.5 million, running 
2.2 million and cycling 2.0 million. The first team sport comes in with football (soccer) at 
1.8 million and then golf 1.7 million. Rugby, a highly violent sport, shows that 70‒80 percent 
of its participants are under 24 (National Youth Council 2011). Now, these figures make it 
seem that not many people are playing team sports, but they do not include kids who are 
compelled to play team sport at school. For example, children in the UK are compelled to 
play rugby and football (soccer) in school settings. As a result, if there is any institution 
described as being all-encompassing in the lives of Western youths, it most certainly must be 
that of sport, particularly for males.

http://www.sportengland.org
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The reason for this is that we must, at the cultural level, believe that youth benefit more 
from team sport than adults do: that team sports have something to offer above exercise. 
There is limited evidence for some of these socio-positive beliefs. Recall that we are not 
saying that sport is all bad, all the time. For example, researchers find that the most sali-
ent benefits of organized sport participation are found in elevated self-esteem, better school 
attendance and educational aspirations, higher rates of university attendance and perhaps 
even post-schooling employment (Carlson et al. 2005; Eccles & Barber 1999; Eime et al. 
2015; Holt et al. 2011; Jeziorski 1994; Linver et al. 2009; Marsh 1992, 1993; Sabo et al. 
1989; Wiersma & Fifer 2008; Zarrett et al. 2009). However, we maintain that these quantita-
tive investigations are somewhat misleading. This is because these studies fail to examine 
whether the benefits associated with sporting participation are the result of something intrin-
sic to team-sport participation, or whether they simply reflect the physical, symbolic and 
emotional dominance that a socially elite group of people exhibit over marginalized lesser-
than-athletes in sport-loving cultures. In other words, do athletes have higher self-esteem 
because they score goals, or is this a statistical reflection of the lowering of non-athletes’ 
self-esteem in response to being subordinated by athletes who are culturally and institution-
ally glorified (particularly in school systems)? The structuring of sport works to praise and 
champion those already more likely to succeed in life.

Furthermore, when most of these studies report to examine the socio-negative attributes 
of team-sport participation (Miller et al. 2005), they often examine variables that lend them-
selves to quantifiable analysis, like disciplinary referrals. Thus, they fail to examine the more 
important socio-negative variables (those that do not lend themselves to quantification), 
like the volitional and unintentional damage inflicted upon those who do not fit the athletic 
model, or the emotional and physical damage that sport often brings. Nor do they examine 
(as we do in this book) the way sport is used to shape youth into a working-class ethic of 
hard work, sacrifice, and stoicism that benefits corporations, religion, and the military. These 
studies fail to examine how sport operates to break down an individual’s sense of self, their 
agency, and restructure them as complicit to the orders of one (usually male) leader.

In other words, we reject most of these supposed socio-positive aspects of sport, instead 
believing them to be far more psychologically and socially damaging than they are benefi-
cial. We maintain that sport has managed to escape critical scrutiny in our society. Sport has 
been given a “free pass,” so that it can continue to manipulate and damage youth, with little 
social critique. We are not alone in thinking this. Pike and Scott (2015: 172) write:

the assumption of an inherently positive relationship between exercise and health, par-
ticularly given the paradox of injury risk in sport, has been the focus of more critical 
attention in recent years. Research has confirmed that athletes all too frequently normal-
ize injury and other forms of ill-health, prioritizing sports performance efficiency over 
their welfare.

Highlighting our overwhelmingly negative view on organized sport, Eric once argued for 
weeks with a number of graduate students in a coaching psychology course. Here, he heard 
students say, “Sport teaches kids to deal with loss” and “Kids need to learn to fail in life.” So 
he decided to test their theory: Had sport taught them to deal with loss? Had it helped them 
learn to fail in public?

Upon returning at midterm, he wrote on the board, “High score 97 percent, low score 
23 percent, mean 57 percent.” He then wrote down the top three exam scores on the black-
board and, next to this, the students’ names who earned them. This was written under the 
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heading of winners. He next wrote the heading losers and proceeded as if he were going to 
reveal the names of the failed students. The class collectively gawked. “You’re not going to 
write the names of the three lowest scores are you?” He responded, “Sure I am. Youth sports 
have taught you how to accept public failure.”

Yet, as athletes most of their lives (and purveyors of functionalist ideology), this group 
of coaches were unable to accept the exercise. They publicly protested the unfair nature of 
what he was about to do. One even proclaimed that it would be illegal for him to do such. 
After he pointed out that the intent was simply that of an exercise, the students began to get 
the message: if they couldn’t handle the public humiliation of a low test score at 25 years 
of age, how could a nine-year-old handle the public humiliation of losing a game for an 
entire team?

The uncritical mentality of Eric’s students helps elaborate the cultural power that sport 
maintains. It is not that his students were stupid; it is that they had never heard that message 
before. Letting something go unexamined often has the effect of rendering it to the status 
of untouchable. Accordingly, sport exacts socio-negatives while cloaked in the veneer of 
providing socio-positives: they are wrapped in multiple and robust myths that massively 
overgeneralize the potential for socio-positive effects, and ignore the socio-negative. We are 
sure that you recognize these myths; they occur in the few stories of sport and sportsmanship 
when players do acts that honor integrity. But we argue that the reason we remember these 
stories is because they are the exception, not the rule.

The media helps maintain sport’s privileged place. This is because sport journalists are 
mostly failed athletes themselves. Those who get jobs writing about sport are not the fat 
kids who were picked last throughout their formative years and have learned to loathe sport. 
Instead, they are (mostly) men who desire more than anything to be “one of the boys” on the 
field. Sport journalists are, as Stan Eitzen (2001: IX) describes, “little more than . . . cheer-
leaders.” Therefore, critical commentaries on sport (or a campaign of critical commentary) 
do not much exist in the media.

It is therefore not surprising that Eric’s graduate students had not actively challenged 
the myths of sport; that they had not learned the lessons that they so readily believed sport 
offers. Instead, his graduate students were previously merited by their sporting endeavors, 
and nobody challenged them on this. They probably never experienced the harassment of 
repeated public failure of those less gifted (those who far outnumber the gifted). As we will 
show in Chapters 2 and 5 the fact that these coaches were former athletes themselves has 
serious implications for the way they reproduce the system of abuse.

The socio-negative aspects of sport we highlight in this book are not solely because of 
the competitive nature, or the gender-segregated structure, on which sport is built. It also 
reflects the masculine ether in which most competitive sport swims. Sport is a unique cultural 
location where (again) mostly boys and men, but also girls and women, gather to bond over 
physical joy, pain, and labor. For most men, the idea is to do this away from women. In sport, 
men relate in emotional and physical ways, not acceptable in other cultural spaces. Sure, 
women can play, bond, and experience the joys of sisterhood as well. But what is the effect 
on women’s progression toward cultural equality if doing this in separate sporting spaces? If 
sport teaches us to work well with one another, shouldn’t we desire sport to teach boys and 
girls, men and women to work well together?

The gender-segregated nature of sport is the most salient one, but not the only way upon 
which sporting participation is divided. Sport is also intentionally divided by age and abil-
ity (or disability) status. Unintentionally, sport is often divided by race, class, sexuality, and 
religion. In this book, we ask, for example, how sport can teach our citizens to value diversity 
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when organized sport so often lacks the presence of openly gay (male) athletes and those 
with differing abilities and/or disabilities. How does sport teach us to value others, when it 
is based on beating them?

Taken as a whole, and evaluated in terms of methodological quality, we argue that the 
research on the relationship between sport and youth development has led scholars to con-
clude that the relationship is contingent upon multiple factors (Catalano et al. 2004; Coakley 
1996, 2002; Holt et al. 2008; Kane et al. 2007; Weiss 2008; Wiese-Bjornstal 2010). In other 
words, not all the socio-negative aspects we discuss here are destined to occur; but neither 
are the socio-positive.

By itself, the research makes it very clear that the act of sport participation among young 
people leads to no regularly identifiable developmental outcomes. Instead, the outcomes of 
sport participation are both related to and dependent upon a combination of variables, iden-
tified by Coakley (2011) as: 1) the type of sport played (Côté & Fraser-Thomas 2007); 2) 
the orientations and actions of peers, parents, coaches, and program administrators (Kay & 
Spaaij 2011); 3) the norms and culture associated with particular sports or sports experiences 
(Swanson 2009); 4) socially significant characteristics of sport participants (Coakley 2002; 
Hoffman 2006); 5) the material and cultural contexts under which participation occurs (Fry & 
Gano-Overway 2010); 6) the social relationships formed in connection with sport participa-
tion (Anderson 2014); 7) the meanings given to sport and personal sport experiences (Wac-
quant 2004); 8) the manner in which sport and sport experiences are integrated into a person’s 
life (Shehu & Moruisi 2010); and 9) the changing definitions and interpretations of sport 
experiences that occur during the life course (Anderson 2000, 2005a, 2005b, 2014). These we 
highlight are in absence of discussions of the physical dangers of sport (see Chapters 3 and 4).

Your personal relationship with sport
With this introduction into viewing sport through a more critical lens, it is important to ask 
yourself how you have benefited (or not) through or because of sport. Your personal experi-
ence of sport is likely to cloud your judgments about the operation of it. In other words, you 
come to this book with a set of judgments, determinations, and values about sport. The order 
for this generally runs from experience, which elicits a feeling, which is then justified with 
reason, which is supported by selectively picking data to support your position. This is called 
rationalization.

But in order to think more sociologically, we cannot let our experience determine our 
judgment. We must learn to make our judgments sociologically, not through our own feel-
ings or experience. We can draw from our experience to give us some insight (particularly 
as to areas that we might further explore with sociological data and sociological reasoning), 
but we need to be cautious in proclaiming that sport is “all good” simply because one had a 
good experience with it.

Contrasting with the experience of an individual, the job of a sociologist is to examine 
all social arrangements with a critical eye. Questioning metanarratives, myths, stereotypes, 
and hegemonic processes of social matters enables sociologists to better comprehend sport 
and its relation to society, regardless of whatever the dominant culture’s beliefs might be. 
Remember, sociology is the study of culture, the large pattern. Sociologists look at the big 
picture: we are interested in the forest, not an individual tree within that forest. This also 
gives us permission to generalize. In some sense, sociology is about making “good” gener-
alizations. So when we say, “athletes get injured in sport,” know that we understand that not 
all athletes do, but we imply that the vast majority do.
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Unfortunately, sociologists are humans, with socialization patterns that also bias us. We 
are not immune from making judgments about sport according to our “feelings.” As research-
ers, our perspectives are biased through the experiences we have with sport. It is not as easy 
for a social scientist to separate his or her feelings from the data as it is for one who works 
within the hard sciences. For example, two sociologists might read the same transcript of 
an interview with an athlete and have contradictory interpretations of it. Our framework of 
personal beliefs affects how we interpret data.

We (egotistically) maintain, however, that we, the authors of this book, are particularly 
well placed to study sport. This is because (as you will learn later in this chapter), we have 
a unique relationship with it in that both authors have come “full circle,” from a position of 
believing that sport is a wonderful institution, to a position in which we would rather just see 
competitive, organized, adult-run, traditional sport removed from our planet altogether. In 
other words, we have come from a functionalist to a critical position.

Functionalist orthodoxy and the age of critical enlightenment
In addition to assessing the impact of organized, competitive team sport on young men and 
women, it is equally important to analyze why we believe so strongly that sport is good. 
There are two dominant (overarching) theoretical frameworks for viewing the relation 
between sport and society, functionalist (functionalism) and conflict theories.

Functionalism is the belief that society operates in much the same way as our bodies 
operate. Here, functionalists maintain that if something exists, it must exist because it has a 
function to the normal operation of that body. A functionalist thinker would therefore suggest 
that our institutions are like organs, in that they all work together to produce the smooth run-
ning of society (our body). Accordingly, functionalists warn that even if you see a problem 
with one particular institution (organ), you should be careful in extracting it or modifying 
it; as doing so might negatively affect another institution (organ) that you did not intend to 
change. More succinctly stated, Giddens (2001) suggests that functionalism is a system that 
is organically related, intended to maintain equilibrium, adapting to the needs of a changing 
environment and predicated in a value of social consensus.

For example, the emergence of sport in Western culture is explained as an adaption of play 
in the modern, industrial era. Here, play was co-opted by structure (formalized by rules) in 
order to adapt to the increasing rules and regulations of a modernizing society (more on this in 
the next chapter). Thus, a functionalist might see sport as a social phenomenon that emerged 
in order to temper a change in the operation of society. Sport becomes the solution to an imbal-
ance. Functionalist thinkers maintain that social change is only acceptable when it occurs very 
slowly. They maintain that if you push the system too quick, you will disrupt its equilibrium. 
Functionalist views are therefore used to slow the progress of women, racial minorities, and 
gays and lesbians in Western societies. Functionalist thinking, particularly concerning sexual-
ity, remains strong in many countries with high rates of religiosity (Hamdi et al. 2016b).

Functionalists argue that permitting women to work, giving minorities freedom, or legal-
izing gay marriage fundamentally harms the family and the social structures that keep our 
society working – even though it never does. The functionalist idea concerning sport is that 
the severe regulation of sport is necessary in order to take care of people (indoctrinate them 
into a capitalist form of living) in a modern society.

Conversely, conflict theorists find this proposition to be part of the propaganda of those 
benefiting from the current status. Our like-minded colleagues maintain a conflict paradigm, 
in that we are more rebellious in desiring rapid social change. Theorists from this position 
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examine institutions for their faults, often with the political intent of changing institutions. We 
reject notions that it is dangerous to alter social beliefs. We do so because we view the current 
system as being designed to promote the power and wealth of a few, at the expense of the many.

Exemplifying this, a functionalist is likely to view the ancient Roman games as function-
ing to appease an unruly Roman citizenship. They might describe these games as a unifying 
event, a sporting entertainment spectacle to please the masses and control a citizenry. Con-
versely, a scholar using a critical lens might view these same games as an exploitation of the 
lower classes, abuse to animals, reification of a patriarchal society (women were banned), 
and genocide against the under- or unprivileged (whom they labeled criminals).

Thus, someone from a functionalist perspective will look to see the value of sport and how 
it influences positive change in society, while someone from a conflict perspective is likely 
to examine how it causes social inequalities. But fear not, critical reflection upon it will not 
abolish sport altogether. It may help change sport in a positive direction, but our cultural 
esteem for sport is too strong for our wish to come true.

In case you have not figured out where we stand on this divide, we will make it clear: We 
are not just camped with the critical theorists in our field of sport sociology, we are among 
the most critical. We are deeply entrenched in critically examining sport. We emphasize that 
competitive, organized sport has always been, and continues to be, a mechanism in which 
those with power re-establish, justify, and valorize themselves. We maintain that all is not 
well with how we play and value sport, and in the final chapter we provide some solutions as 
to how we can increase the socio-positive output of sport.

However, we can understand if you are one who is already shaking your head, believing 
that sport can’t be all that bad. Previously, we did not think so either. We each had to come 
out in order to come to our senses.

Coming out in order to come to our senses

Eric Anderson

I came to study the relationship between sport and society by a circuitous route. Although 
I was never talented at sport that required coordination, body mass, or violence against an 
opponent, I did find incredible joy in the sport of distance running. As a high-school runner, 
I  found sport to be a place where I developed friendships, and maintained contact with a 
valuable role model (my coach). However, I also used cross-country running to escape the 
mandatory participation in sport through the abusive institution that we call physical educa-
tion. This was a sporting culture that I was highly intimidated by. Most of my intimidation 
came because of the association of sport with masculinity and heterosexuality.

Since I was six years old I found boys cute, wanting to be close to them. In 1976, aged 
eight, I attended the opening day of Star Wars. Before the curtain rose, I spotted a boy a few 
aisles down and a couple of seats over. I was attracted to him, and my eyes fixed upon him. 
I longed to be with him, to sit next to him, to press my body to his. I was envious of the friend 
he had sitting with him. The feeling was not alien to me. I had had similar feelings before.

I realized that I was staring at him for an unacceptable period of time. Aware that my 
actions could alert others to my secret desires, I looked for an excuse for my excessive star-
ing, “Mom,” I said, “I want my hair cut like his.” At this age, I already knew how to hide my 
true identity. Though I did not know my actions had a label, I was “passing” at age eight. In 
other words, not only was I aware I was gay, but I also understood that society condemned it.
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I was not very athletic back then; I was more of a motor-moron. To make matters worse, 
I never learned the rules and practices of formal sport. By the time I was old enough to real-
ize I didn’t know how to play baseball, football, or basketball, I was too embarrassed to ask 
my friends or father to show me. Thus, sport that involved balls, or contact, intimidated me. 
Neither my mother nor father were particularly interested in sport; they were academically, 
not athletically, minded. Nonetheless, it would have been nice to know how to play the 
games, so I wouldn’t have been socially ostracized. For when a kid fails in the classroom, 
the failure is known only to the student, the teacher, and perhaps the parent. When a kid fails 
on the athletic field, however, it is a failure open for all to see and discuss (this is something 
known as the fishbowl phenomenon).

The paranoid fear of being thought gay (which of course I was) and feeling inferior to other 
boys were hallmarks of my youth. I felt frustrated, scared, intimidated, and alone in my attrac-
tion to boys. Complicating matters, I was in high school during the extreme AIDS phobia and 
homophobia that characterized the years 1982–1987. To be gay in the mid-1980s was detestable: 
there could be nothing worse. This, combined with the paranoia of being discovered, the frustra-
tion of being vexed by what I considered (at that time) “this damn desire,” and the solitude I felt, 
brought on thoughts of suicide. Alone, and in despair, suicide seemed a reasonable answer.

Sport was perhaps one of the only things that saved me from the intense cultural and 
internalized homophobia. As I grew more competitive as a runner, my self-esteem improved. 
Because of my leadership role in sport, I began to feel confident that I could speak to, lead, 
and influence others. Thus, when I graduated from high school, I returned there to coach. 
Here, the better my athletes did, the more my own self-esteem grew. I learned to love the 
acquisition of knowledge that helped me win. I  began to read books related to running, 
health, psychology, and the hard sciences – all topics that would make me a better coach. 
I occupied my days with studying, writing, and coaching. All of these diversions were good 
for me; they not only gave me confidence and knowledge, but they also provided me an 
excuse for not dating.

I remained in the closet into my twenties. At this point, I had built my career on being a 
good coach, and I knew sport was not the place to come out. Aged 25, I had earned an MA in 
Sport Psychology, written two distance-running books, and coached some of the best runners 
in the state of California. However, my body (psychosomatically) began to spite me. I began 
to develop migraine headaches, stomach pains, and the symptoms of an ulcer. I was ailing. 
I knew that in order to be me, in order to be truly free (and healthy), I had to come out of the 
closet. So, in the summer of 1993, I came out of the closet as an openly gay high-school and 
cross-country coach (Anderson 2000). It was this event that began my journey from sport 
functionalist, to critical theorist.

Over the following years, the knowledge of my sexuality spread through the school. Hom-
ophobia increased at my school and reached its peak in 1995, when a football player brutally 
assaulted one of my heterosexual athletes who he assumed to be gay simply because he was 
on my team. The brutal attack saw the football player knock my runner to the ground, where 
he sat atop him and began pounding at his face. The assailant even tried to gouge my athlete’s 
eyes out. When a bystander begged him to stop the beating he proclaimed, “It ain’t over until 
the faggot’s dead.” My runner knew that he had to escape.

Although his vision was obscured by blood, he managed to squirm from beneath the large 
football player, and run away. He climbed a fence that the pursuing football player was too 
large to scale, and got away. He was left with four broken facial bones, and for the rest of his 
life he will have two screws through his palate. The police department reported the incident 
as “mutual combat” – not a hate crime or aggravated assault, and the assailant received no 
time behind bars. Essentially, he got away with it.
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It was clear to me that the incident did not “just happen”: the beating was influenced by 
various factors, people, perhaps even institutions (Anderson 2000). Immediately I suspected 
that his actions were covertly encouraged by what seemed a lack of administrative action 
against those who previously displayed hostility toward my team. In their inaction, the high-
school administration sent an institutional message of support for the continuation of vio-
lence against my team.

Such homophobia is, of course, not surprising, especially when one considers that the 
assailant had been socialized into the homophobic language of masculinity embedded in 
combative team sport like American football. Perhaps his training served as a powerful 
socialization into the norm of violent masculinity. It is this socialization, and our blind obses-
sion for sport, that I maintain is responsible for most of our social ills. Masculinity, I main-
tain, is a public health crisis (Anderson 2005a).

In addition to a predictable anger that lingered for years, I was also left with an intellectual 
angst over not fully understanding how such intense homophobia could develop within an 
individual, and how educated people (like the school principal) could dismiss such violence 
as “simply a fight.” I was not satisfied with the “boys will be boys” or “people hate what 
they don’t understand” rationalizations. I sensed the matter was much more complicated. We 
sensed that the beating was attributable to the manner in which the assailant was socialized 
into masculinity; the value of physical brutality he learned in sport; and the culmination of 
many years of growing aggression and hostility that largely went uncontested by the school 
administration. Essentially, I was clear in understanding why he assaulted my runner; what 
I was less clear about was why the school’s administration had been so unwilling to stop the 
harassment before it got to the point of serious bodily injury.

My Master’s in Sport Psychology had equipped me to understand how to help athletes 
negotiate psychological problems in society, but it failed to explain the origins of social prob-
lems in the first place. For example, I had been trained to help athletes negotiate the pressures 
of competition, but not to examine our cultural addiction to competition. Realizing that my 
training was insufficient to fully understand the social dynamics that culminated in this beat-
ing, I returned to school to earn a doctorate in sociology at the University of California, Irvine.

As a sociologist, I now better understand the near-seamless manner in which groups of 
people can maintain power by policing ideologies through the threat of force and the willing 
compliance of those oppressed; a process called hegemony. I have grown to understand the 
complex role that sport plays in society, particularly in the production of a violent, homopho-
bic, femphobic, and sexist form of masculinity. I understand the role sport plays in teaching 
its participants to accept risk, to out-group others, and to use violence in order to gain ath-
letic capital. We began to understand that sport was responsible for producing much of that 
cultural homophobia in the first place. And while sport may have provided me with a self-
esteem activity when I was in the closet, it also produced an athlete who brutally assaulted 
one of my runners (Anderson 2000). In other words, sport is both good and bad. Or, perhaps 
sport is mostly bad, but we view it as mostly good. This is because sport only ostensibly 
solves a problem it created in the first place. When one considers sport from this complex 
perspective, it can put you into a mental state of what social psychologists call “cognitive 
dissonance.”

Adam White

As a child, sport certainly did not come natural to me. I was over-weight, lazy and anything 
but sporty. Throughout primary school I hated physical education, never attended a sports 
club and hated anything that required physical activity. I did go and play football in the park 
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with my friends, but I was consistently the worst player there, often finding myself firmly 
out of the way and in goal. In September 2002, I transitioned to secondary school where my 
enthusiasm for physical education did not improve. My self-esteem was at an all-time low, 
I was somewhat troublesome in the classroom, and my future looked bleak. One day my 
teacher, an old man who had been head of geography at the school for a number of years, 
decided that I needed a firm reprimand. Although I was hardly listening to a word he said, 
I do remember him telling me, “If you carry on this path, Adam White, you’ll be very lucky 
to remain in this school.” He was probably right, as many students who were comparatively 
better behaved were removed from the school over the impending academic years.

My physical education teacher, a former rugby player from South Wales, continually pres-
sured me for the whole of my first year at secondary school to join the rugby team. Over the 
course of that year my physical abilities, fitness, and confidence grew, and I was soon assist-
ing with coaching the year seven rugby team as well. I had never been good at sport in my 
life and now I was a central figure on the school rugby team.

Alongside my playing, I had also been helping to coach younger age-groups at my school. 
By the time I was 15 years old, I had become a talented sport leader, being invited back every 
term to run activities at the district sport competitions. I started my coaching and officiating 
career in 2005, and I spent weekends refereeing adult and youth rugby matches.

Only a year after starting my coaching and refereeing career, I was appointed to officiate 
at the county level. I was asked to be an on-hand official to develop athletes’ knowledge of 
the laws of the game and also to enhance basic skills, such as ball handling and tackling. As a 
16-year-old, I was the youngest county coach nationally and working within one of the most 
successful county squads, too.

The specifics of my rugby career are an indicator of the importance and role rugby played 
in my youth. An average week at age 16 would involve at least two training sessions and 
at least two rugby games. In the autumn months, it would be surprising if there was one 
day that I was not playing, coaching, or officiating rugby. Similar to many sports people, 
I was firmly entrenched in the sporting “bubble,” where I lived and breathed rugby. Rugby 
demanded all of my time and energy. Like many people who have been (loosely) successful 
in sport, I was blind to its limitations and problems, and specifically in my case rugby. In my 
perception rugby was a socially valuable vehicle for the development of a healthy, enjoyable, 
and moral lifestyle, based upon the core values of teamwork, respect, enjoyment, discipline, 
and sportsmanship. It is unsurprising I had this view, since I was surrounded by people who 
lived, breathed, and benefitted from rugby.

Unlike Eric, my coming-out experiences in sport are somewhat more mundane and dis-
tinctly average. Telling my friends, team-mates and peers that I was sexually and romanti-
cally attracted to men was not a problem. I received no hostility, rejection, homophobia, or 
bullying. On the contrary, I was supported and accepted (White and Thomas 2016). I received 
a fair amount of banter in my first year from players and coaches alike, but at no point did 
I ever feel it was anything more than playful humor. Parents did not complain, I continued to 
share rooms with coaches on away trips, and I was treated exactly the same as everyone else 
involved in the player development programs that I worked with. Although rugby is often 
seen as a hyper-masculine environment, it is not one that was discriminatory to gay men. In 
fact, in early 2010, I was appointed by the Rugby Football Union as a Young Official Devel-
opment Officer. My experiences in the management organization for rugby were the same as 
playing rugby: I was completely accepted as a gay man.

Throughout my time at the RFU, I was often the youngest person on the committees and 
teams that I worked within. I was well respected, due to my range of interests and abilities, 
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giving me significant cultural capital within the organization. Working for the governing 
body for rugby was a dream come true and central to my life and my identity. As I have ben-
efitted and been merited by sport in many ways, I could see none of its failings, limitations, 
weaknesses, or abuses.

After leaving the RFU in 2012, I started my undergraduate degree at St Mary’s Uni-
versity in Twickenham in hope of becoming a PE teacher. Over the following years, 
I developed my sociological understanding of the world, and particularly sport. Being a 
gay man in sport, and having read articles that say sport is homophobic, I was frustrated 
to find that my experiences were completely different from those I was reading about. 
This was until I found Eric’s work on inclusive masculinities and the changing nature of 
homophobia among young men (Anderson 2011a; Anderson, Magrath and Bullingham 
2016). Finally, I had found some research that matched the experiences that I, and many 
of my gay sporty friends, had experienced. I subsequently enrolled on a PhD program 
with Eric at the University of Winchester looking to understand more about the experi-
ences of teenage gay boys in Britain.

But it is not gay athletes that I  would study for my PhD. Instead, I  had a moment of 
realization when reading Allyson Pollock’s (2014) book Tackling Rugby: What Every Par-
ent Should Know about Injuries. At the time, I was still heavily involved in rugby; I was an 
active rugby educator and I sat on the Executive Committee of the England Rugby Football 
Schools Union. Yet, many of the problems and concerns Allyson expressed I was able to rec-
ognize from inside the rugby empire. My sociological training started to kick in and I began 
to unpick and explore the horrifically abusive structure of contact rugby; a sport littered with 
injuries, broken bodies, and damaged brains.

I did, like Eric, come out to come to my senses. But rather than it being based upon my 
sexuality, I come out challenging the rugby institution that had been a huge element of my 
identity for so long. On March 2, 2016, I was thrust into the media spotlight after the Guard-
ian newspaper published an open letter to ministers calling for tackling to be banned in the 
school environment. I contested the highly injurious nature of contact rugby, explaining that 
it should not be a component of the school physical education curriculum in Britain. For 
me, the evidence was clear and the rugby authorities (of which I was a part) were not doing 
enough to keep children safe. It was time to act.

After years of wondering what it must be like for young gay men to come out in a homo-
phobic environment, I finally experienced hostility, threats, and friendship breakdowns, and 
to be seen as an outsider in my own home (the sport of rugby). With rugby being a powerful 
cultural establishment, standing up and speaking against the sport took considerable courage 
and has not been without its repercussions. The privileged position sport, and particularly 
rugby in the UK, maintains often means those who challenge and contest the institution are 
seen as outsiders, troublemakers, and traitors – labels that have all been thrown at me in 
abundance. As a sociologist, it is my responsibility and passion to understand why we idolize 
sport, despite its pitfalls and problems, to facilitate its transformation to a more egalitarian 
and healthy vehicle for social development.

Cognitive dissonance theory
Cognitive dissonance is a valuable tool for helping you to understand the process of what 
happens when your logic no longer aligns with your emotions. When we think one way about 
a topic, but feel the opposite to the way we think, we are said to be in a state of cognitive dis-
sonance. For example, when I (Eric) was closeted I desperately wanted gay sex (emotionally 
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and somatically), but I was socialized to hate homosexuality and I did not want to be gay. 
Thus, I both wanted and did not want something at the same time.

You might also have cognitive dissonance by maintaining two opposing beliefs about the 
same topic. Some of you might love and hate a friend at the same time. You might love and 
hate sport at the same time, too. Accordingly, cognitive dissonance is one way of saying that 
things are complicated, or that you are unsure, conflicted.

Cognitive dissonance theory is useful, not only because it explains how this state of mind 
emerges, but it also predicts what you will do once you enter a state of cognitive dissonance. 
Thus, cognitive dissonance theory is a proven tool for analyzing the contrast between two 
or more varying and incompatible cognitions – and predicting what behaviors might emerge 
from an individual’s dissonance (Aronson 1969; Bem 1967; Festinger 1957).

Traditionally, studies using cognitive dissonance theory inflict (normally under lab con-
ditions) a gap between two disparate wants or beliefs. The result is that people normally 
end up aligning their beliefs to whatever society maintains. For example, it is interesting 
how German citizens viewed Adolf Hitler and his policies in the buildup to World War II. 
Many of his policies were thought to be good for Germany, but then his racial policies and 
anti-Semitism did not align with the personal beliefs of most. Because Hitler, through his 
Ministry of Propaganda, was skilled at swaying public opinion, many people rectified their 
dissonance by going along with the cultural norm, praising Hitler.

We discuss cognitive dissonance theory here in order to help you make sense of how you 
deal with this book. Cognitive dissonance theory will help you understand how we deal with 
the tension caused by the variance of how you think logically about sport, compared to how 
you feel about sport. This is important because society largely maintains that sport is good, 
and in this book we are going to show you another side of sport.

If you experience this material in the same manner that most of our students do, there is a 
predictable pattern you will follow. Most students have had successful athletic careers before 
coming to university to earn a degree in something related to sport. Because they have had 
successful careers, it necessarily means that they do not represent the average sporting nar-
rative; instead, they represent the elite of men and women who were good at sport, praised 
for it, and they therefore built their identities as athletes. Highlighting this, as part of a pre-
evaluation, the day Eric’s students arrive at university he asks them to fill out a questionnaire, 
to describe themselves, saying “please fill out the blank.” The blank is preceded by the words 
“I am,” so it looks like “I am ________.” This is the first question on the survey, so they do 
not know what the rest of the survey will be about (thus biasing them) before they fill out 
this response. Yet nearly 70 percent of the students respond, with something like “a football 
player.” This highlights that their master identity, the top identity (or group membership) 
upon which they judge themselves, is that of an athlete.

When they then begin to hear his logical and empirically supported arguments against 
sport as a socio-positive institution, they find themselves entering cognitive dissonance. 
Their first step is to attempt to rationalize, logically, their dissonance by denying the criti-
cal side of their thoughts. Usually this involves pointing to the pro-sport rationalizations 
that they were taught as they grew up. Students say, “Sport teaches you to apply yourself to 
academic work,” to which Eric responds, “Can’t you just do more academic work to teach 
yourself to do it?” They argue, “Sport teaches you to be competitive, and you will need that 
in the work world.” Eric responds, “Can’t you just get a summer job, or an internship, and 
learn the work world directly?”

Eventually, he breaks down (or debunks) their socio-positive arguments to the point in which 
they find themselves saying that sport is good because “it just is.” “It just is?” he asks. “Is that 
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an argument, or is that the reflection that you feel it is, but can’t argue the case that it is?” Now, 
nobody likes to be told that they are wrong, or that their feelings are invalid. So, rather than 
Eric’s students taking the exercise as an opportunity to collect data to support their feelings, they 
instead attack the messenger. By discrediting the messenger, they can re-credit themselves for 
believing what they feel without having to make an intellectual argument as to why they think 
that standpoint is correct. In other words, when people get into cognitive dissonance, they rarely 
change their minds outright or immediately. Instead, they fight, struggle, and point fingers.

Eric remembers one class he taught in California. He made opening arguments to the class 
of 400, and as the lecture ended someone went outside and yelled, “What does he know 
about sport, he’s a faggot!” The beginning of the next lecture Eric wrote on the board, “What 
do I know, I’m just a faggot.” He then said, “Gay I am, yes. But if you’re going to master 
this material, if you are going to beat me in a debate, you will need to learn to do more than 
insult – you will need to think in logical ways.” We challenge you to do the same: if you plan 
to contest us (in your head or in your classroom discussions) you will need to do the same.

All of this struggle is made in an attempt to hold onto our precious sense of what is right 
and what is wrong. But what is “right” is determined by our culture, often independent of 
critical analysis. What is “right” is often based on history, tradition, or in the case of America, 
one particularly zealous sense of religious fundamentalism. However, what is “right” also 
changes; and matters will change. What was considered right years ago (slavery for example) 
is now considered morally disgraceful.

With this book, we promise to place you into some cognitive dissonance. The question 
then becomes, “What will you do once you are there?” We hope you engage with the dis-
sonance, revel in feeling different about sport – it is then that you are learning to think. 
Ultimately, even if you determine that sport is a wonderful enterprise, we hope to at least 
plant seeds of doubt in your mind. But even if we fail in our endeavor, even if you read this 
book and come away more secure in your feelings that sport is a socio-positive institution, 
we hope you will have come away learning about the utility of social theory. For this book 
is as much about using sport to teach you social theory as it is about using social theory to 
teach you about sport.

Understanding social theory
Social theory attempts to explain a phenomenon, or set of phenomena. However, social the-
ory did not come easy to Eric. It took him seven years of graduate school before he began 
to understand what theory was, and how it is used. Why did it take him so long? Nobody 
explained to him the key to understanding theory: that nobody really knows what theory is.

First, theory can be divided into two domains: one is used in the empirical (tangible and 
measurable) sciences (both natural and social), and the other is found in more abstract disci-
plines; fields of study that do not nicely lend themselves to quantification or testing, like phi-
losophy, logic, and the humanities. Thus, a theorist of math will develop wordless equations; 
a theorist of philosophy will discuss untestable ideas about humanity; a theorist of politics 
will develop an ethical theory about the purpose of law and government; and a theorist of 
science will develop theories that are testable in the lab. In our field, sociology, we use both 
types of theories: those that are testable and those that are not.

Furthermore, there is considerable difference, and often vicious (and boring) academic 
disputes across academic disciplines, as to the proper usage of theory. Some academics spend 
a great deal of time arguing over what these mostly white (usually dead) men actually meant. 
In doing so, they sound like members of various faiths arguing over biblical interpretation.



18  Introduction

Another reason theory is difficult to define is because it is confused and/or conflated with a 
hypothesis, which is one’s guess at the outcome of events. If a hypothesis proves true, it may 
become a theory; but if it cannot explain enough phenomena, it might not.

All of this makes trying to label what a theory is rather difficult. One’s theory is another’s 
philosophy is another’s hypothesis is another’s guess is another’s head-scratching jumble of 
inaccessible language. Highlighting this, some sociologists use “configurational theory,” and 
many sport sociology textbooks discuss it, too. But we have absolutely no idea whatsoever 
what it is, what it is for, or why anyone cares about it. Even in the most basic introductory 
textbooks, we cannot understand it. We suspect many other PhDs, including the authors of 
those textbooks, cannot either.

This points to another problem with the social sciences: many social theorists frequently 
write about their theories in academically inaccessible language. This, sadly, is mostly inten-
tional. For the most part, academics are quite concerned with being perceived as intelligent. 
One way to accomplish this is to write in ways that are difficult for others to understand. The 
latent effect of this is that it permits various people to interpret the theory differently, and 
perhaps contributes to the life and utility of a theory because, ultimately, it cannot be totally 
proved or disproved. Because of this (and as much as our colleagues might bark at us for 
saying this), we do not recommend that students read volumes of social theory. Wikipedia 
is a rather good place to start, and in many places it is all you need to know. If you like and 
can digest what you read there, then feel free to engage yourself by reading about it on other 
websites. Ultimately you may wish to read a book about that theory.

For us, sociologists who are more concerned with writing something that is meaningful 
and understandable than impressing our academic peers, we loathe this highbrow, overly 
erudite written posturing. This is one reason you will not find post-structural theories dis-
cussed in this book; they are mostly just posturing. They are often espoused by intellectual 
but out-of-touch academics who have nothing real to add to already existing knowledge.

Instead, in this book, we desire to explicate useful theories, and we will describe them and 
show you how to apply them in an easy-to-understand manner, so that you will understand 
exactly what the theory means. You may then determine whether you find the theory useful.

When theory is useful, it is very helpful. For example, independent scholars might notice 
that ice caps are melting, while others find rising carbon dioxide in our atmosphere, and still 
others find a bleaching (dying) of coral in the Great Barrier Reef. All of these findings can 
be united under the umbrella of a theory of global warming. This helps us understand the 
interconnectedness of events.

In social sciences, a good theory helps us understand the social world on a larger scale. 
For us, however, it is necessary that a theory be somewhat testable, or at least observable. 
As the public intellectual Christopher Hitchens stated, “What can be asserted without proof 
can also be dismissed without proof.” Evidence and accessibility are key requirements for 
good sociology.

There is little dispute that the field of social sciences (in Western cultures) began in the 
1800s and grew throughout the 1900s. It began with the theoretical work of Marx, Weber, 
Durkheim, and Freud. These men challenged us to consider why humans do what they do, 
instead of simply attributing things to God. Enlightenment-age thinkers asked why we 
organize ourselves as we do, and how matters can change in order to relieve the oppression 
of those stratified at the bottom.

However, it is impossible for us to thoroughly explain each of the theories we use in 
this book. Most of these thinkers have written volumes of work. What we attempt to do, 
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however, is to pull out a particularly salient theory (or part of a theory) and apply it to 
sport. In doing so, we show you how the theory helps us understand more about what the 
sporting process means. We do not, however, want you to think that there can only be one 
theory to make sense of one social situation. Indeed, two scholars can look at the same 
subject with varying theoretical lenses, and come up with the same conclusion. Thus, the 
theory one uses is partially up to preference for the style of the theory. Ultimately, we 
hope to use theory in this book in a way that helps you realize that you too can understand, 
utilize, and comment on social theory. In doing so, we hope you feel less intimidated 
about the word “theory.”

Chapter structure
This book is designed to facilitate the critical focus we apply to sport. Traditionally, texts 
spend a great deal of time reporting on the specifics of what research has found, alternat-
ing between socio-positive and socio-negative outcomes. But bearing in mind the critical 
approach of this book, each chapter will be constructed as follows:

1	 Each chapter begins with a sport-related vignette – a true story of an athlete ‒ to capture 
your attention.

2	 Each vignette is reflected in an introductory-level discussion of relevant social theory.
3	 Each theoretical discussion is related to sport.
4	 Finally, major research findings are addressed, particularly relating to how sport contin-

ues to reproduce socio-negative attributes.

We hope that you find that this unique structure provides the significant bonus of making 
this text as much about the utility of sociological theory, as it is about the specific findings 
of sport sociology.

What’s new with this second edition
The second edition of this book has accomplished a great deal. First it updates research and 
evidence pertaining to all currently discussed topics, so that it is consistent with evolving 
knowledge bases. Several chapters have been added. First, a section on race and ethnicity 
has been taken from the previous edition, expanded, and made as a standalone chapter. Next, 
given that head trauma in sport has been thrust into the media spotlight since the last edition 
was published, this version provides a comprehensive examination of the impact of collision 
on cognitive functioning and a discussion of chronic traumatic encephalopathy. This high-
lights the necessity of protecting children from collision; it departs from standard sociology 
of sport convention that often ignores the physical impact that sport has on bodies. This also 
ties in with athletes and mental health; what we thought were high rates of violence, drug 
use, and so on as cultural productions of the loss of a master identity of super-star athlete, are 
now turning out to be organic disease processes from collision.

We have also added a chapter on youth representation (or lack thereof) in sport gov-
ernance, and frame this per the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child to 
be heard, and listened to in the governance of their own activities. We have also added 
more discussion on the tremendous dropout rate of competitive organized sports, in favor 
of leisure, eco-sports, new sports, and exercise. We discuss this as a matter of two trends. 
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First, competitive sport reflecting the values of the industrial revolution but no longer being 
required in a service-economy; second, sport no longer being needed to make masculine 
men, because toxic masculinity is no longer a valued trait among youth.

The second edition also updates the field about gay men in sport, as there has been serious 
and positive progress on this front since the last edition. We also include a new discussion of 
the experiences of transgender athletes in sport.



Jeff’s story
“I never thought I would be a cheerleader,” Jeff tells Eric during a National Collegiate Cheer-
leading Championship meet in Daytona Beach, Florida. “I grew up in a very conservative 
family in a very conservative state,” he says as he reaches for yet another beer. There are 
other heterosexual male cheerleaders in this hotel room, too. Many of them seem to relate 
to Jeff’s story.

Jeff was raised in a highly devout Christian household. He describes his dad as being ste-
reotypically macho. Accordingly, playing any sport other than American football was never 
a choice for him. “My dad wanted me to play,” he says. “My mom wanted me to play, too.” 
Although Jeff wanted to be in his elementary school’s band, his father would not permit it. 
“I remember him saying, ‘My son will not turn out to be a faggot, you will play football like 
boys are supposed to.’ ” Thus, Jeff’s father forced him into football, believing it would make 

1	 Why we overly value organized, 
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him into a “real man”: one who is emotionless, yet prone to rage; in control, yet trained to 
follow; physically robust, yet willing to risk health; ostensibly heterosexual, yet unable to 
prove it. “I was trained to be the all-American, red-blooded boy. You know, American pride, 
apple pie, churchgoing, the whole bit.”

Then, through the tragedy of talent, his football abilities brought him attention from 
the local high-school coach, who approached his father to arrange for Jeff to play for his 
team. This forced him into football in high school, although the deal was arranged without 
Jeff’s consent. Jeff’s masculinization in sport, it would seem, strongly influenced him to 
live between the narrow sheets of masculine acceptability. “You have to understand, I loved 
football, but I didn’t want to be all that macho. But by the time I got to high school, I was 
something of a local superstar. Everybody knew me in high school. I was ‘Jeff the football 
player.’ ”

But things changed for Jeff in college. He attended a big university, with a competitive 
football program. And, for the first time in his life, he was unable to make the team. “I had 
been a football player all my life,” he says. “Everything revolved around it. I thought I’d play 
in college, but I didn’t make it. I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t know what to do. I desperately 
needed to be part of something again; anything.”

The “anything” Jeff refers to is collegiate cheerleading. Competitive cheerleading in the 
US (and increasingly in other Western countries) has morphed from simply supporting other 
athletic teams (with sideline cheering) to a competitive sport in its own right. Today’s cheer-
leaders also compete in complex dancing and stunting routines where a number of judged 
criteria determine success. Despite this evolution, however, men who cheer are still stigma-
tized as gay. Accordingly, few try out for collegiate cheerleading without persuasion (Ander-
son 2005b, 2008c).

To recruit men to cheer, existing cheerleaders use a variety of tactics, including the sexual-
izing female cheerleaders and the heterosexualizing and masculinizing of male cheerleaders. 
While doing research on cheerleading, I  found one university’s cheerleading recruitment 
poster (hung near the men’s gym) highlighted all of these methods. Featuring an illustration 
of a bikini-clad woman sliding into a pool of water it read, “Want strong muscles? Want to 
toss girls? Our Cheer Team needs stunt men!! No experience needed.”

Ex-football players, like Jeff, are somewhat receptive to these recruitment efforts. After 
failing to make their university football teams, most of these men clarify that they miss being 
associated with an athletic identity and/or being part of a team, and they judge cheerleading 
as an acceptable final effort to return to team sport (Anderson 2005b). “So I’m not on the 
field now, but it’s better than being in the bleachers,” Jeff says.

Jeff’s story is particularly interesting because he used to bully male cheerleaders. “Yeah, 
my teammates and I used to call cheerleader guys fags.” The tone of his voice turned to 
something of a confessional. “I’m ashamed about it now. But you have got to understand, it 
wasn’t that I was homophobic. I had to call [male] cheerleaders fags, because if I didn’t, the 
guys on my team might think I was gay. So, basically, I had to call them fags, or fear being 
called one myself.”

As we continued to talk, it became apparent to me that Jeff has spent his life attempting 
to live up to the expectations of other (heterosexual) men (cf. Kimmel 1994). This is not to 
say that he did not enjoy football. He certainly enjoyed the fame it brought him, but it is to 
suggest that the masculine culture of football, and the desire to be thought heteromasculine 
by his parents and friends, led him into a sport that was known for valuing the most con-
servative, violent, and homophobic form of masculinity in American sport. This was odd, 
I thought. The more I hung out with Jeff, the more I thought he was just a super-nice guy.
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The reason I  thought Jeff was a nice guy, perhaps, is because he tells me that he has 
changed many of his views since coming to college and joining cheerleading. For example, 
Jeff has undone his homophobia. “I made some homophobic comment when I first joined, 
and one of the guys pulled me to the side and schooled me on it.” A year later, Jeff met his 
current best friend, Jamie. “Then I met Jamie [who was the only openly gay member on his 
team]. I’d never call him that. He was a real cool guy, and now I think that gay people are 
just really cool people.”

Jeff has changed his views on other topics, too. Because of his involvement in cheerlead-
ing, he now sees women as much more athletic than he had previously given them credit for. 
Today, he finds it enjoyable to compete with women. “I really think every guy should have 
the opportunity to compete with women. Not just when they are young but, you know, in 
high school and college. It totally opened my eyes.”

Jeff has learned to open up emotionally to his friends as well. “I used to be so much more 
macho in high school,” he says. “But then, that’s football culture isn’t it?” When asked 
about whether he is now glad that he failed to make the college football team, he responds. 
“I miss it [football] sometimes, yeah. But when I think about it, what I’m missing isn’t who 
I was, or who my friends were, I just miss the fame. I like my friends in cheerleading bet-
ter than my friends in football.” Jeff smiles, “But hey, maybe someday I’ll be famous for 
cheerleading.”

Berger and Luckmann on social constructionism
Jeff’s story highlights an interesting relationship between sport and the construction of 
masculinity. American football has somehow been socially coded as a terrain in which het-
erosexual men play, while cheerleading is constructed as a sport for gay men. Because het-
erosexuality and masculinity are overly valued among male youth in contemporary culture, 
his father, mother, and even Jeff himself thought that football was the sport to join. Football, 
he maintained, “would make me a real man.” But this begs the question. Is one’s personality, 
one’s gendered mannerisms, even one’s sexuality, learned/constructed/influenced by others? 
Or are these determined by birth instead? Or some combination of both?

Certainly, we recognize that we are born with the genetics to either excel in a certain sport 
or not. Eric weighs 160 pounds (68 kilograms), and cannot sprint for the life of him. Clearly, 
he was not born to be a NFL lineman – and no amount of hard work would change this. He 
has been a distance runner all of his life. Adam weighs 280 pounds, and played prop in rugby. 
Certainly he will never be a long-distance runner. Eric could eat loads of McDonald’s and put 
on some pounds to protect him in the sport of football. But regardless of his socialization, he 
just does not have it in him to take on Adam in a tackle. It is obvious that we are mostly born 
with physical attributes; we cannot for the most part learn or acquire them. These things are 
largely innate.

But are we born hating a particular group of people? Are we born with a love or disgust 
for a certain religion, or form of entertainment? The answer is: probably not. Instead, these 
things are socially constructed.

Social constructionism refers to the development of phenomena relative to social contexts. 
At some level, we have always recognized this. For example, people born in a Christian 
country are far more likely to become Christian than Muslim. But the idea of construc-
tionism was greatly expanded in the twentieth century, where it became prominent with 
the influential work of Berger and Luckmann. Their 1967 book The Social Construction of 
Reality argues that all knowledge, including common sense, is derived from and maintained 



24  Why we overly value organized, competitive team sport

by social interactions. When people interact, they do so with the understanding that their 
respective perceptions of reality are related, so that when we each look at an elephant we 
assume that we each see a large animal with a fifth leg more bendy than a garden hose. As we 
act upon this understanding, our common knowledge of reality becomes reinforced. Thus, 
our symbols and institutions are part of an objective reality. Collective thoughts gradually 
crystallize from individual habit into institutions, which are supported by language conven-
tions. Eventually, matters are subjectively internalized through the upbringing and formal 
education of citizens into a particular culture’s identity and belief system. It is in this sense 
that it can be said that reality is socially constructed.

None of this is to suggest that individuals do not maintain the agency to shape cultures 
themselves. The building of culture and beliefs is always a dialectic (a struggle), an interac-
tion between individuals and their society. There are always opposing views. Thus, even 
though we may share one reality (that elephants exist) we may differ in how we view or 
value elephants.

How this notion of social constructionism relates to sport comes through the work of one of 
Western culture’s most profound intellectuals. No theorist has been more responsible for help-
ing us understand that the way we think and act is socially constructed than Sigmund Freud.

The significance of Sigmund Freud
Freud was a medical doctor who specialized in neurosis. In time, he grew to establish 
the field that we today call psychology. Freud is, undoubtedly, the most influential social 
thinker of the twentieth century. Freudian thought is everywhere, and we use Freudian 
ideas daily. He wrote thousands upon thousands of pages of theory, and in many senses 
went against the morality of his time. He brought up issues of sexuality, including child-
hood sexuality, which went against (and still goes against) the pervasive Christian norm 
of European culture.

Freud’s early work coincided with a ferment in the European intelligentsia that produced 
modernist literature, avant-garde painting and music, radical social ideas, spirited feminist 
and socialist movements, and even the first gay rights movement. Freud was sufficiently 
open to this ferment; to question almost everything European culture had taken for granted. 
Important to the foundation of sport, he was also the first to suggest that all human beings 
were effectively bisexual – that sexuality ran a continuum and was not polarized. Unfortu-
nately, he (wrongly) linked sexuality to gender expression. He assumed that femininity in 
men was (always) a sign of homosexuality, something he called inversion.

The concepts “masculine” and “feminine” (and consequently straight and gay), Freud 
suggested, “are among the most confused that occur in science” (cited in Connell 1995: 1). 
Freud disrupted the apparent naturalness of masculinity and femininity. Until this enlight-
enment, naturalist beliefs in men’s superiority were used to justify keeping women from 
attending school (it was believed that the blood would go to their brains and away from their 
reproductive organs, making them infertile), taking jobs, or playing in sport. For example, 
women were not allowed to run the marathon in America until 1972 and they did not run in 
the Olympic marathon until 1984. The notion of women being weaker, more delicate, and in 
need of men’s protection exaggerated the relatively minor biological differences between the 
male and female. These minor biological differences were then used to justify psychological 
differences as well. While there is no doubt that some sex differences in psychological char-
acteristics do exist, their modest size would hardly register them as important phenomena if 
we were not already culturally cued into exaggerating them.
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Freud made inquiry into this argument both possible and necessary, even though he never 
wrote a systematic discussion of it. Nonetheless, over thirty years he developed ideas about 
gender as a continuing theme throughout his various writings. The first step Freud made in 
his analysis of masculinity came with his theory of the “Oedipus complex.” Here, Freud 
understood that adult sexuality and gender were not fixed by nature, but instead were con-
structed through a long and conflict-ridden process. He described the Oedipus complex as 
the emotional tangle of childhood involving sexual and romantic desire for one parent and 
hatred for the other. In other words, young boys would fall in love with their mothers and 
hate their fathers. This, however, brought a fear that the young boy’s father would seek 
revenge through threat of castration. Here, Freud identified a formative moment in masculin-
ity and pictured the dynamics of this relationship: if a boy were to develop properly he would 
have to learn to disassociate himself from his mother and attach his emotional/erotic feel-
ings to other women. If the process went wrong, Freud argued, homosexuality could result. 
Homosexuality, Freud therefore postulated, was not biological (although we recognize today 
that it is). Rather, Freud maintained that humans were constitutionally a blank slate; that 
masculine and feminine currents coexisted in everyone. This implied that adult sexuality had 
to be a complex construction, just as gender was.

Freud’s next step in the development of a theory of masculinity and sexuality came with 
his account of the structure concept of the superego. The superego, he argued, was the uncon-
scious part of our brain that judges, censors, and presents ideals to the external world. Freud 
believed that the superego was formed in the aftermath of the Oedipus complex, by internal-
ized prohibitions from the parents. He gradually came to see it as having a gendered charac-
ter, being crucially a product of the child’s relationship with his father. He believed that this 
was more distinct in the case of boys than girls. In Civilization and its Discontents (1929) 
he began to see sociological dimensions in the superego that he treated as a means by which 
culture obtains mastery over individual desire, especially aggression – a masculine trait.

While it was not Freud’s intention to develop a complete theory of masculinity (his lines 
of thought remained speculative and incomplete), his theories nonetheless have profound 
implications for modern society and sport’s role in that society, because of how they were 
interpreted in society and how this influenced sport as a masculine enterprise.

The progress that Freud made was remarkable, and the tools he used (namely psychoa-
nalysis) gave a map to the unconscious development of masculinity. The point he most insist-
ently made about masculinity was that it never exists in a pure state; rather layers of emotion 
coexist and contradict each other. And although his theoretical language changed, Freud 
remained convinced of the empirical complexity of gender and the ways in which feminin-
ity is always part of a man’s character How this all relates to sport is another matter (later 
discussed), but it is inextricably linked to the Industrial Revolution.

Sport and the Industrial Revolution
Jeff’s father would not have so strongly desired for him to play American football if he had 
been born 150 years earlier. This is because the cultural compulsion that boys maintain to 
play sport is the product of a new way of valuing sport, one that came with the Industrial 
Revolution.

Although the invention of the machinery and transportation necessary for industrialization 
began early in the 1700s, the antecedents of most of today’s sporting culture can be traced 
to the years of the second Industrial Revolution – the mid-1800s through early 1900s. Dur-
ing this period, sturdy farmers exchanged their time-honored professions for salaried work. 
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Families replaced their farm’s rent for that of a city apartment. The allure of industry, and 
the better life it promised, influenced such a migration that the percentage of people living in 
cities rose from just 25 percent in 1800 to around 75 percent in 1900 (Cancian 1987).

However, just as cities attracted people, the increasing difficulty of rural life also com-
pelled them to leave their agrarian ways. This is because the same industrial technologies 
that brought capitalism also meant that fewer farmers were required to produce the necessary 
crops to feed a growing population. With production capacity rising, and crop prices falling, 
families were not only drawn to the cities by the allure of a stable wage and the possibility 
of class mobility, they were repelled by an increasingly difficult agrarian labor market and 
an inability to own land.

For all the manifestations of physical horror that was factory life (before labor laws), 
there were many advantages, too. Families were no longer dependent on the fortune of 
good weather for their sustenance, and industry provided predictable (if long) working 
hours. Having a reliable wage meant that a family could count on how much money they 
would have at the end of the week, and some could use this financial stability to secure 
loans and purchase property. Also, the regularity of work meant that between blows of 
the factory whistle, there was time for men to play. The concept of leisure, once reserved 
for the wealthy, spread to the working class during this period (Rigauer 1981). It is the 
sociocultural impact of this great migration that is central to the development of men’s 
sport in Western cultures.

Sport maintained little cultural value prior to the Industrial Revolution. Social historian 
Donald Mrozek (1983: Preface) said:

To Americans at the beginning of the nineteenth century, there was no obvious merit 
in sport . . . certainly no clear social value to it and no sense that it contributed to the 
improvement of the individual’s character or the society’s moral or even physical health.

However, by the second decade of the next century these sentiments had been reversed (Mir-
acle & Rees 1994). Sport gave boys something to do after school. It helped socialize them 
into the values necessary to be successful in this new economy, to instill the qualities of 
discipline and obedience, and to honor the hard work that was necessary in the dangerous 
occupations of industrial labor and mining (Rigauer 1981). Accordingly, workers needed 
to sacrifice both their time and their health, for the sake of making the wage they needed to 
support their dependent families.

In sport, young boys were socialized into this value of sacrifice (for team), so that they 
would later sacrifice health and well-being for family at work. Most important to the bour-
geois ruling class, however, workers needed to be obedient to authority. Sport taught boys 
this docility. Accordingly, organized competitive team sport was funded by those who main-
tained control of the reproduction of material goods. Children’s play was forced off the 
streets (spontaneous street-playing activities were banned) and into parks and playgrounds, 
where they were supervised and structured in their “play.” In the words of one playground 
advocate (Chase 1909), “We want a play factory; we want it to run at top speed on schedule 
time, with the best machinery and skilled operatives. We want to turn out the maximum prod-
uct of happiness.” Just as they are today, organized youth sport was financially backed by 
business, in the form of “sponsors.” Today, as part of a compulsory state-run education, they 
are often backed by the state. This is an economical way of assuring a docile and productive 
labor force. Sport teaches us to keep to schedule under production-conscious supervisors 
(Eitzen 2001).
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This shift to industry had other gendered effects, too. Although there was a gendered 
division of labor in agrarian work, there was less gendering of jobs and tasks compared 
to industrial life; both men and women toiled in demanding labor. Accordingly, in some 
aspects, heterosexual relationships were more egalitarian before industrialization. Factory 
work, however, shifted revenue generation from inside the home to outside. Mom’s physi-
cal labor no longer directly benefited the family as it once did, and much of women’s labor 
therefore became unpaid and unseen. Conversely, men’s working spaces were cold, danger-
ous, and hard. Men moved rocks, welded iron, swung pick axes, and operated steam giants.

These environments necessitated that men be tough and unemotional. Men grew more 
instrumental not only in their labor and purpose, but in their personalities, too. As a result 
of industrialization, men learned that the way that they showed their love was through their 
labor. Being a breadwinner, regardless of the working conditions within which one toiled, 
was a labor of love. Furthermore, because women were mostly (but not entirely) relegated 
to a domestic sphere, they were reliant upon their husband’s ability to generate income. 
Thus, mostly robbed of economic agency, women learned to show their contribution through 
emotional expressiveness and domestic efficiency. Cancian (1987) describes these changes 
as a separation of gendered spheres, saying that expectations of what it meant to be a man 
or woman bifurcated as a result of industrialization. Accordingly, the antecedents of men’s 
stoicism and women’s expressionism were born during this period.

But was sport truly necessary to teach young boys and men the values of industrial life? 
Before labor laws, children were permitted to enter the workforce well before puberty. Would 
they not learn these values of toughness, sacrifice, stoicism and courage here anyway? Was 
sport really necessary to accomplish this? The answer is, no. Not entirely. We learned to 
value sport for yet another highly influential reason.

Absence of the father figure
During the Industrial Revolution, fathers left for work early, often returning home once their 
sons had gone to bed. Because teaching children was considered “women’s work,” boys spent 
much of their days (at school and home) surrounded by women. Here, they were thought to 
be deprived of the masculine vapors supposedly necessary to masculinize them. Rotundo 
(1993: 31) writes, “Motherhood was advancing, fatherhood was in retreat . . . women were 
teaching boys how to be men.” It was thus feared that men were also becoming ‘soft,’ that 
society itself was becoming feminized. A by-product of industrialization, it was assumed, 
was that it was capable of creating a culture of soft, weak, and feminine boys. Boys were 
structurally and increasingly emotionally segregated from their distant and absent fathers. 
This set the stage for what Filene (1975) called “a crisis in masculinity.”

Simultaneous to this, however, was the first wave of women’s political independence 
(Hargreaves 1986). The city provided a density of women that made activism more acces-
sible. Smith-Rosenberg (1985) suggests that men felt threatened by the political and social 
advancements of women at the time. They perceived that they were losing their patriarchal 
power. The antidote to the rise of women’s agency largely came through sport.

However, a much under-theorized influence on the development and promotion of sport 
comes through the changing understanding of sexuality during the second Industrial Revo-
lution, particularly concerning the growing understanding of homosexuality – something 
attributable to Sigmund Freud.

Agrarian life was lonely for gay men. One can imagine that finding homosexual sex and 
love in pastoral regions was difficult. Conversely, cities collected such quantities of people 
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that gay social networks and even a gay identity could form. This coincided with a growing 
body of scholarly work from Westphal, Ulrichs, and Krafft-Ebing, early pioneers of the gay 
liberationist movement. These scholars sought to classify homosexual acts as belonging to a 
type of person; a third sex, an invert, or homosexual (Spencer 1995). From this, they could 
campaign for legal and social equality. Previously, there were less entrenched heterosexual 
or homosexual social identities. In other words, a man performed a sexual act, but his sexual 
identity was not tied into that act. Under this new theorizing, homosexuality was no longer 
a collection of particular acts, but instead, as Michel Foucault (1984: 43) famously wrote, 
“The homosexual was now a species.” This, of course, means that heterosexuals were now 
a separate species, too.

Sigmund Freud explained homosexuality’s origins in his “Three Essays on the Theory of 
Sexuality” (1905). Here, Freud theorized that sexuality was not innate. Instead he suggested 
that childhood experiences constructed men to become heterosexual or homosexual, some-
thing he called inversion. Homosexuality, Freud said, was a process of gendered wrongdo-
ing, particularly through the absence of a father figure and an over-domineering mother. In 
one of his footnotes he wrote, “the presence of both parents plays an important part. The 
absence of a strong father in childhood not infrequently favors the occurrence of inversion” 
(p. 146). Freud even gave child-rearing tips to help parents lead their children to heterosexual 
adjustment.

Freud’s theories are certainly more complex than we present, and our aim is not to paint 
Freud as homophobic. Freud actually tried to humanize homosexuals by explaining their 
“condition.” Yet in the process of explaining how homosexuals came to be, Freud cemented 
the notion and value of a nuclear family into popular culture. What is also important about 
Freud is not what he said, thought, or wrote, but what others attribute to him. While Freud 
was certainly more complex in his thinking, what the populace heard was that an absent 
father and an over-domineering mother could make kids homosexual. This created a moral 
panic among Victorian-thinking British and American cultures. It seemed that because indus-
trialization pulled fathers away from their families for large periods of time, it had structur-
ally created a social system designed to make boys gay.

Accordingly, in this zeitgeist, what it meant to be a man began to be predicated in not 
being like one of those sodomites/inverts/homosexuals. Being masculine entailed being the 
opposite of the softness attributed to homosexual men. Kimmel (1994) shows us that het-
erosexuality therefore grew further predicated in aversion to anything coded as feminine. 
Accordingly, what it meant to be a heterosexual man in the twentieth century was to be 
unlike a woman. What it meant to be heterosexual was not to be homosexual. In this gender-
panicked culture, competitive, organized, and violent team sport was thrust upon boys.

Sport as a masculine cure-all
It was in this atmosphere that sport became associated with the political project to reverse 
the feminizing and homosexualizing trends of boys growing up without father figures. Sport 
and those who coached it were charged with shaping boys into heterosexual, masculine men. 
Accordingly, a rapid rise and expansion of organized sport was utilized as a homosocial insti-
tution principally aimed to counter men’s fears of feminism and homosexuality. But there 
were other purposes, too. Sport was also useful for maintaining men’s power over women.

Another key element in this project was elevating the male body as superior to that of 
women. Men accomplished this through displays of strength and violence, so sport embed-
ded elements of competition and hierarchy among men. Connell (1995: 54) suggests “men’s 
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greater sporting prowess [over women] has become . . . symbolic proof of superiority and 
right to rule.” But sport could only work in this capacity if women were formally excluded 
from participation. If women were bashing into each other and thumping their chests like 
men, men wouldn’t be able to lay sole claim to this privilege (Bryson 1987). Without wom-
en’s presence in sport, men’s greater sporting prowess became uncontested proof of their 
superiority and right to masculine domination. Thus, sport not only reproduced the gendered 
nature of the social world, but sports competitions became a principal site where masculine 
behaviors were learned and reinforced (Hargreaves 1995).

Social programs and sports teams were created to give (mostly) white boys contact with 
male role models. The YMCA came to America in 1851, hockey was invented in 1885, bas-
ketball was invented in 1891; the first Rose Bowl was played in 1902; and the first World 
Series was played in 1903. By the 1920s track, boxing, and swimming also grew in popular-
ity, and with much of the nation living in urban areas, America entered “the golden age of 
sport,” and the country was bustling with professional, semiprofessional, and youth leagues.

Unfortunately, when we think of sport today – when we ask why Jeff, his father, and his 
teammates so valorize extremely masculine sport like American football – few consider its 
origins and intent. Few recall that Pierre de Coubertin’s reinvention of the ancient Olympic 
Games was because he saw French men becoming soft, not because he wanted to unite the 
world’s nations.

Christianity also concerned itself with the project of masculinizing and heterosexualizing 
men during this period. Muscular Christianity concerned itself with instilling sexual moral-
ity, chastity, heterosexuality, religiosity, and nationalism in men through competitive and 
violent sport (Mathisen 1990). This was a project that extended to Native Americans as well. 
Sport was used to introduce them to Anglican ways of thinking about the individual, opposed 
to the collective their cultures traditionally valued. This muscular movement aimed to force 
a rebirth of Western notions of manliness, to shield boys and men from immoral influences 
by hardening them with stoic coaches and violent games. Ironically, some of those push-
ing hardest for masculine morality began the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), 
which almost immediately served as a gay pickup joint (something reflected in the Village 
People’s song “YMCA”).

This period of history also saw organized sport being co-opted by adults. Prior to the 
1890s sporting matches were controlled by students – they were coached by students, organ-
ized and played by and for students. However, with new reasons for valuing sport, coaches 
were paid to manage sport (Spring 1974). It was also during this time that recreational sport 
became enveloped by school systems (in America), a relationship that exists today. This 
mirrors, and therefore trains youth to cooperate with, the bureaucratic structures that define 
contemporary America. So while British youth enjoy a bit more flexibility in self-run sport-
ing programs, American youth maintain no control over their organized school sport. This 
reflects how a once unimportant social institution suddenly found merit and purpose, by 
those in power.

Describing this period, Jay Coakley (2016: 1) writes:

Youth sports [in the United States] were believed to create in young men the energy, 
nationalism, and competitive spirit that would sustain personal health, fuel industrial 
expansion, and create American military power. Programs in selected team sports 
were used to Americanize immigrant children, convert unruly boys in crowded tene-
ments into efficient and compliant workers, foster good health though outdoor activi-
ties, prepare boys to be fit and willing soldiers, and masculinize middle-class boys who 
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were perceived to lack the assertive and competitive character to become political and 
economic leaders, because they had been socialized in female-dominated households. 
Fueled by anecdotal evidence, the personal testimonies of athletes, stories circulated 
through popular culture, and the pronouncements of physical educators and coaches, 
the belief that sport participation produced positive development among youth became 
a taken-for-granted cultural truth in most Western societies.

Few people, outside a select group of sport scholars, think of sport as a social mecha-
nism to demonstrate support for masculine and heterosexual dominance. Most are misled 
into believing that all is equal in sport because women now have more sporting opportuni-
ties. Furthermore, we scarcely think about what types of sport we culturally esteem – those 
that highlight the differences between the male and female body, such as American foot-
ball and rugby (Burton Nelson 1994). We value sports in which bodies clash, jump, and 
sprint, and not those where finesse, extreme endurance, or balance determine success. In 
other words, we value sports that favor whatever biological advantage men as a whole main-
tain. This is because these sports are thought to imbue its participants with masculinity and 
heterosexuality.

Modern sport was therefore born out of the turn of the twentieth-century notion that it 
could help prevent male youth from possessing characteristics associated with femininity. 
It was designed to compel boys to reject all but a narrow definition of masculinity: one that 
created good industrial workers, soldiers, Christians, and consumers. The construction of 
sport as a masculine and homophobic enterprise was both deliberate and political, and over 
a hundred years later, little has changed.

Sport, it would seem, has served well the principle for which it was designed. It 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.

Although parents may not consciously admit that they desire to put their sons into football 
in America, or soccer in Britain, in order to assure that they grow up heterosexual, glimpses 
of this thinking often emerge when fathers learn that their kids are gay; where it is common 
to hear, “I should have put you in football.” Extremely masculine sport is valued in our cul-
ture for a reason, and this is because they are used to help boys publicly prove to their peers, 
families, and society that they too are “red blooded” all-American boys ‒ lads’ lads. Jeff 
learned to love football, because he was socially esteemed for doing it. He only learned to 
love cheerleading once he was able to reconstruct himself not to care what society valued – a 
lesson most of us could learn from.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to introduce you to why we value sport so much, and why 
society particularly values masculinized sports that require aggression (football, rugby, 
soccer, etc.). It is not just that these games are popular with the media; they became popular 
with the media because of the service they were thought to offer boys (and boys only).

There are, however, other reasons we learned to value sport in this particular historical 
moment. In their excellent book about whether sport delivers on character building or not, 
Lessons of the Locker Room, Andrew Miracle and Roger Rees (1994) point out that psy-
chologist G. Stanley Hall developed and popularized a theory of play that maintained that 
organized play promoted positive evolutionary traits, and others thought sport was actually 
useful for building group loyalty in order to stave off the progress of capitalism.
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We propose that the most salient reason for finding reverence for sport, however, came 
through a gender-panicked culture that emerged from the structural changes to the family 
(absence of the father figure) as a result of the Industrial Revolution. With the new-found 
social constructionist ideals of Freud, and the construction of sexuality and masculinity, we 
feared that boys would not learn to become proper heterosexual men unless we introduced 
them to the role-modeling of masculine men. Thus, sport was valued for the first time in 
Western cultures, because it had an “important” purpose. It was no longer a waste of God’s 
time. It was now an essential ingredient of proper heterosexual adjustment for boys. In the 
foundation of this ideal, a few important principles were instilled into sport. Namely, sport 
is the domain of white, able-bodied boys and men. Gay men, those who are lesser-abled, 
women, and those of color were not welcome.

In the chapters that follow, we highlight that in both the way sport is structured, and the 
way it is culturally valued, sport remains a bastion for white, heterosexual, able-bodied boys 
and men. Others may play, but we are not all playing equally. However, even if we were able 
to achieve total equality in sport, in the next chapter we question whether we should want 
kids (and adults) to participate in organized, competitive sport in the first place. This, we sug-
gest, is because sport teaches us to conform to norms without critically assessing the purpose 
and effects of those norms. Sport teaches us to be complicit with abuse, and to submit our 
agency to power structures. These are not the lessons we desire our students to learn. We 
question why we want children to be so complicit with adult authority.



2	 Sport’s use in teaching obedience 
to authority and thus complicity 
with abuse

Kallella’s story
Kallella loved playing bas-
ketball with her older broth-
ers. “We had a basketball 
hoop in our driveway, and 
my brothers used to shoot 
hoops after school,” she tells 
Eric. She remembers grow-
ing up with a basketball in 
her hands. “My friends were 
into other sports,” she says, 
“but I just loved basketball.”

Despite her passion for the 
game, Kallella did not play 
in organized sport when she 
was young. “I  loved playing 
with my brothers, and some-
times some of the boys from 
down the street would join, 
but I  never really wanted to 
play in a league or anything. 
Basketball was just some-

thing I did at home.” In fact, Kallella did not play any organized sport when she was young. 
“My parents stressed academic work, not athletics,” she says. “A lot of my friends played 
soccer, but I didn’t care for that. I think I just really liked playing sport with my brothers.” 
Thus, when Kallella arrived at high school, she immersed herself in her academic pursuits. 
Her older twin brothers were in their final year of high school, and Kallella recalls this as 
one of the most enjoyable years of her life. “They used to drive me to school, and then after 
sixth period they would drive me home with them. It was great,” she says. “I had it made.”

Things changed for Kallella in her sophomore year. “My brothers went off to college, and 
all of a sudden, they weren’t there for me. I just really missed them.” Kallella used to come 
home from school and see the unused basketball hoop in the front yard. “I remember telling 
my brother on the phone that I couldn’t wait for Christmas break, so that we could play again. 
He said to me, ‘Hey, Kallella, remember my friend Dan . . . he’s an assistant coach for the 
frosh/soph basketball team at your school. Why don’t you consider playing for his team?’ ” 

Credit: BortN66/Shutterstock.com
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Kallella realized that she was growing somewhat depressed with her brothers’ absence ‒ 
“You have to understand, they were my life” ‒ so she decided that maybe she should try out 
for the team.

Kallella looks back upon her years of high-school basketball with almost as much luster as 
she does the years she played with her brothers. “I made friends with a lot of girls,” she says. 
“But more important, Dan became like another brother to me. I didn’t even call him Coach, 
he was just Dan.” Kallella was promoted to the varsity team in her third year of high school, 
and during her final year she blossomed as a player. Her head coach contacted a division one 
university’s coach about Kallella. “I couldn’t believe it,” she says, “I went from just playing 
basketball for fun with my brothers to having a division one school look to recruit me. I was 
a scholarship athlete. I never thought I’d play college ball, but I did.”

Unfortunately, it was here, at university, that Kallella experienced a darker side of sport. 
“I went to [names university] because it was a top-notch academic university that I would 
not otherwise been able to afford. If I had not gotten a scholarship, I don’t think I would have 
gone.” However, since Kallella attended this university on a basketball scholarship, it meant 
that she could not quit the team. If she did, she would lose her scholarship and not be able to 
pay the expensive tuition of her university. “I was locked into playing,” Kallella says. And 
the minute one is locked into playing, the nature of the game begins to change.

“My coach wasn’t anything like my high-school coaches. He was just nasty. Downright 
mean.” Kallella describes a host of experiences that robbed her of her joy of the sport of 
basketball. “He would yell things at us, telling us we were no good, worthless. He would tell 
us that we were too fat, that we needed to lose weight.” Kallella continues, “He would single 
a girl out for something and just lay into her. I can’t tell you how many girls he made cry  
. . . I totally lost my love for the sport.” When Eric asks Kallella why she continued to play, 
she says that she “had to” otherwise she would have to leave the university. “Do the other 
girls complain about him too?” Eric asks. “Oh, we all hate him.” Kallella continues, “One 
time we lost, and I guess he thought we shouldn’t have. Well, he always thought we shouldn’t 
have. There was never a time when he said, ‘they were just better than us.’ If we won, he was 
all-over-the-place-happy. But if we lost, you didn’t say a word on the bus ride back. We knew 
that whoever said something first, anything, would be laid into.”

This verbal abuse was compounded by physical abuse: “He made us show up at seven in 
the morning the next day if we lost. It didn’t matter that we needed sleep, or whether we had 
a paper to write or test to study for. If we lost, we had seven o’clock practice the next morn-
ing” (in addition to their normal 1:00 pm practice). Eric asks Kallella what these workouts 
consisted of. “Wind sprints,” she says. “He would just run us, up and down the court, yelling 
at us. If your knee hurt, it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except that we do what he told us 
to do.” “And what if someone got injured?” Eric asks. “It didn’t matter to him. He would 
either say it was because we were weak, or he’d accuse you of faking it.”

Kallella’s recounting of her experience clearly highlights mental and physical abuse. 
Instead of sport being a place where self-esteem and physical health were built, her coach 
inflicted undue physical punishment for his inability to handle loss. Rather than building up 
confidence in his players, he tore them down.

In addition to the most obvious question, so what good did sport on this team do Kallella? 
There is another question of importance. Why didn’t these young women do something about it?

The answer to this latter question is that Kallella and her friends were afraid. They were 
afraid of losing playing time or starting positions if they questioned the coach. They were 
afraid of losing their scholarships if they quit. “So why didn’t you petition to have the coach 
fired?” Eric asks. “If one of us stood up against him, he wouldn’t play you. Nobody wanted 
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to risk that.” And with extra players on the bench – women who desperately wanted some 
court time – it’s not likely that all of the players would stand by their assertion that the coach 
was abusive and should be fired.

“I talked to some of the older players,” Kallella says. “They say he was like this last year 
and the year before. I even met a girl who played for this team years ago. She said that he 
was the same back then. We asked her why nobody does anything about it and she said, ‘If 
you don’t like it, leave it.’ ”

Learning obedience in sport
It is this response to the abuse inflicted upon Kallella – this “if you don’t like it leave it” men-
tality – and the utter lack of action that Kallella and her teammates took against an abusive 
coach that this chapter addresses. Before we begin, however, we would like to suggest two 
points. First, this is not an atypical example – things like this occur frequently. Second, we 
permit all types of abuse from coach to athlete (often adult to child) in sport; abuse that we 
would not permit outside of sport.

For example, if we as university instructors were to repeatedly yell at our students and 
tell them that they are stupid; if we were to call them derogatory terms and punish them for 
not performing well on a test by making them do extra assignments; or if we were to make 
students show up for extra lectures at seven in the morning, we would be fired for abuse. 
Most would say that there is a natural consequence for failing an exam, and that consequence 
is that you fail the exam – no additional punishment is necessary. Yet this same mantra does 
not apply to sport.

Why can a university coach insult their athletes, belittle them in front of others, and force 
them to attend extra sessions, while a university lecturer cannot? More important, why do 
those who are abused, or the parents or friends of those who witness this abuse, fail to do 
something about it? The answers lie in how sport helps some gain power (usually the coach), 
and how they use this power to teach obedience to their authority. The answer has to do with 
who has power and who does not.

Power is the fundamental concept of most social science research (Russell 1938). Power 
has, of course, multiple definitions, but we prefer to describe power this way: there are only 
so many goodies in a society, institution, organization, club, family, and so on. Whether those 
goodies are material or social/emotional, they are in limited supply. If one hands out too 
much money, its value drops – the same is true with praise. In sport, goodies come from win-
ning. Winning brings a coach social capital, respect, promotion, and, in the case of Kallella’s 
university coach, a financial bonus. Thus, power is the ability to influence the direction and 
manner in which those goodies are distributed.

Politics is the arguing over how those goodies are distributed. Those with the most power 
tend to get most of the goodies. In the case of Kallella’s coach, he used his power in order to 
get his players to do things they otherwise would not. He used his power to inflict emotional 
and physical pain, hoping to influence his team to win, so that he might gain more power. As 
a result, he abused his athletes in order to gain more goodies.

But one must learn to take this type of abuse, for much of the violence and risk-taking 
associated with sport is unnatural. We say this because much of what sport requires us to 
do is to defy our natural instincts that protect us from harm. For example, a batter in softball 
does not naturally desire to lean into a pitch. She does it just because her coach tells her 
to – sacrificing her body’s health for the sake of taking a base. Similarly, men do not natu-
rally “shake off” injury in order to complete a play, just because their coach shouts at them. 
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That, too, is learned. Whether this obedience is accomplished through submission to parents, 
teachers, or coaches, we learn early that questioning or contesting authority has serious con-
sequences, particularly in sport. In other words, the consequences for disobeying a coach’s 
abuse are often worse than the pain of obeying. Sadly, in time, our sense of self, our agency 
to stand up for ourselves, withers away. We might just end up learning to obey, even when 
we don’t want to, habitually. Thus, we learn to follow those “in power” without question.

In this chapter, we examine the use of power in terms of teaching athletes to obey author-
ity, limit their agency, and submit to the will of the dominant. We use three famous social 
psychology experiments to do this, beginning with Philip Zimbardo’s 1971 Stanford prison 
experiment to illuminate the power of conformist thinking (Haney et al. 1973). We use Zim-
bardo to show the ease with which boys and men (and we are sure it applies equally to girls 
and women) are made docile to authority, and how readily we adapt to culturally determined 
roles. After explaining his experiment, and its much-discussed implications, we next apply 
them to the field of sport.

We then look to the social interactions among athletes, showing how easily they are 
coerced into obeying authority. We do this through discussing the influential social psycho-
logical literature of Milgram (1974) and Asch (1951), again relating these findings to sport. 
Thus, we describe how athletes are trained to be complicit to authority.

Philip Zimbardo and role adoption
In 1971, Philip Zimbardo paid 24 men to participate in his prison experiment. Depending on 
the flip of the coin, the university students were randomly assigned to take the role of either 
prisoners or prison guards. A  Stanford University basement was turned into a makeshift 
prison to facilitate the experiment. The “prisoners” were first collected by police car, stripped 
naked, “decontaminated,” and placed in gowns with no undergarments. On his website, 
(www.prisonexp.org) Zimbardo says that this was designed to “effeminize” the men, sug-
gesting that they began “to walk and to sit differently, and to hold themselves differently –  
more like a woman than like a man.” The men’s heads were shaved, and shackles placed 
around their feet. In an attempt to begin to wither the men’s sense of self (their agency), their 
names were replaced with identification numbers, dehumanizing them in the process.

The guards were given no instructions, other than to keep order in the prison. They too 
were given uniforms, along with whistles and batons (truncheons). At 2:30 a.m. on the first 
morning, the prisoners were awoken for “count,” where the guards forced them to repeat-
edly recite their I.D. numbers. The scene was accentuated by jocose behaviors, as neither the 
prisoners nor the guards took their new role seriously. But the guards’ control soon escalated, 
as the men began to live their roles.

The experiment, originally designed to last two weeks, was cancelled after just six days. 
This was because the guards began to wield abusive power over their “prisoners.” Push-
ups at first, and then degrading, homophobic and power-laden guard-to-prisoner discourse. 
Disturbed sleep and humiliating behavior influenced a rebellion among the prisoners, who 
blocked the door and removed their prisoner hats. The guards then sprayed the prisoners with 
a fire-extinguisher, stripped the prisoners naked, and increased verbal humiliation. Then, 
borrowing a tactic used to stymie workers from forming unions, the guards gave privileges to 
some prisoners, and not to others. Prisoners who continued to rebel were starved. The guards 
soon reversed the “privilege,” which further set the groups of prisoners against each other.

When one prisoner broke down, crying and shaking, he was chided by the guards for not 
being “man enough.” He was asked how he would make it in San Quentin (a notoriously 

http://www.prisonexp.org
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rough American prison). When this prisoner said that he wanted to quit the experiment, he 
was told by the other prisoners to suck it up and not to quit. And, when visiting parents com-
plained about the condition of their sons, the guards chided them. One guard even said to a 
father, “Why? Isn’t your boy tough enough?” The father responded, “Of course he is. He is 
a real tough kid. A leader.” The next day, Zimbardo (who was acting as the prison warden) 
heard there was to be an escape planned. He began to obsess about how to stop it.

But none of this – the abuse, the pleading parents, or the psychological harm – was enough 
for Zimbardo to cancel the experiment. What finally caused Zimbardo to cancel is as illumi-
nating about masculinity as his study is about role conformity. On Zimbardo’s own website, 
he writes:

I was sitting there all alone, waiting anxiously for the intruders to break in, when who 
should happen along but a colleague and former Yale graduate student roommate, 
Gordon Bower. Gordon had heard we were doing an experiment, and he came to 
see what was going on. We briefly described what we were up to, and Gordon asked 
me a very simple question: “Say, what’s the independent variable in this study?” To 
my surprise, I got really angry at him. Here I had a prison break on my hands. The 
security of my men and the stability of my prison was at stake, and now, I had to 
deal with this bleeding-heart, liberal, academic, effete dingdong who was concerned 
about the independent variable! It wasn’t until much later that I realized how far into 
my prison role I was at that point – that I was thinking like a prison superintendent 
rather than a research psychologist.

Even after Zimbardo began to realize that he, too, adopted a role (that of prison warden), he 
did not use his ultimate authority to cancel the experiment. It seems Zimbardo rather enjoyed 
the power. Later, several other young men then broke down, crying uncontrollably. One 
requested medical assistance, and others requested lawyers.

The students internalized their roles so well that when talking to one psychologically dis-
turbed young man, Zimbardo said:

Listen, you are not #819. You are [his name], and my name is Dr Zimbardo. I am a 
psychologist, not a prison superintendent, and this is not a real prison. This is just an 
experiment, and those are students, not prisoners, just like you.

The point, of course, is that the prisoners adopted their roles so well that they ceased to 
remember that they were involved in an academic experiment. Although, according to their 
contract, they were free to leave at will (only losing their pay) they seemingly lost their 
agency to leave. They formulated a form of self-imprisonment. Perhaps most illuminating, 
on the fifth day, when a new prisoner was brought into the scenario, he rebelled against their 
treatment. But this was no longer a favored tactic of the older prisoners. Accordingly, they 
viewed him as an unwanted troublemaker!

Zimbardo eventually did end the study. “I ended the study prematurely for two reasons,” 
he says. “First, we had learned through videotapes that the guards were escalating their  
abuse of prisoners . . . Their boredom had driven them to ever more pornographic and degrad-
ing abuse of the prisoners.” He continues, “Second . . . [another academic] strongly objected 
when she saw our prisoners being marched on a toilet run, bags over their heads, legs chained 
together, hands on each other’s shoulders. Filled with outrage, she said, ‘It’s terrible what 
you are doing to these boys!’ Out of 50 or more outsiders who had seen our prison, she was 
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the only one who ever questioned its morality.” Zimbardo adds, “Once she countered the 
power of the situation, however, it became clear that the study should be ended. And so, after 
only six days, our planned two-week prison simulation was called off.”

Zimbardo’s study is well recognized in social psychology literature. The men (prisoners 
and guards) learned to conform to authority and to act according to their preconceived per-
ceptions of the role they were placed into. Even Zimbardo was swept into overly associating 
with the role of warden. Thus, as horrific as this study is, there is also illuminating data to 
emerge from it, much of which relates to sport.

The first lesson comes from role conformity, and the lesson is that if you put a uniform on 
people, they will enact the role that is signified by that costume. Second, degrading players, 
even for a short period of time (in this case degrading men with homophobia and misogyny), 
will erode their will to stand up for themselves. This is where some of the usefulness of 
“hazing” is found in sport. It permits older team players to wither the agency of new recruits, 
influencing them to replicate team norms (Anderson et al. 2012). Highlighting how hazing 
can erode an individual’s sense of self, two months after the experiment, one prisoner said:

I began to feel that I was losing my identity, that the person that I called “Clay,” the per-
son who put me in this place, the person who volunteered to go into this prison – because 
it was a prison to me, it still is a prison to me. We don’t regard it as an experiment or a 
simulation because it was a prison run by psychologists instead of run by the state. We 
began to feel that that identity, the person that I was that had decided to go to prison 
was distant from me – was remote until finally I wasn’t that, I was 416. I was really my 
number.

Third, those who were given power (the guards) so enjoyed their ability to wield it that many 
of the men volunteered to do extra shifts (guarding) without pay. The ability to dominate and 
control others was their reward. This has implications for coaches who assign students as 
“captains,” anointing them with power over their peers.

There are other striking parallels for sport and masculinity. Boys are culturally compelled 
to play organized sport. In Britain, they are even forced into it through the “educational” state 
curriculum (Nyiri 2016). And like the prisoners being dehumanized through stripping and 
spraying, sport initiates boys through recruitment rituals, which often include nudity. Just as 
prisoners are assigned uniforms and numbers, athletes are too. Whereas prisoners are told to 
follow numerous institutional rules (often designed to diminish their will to resist), athletes 
are told that part of “teamwork” is adhering to a set of often illogical rules, like punishing a 
whole team because one athlete was not able to keep up on a run.

Just as prisoners are punished for violating the warden’s rules, when athletes break the 
coach’s rules, they are corporally punished with push-ups, running, early morning practices, 
or other physical acts that are designed to cause physical pain and social ostracization. Just 
as homophobic and effeminizing words were used to further compel inmates to comply with 
the psychologically demeaning behaviors they were subjected to, teammates are normally 
subject to the same homophobic and misogynistic words.

When an athlete shows fear, cries, or hesitates, his masculinity is questioned and the coach 
or others tell him to “suck it up.” If the athlete is lucky enough to find support from his 
parents, a coach simply dismisses accusations of violation with epithets that punishment or 
ostracizing is “good” for kids, that it “builds character.” If a prisoner/athlete stands to contest 
the system, he is called a nonconformist, a rebel, and reminded that there is no “I” in team. 
If he continues to “act up,” a coach sets his fellow teammates against him by rewarding the 
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prisoners who do comply with the rules and punishing the athletes who don’t. He sets team-
mates against each other and makes them compete for privileges. This prevents them from 
focusing their anger at the coach. For the warden, who becomes so consumed with winning, 
someone might eventually remind him that “it’s just a game,” but it won’t do much good. 
By this time the warden has one, singular focus – winning. Accordingly, he will cast off the 
objections by calling the objector, a “bleeding-heart, liberal, academic, effete dingdong.”

Is it absurd to say that team sport is a prison? Yes, it is. But the intertwining of athletic and 
prison terminology in the above paragraph highlights that it is not at all absurd to suggest that 
sport and prisons use many of the same mechanisms of social control to erode agency from 
individuals. The prison analogy is simply that of a total institution, while sport is a near-total 
institution. Just as the prisoners and guards played a role (which they soon internalized), 
so do athletes. Even if we have no personal experience of these roles, they are mapped in 
our culture for us. All we have to do is don a team uniform or whistle and we begin to act 
accordingly. I (Eric) have seen this occur numerous times with young assistant coaches. In 
fact, I did it myself.

After graduating from high school, I decided to return to my school and coach. Suddenly, 
I was in charge of the very friends and teammates that I had trained with the previous year. 
Although I had no coaching experience, I adopted the role of coach as I knew it. We began 
ordering my athletes around in an authoritarian voice. Of course my athletes (former friends) 
did not appreciate the style. But I was the coach, and just like Zimbardo was the prison war-
den, I had to keep control.

By the third year, most of my former teammates had graduated. Accordingly, the new 
runners only knew me as “Coach.” Consequently, my power and authority grew. One day 
I found myself in a shouting match with one of my athletes. I was modeling the way my 
coach had dealt with problems – anger, shouting, and insulting. After a teacher broke it 
up, I thought, there has got to be a better way. The next semester I enrolled in an educa-
tional psychology course at my university. I began to undo the authority model and adopt 
a humanist approach to coaching, so my coaching relationships moved to one of friendship 
and mentorship, not control and power. I  sought to increase my referent power, partially 
by decreasing my coercive power (these types of power are discussed later in the chapter). 
I began decreasing social distance, and casting off traditional coaching models of authority. 
I became more democratic in my coaching, and even encouraged my athletes to intellectually 
challenge the workouts or race strategies I assigned. Occasionally, I would even prescribe 
preposterous workouts, just to see if they were thinking critically. I would then reward the 
individual who used his agency to contest me. The point is, most coaches don’t do this. 
Instead, they adopt a screaming, “respect my authority” type coaching. Most coaches like 
authority. This is why it is commonly known that once you are a head coach, you can never 
go back to being an assistant. Most coaches like power.

Today, I teach my students that using power is one of the most problematic ways to get 
athletes/students to do what you want them to do. I encourage them to increase their referent 
power with their athletes, so that they can influence them to not only think on their own, but 
to contribute to the learning environment. Essentially, I stress that use of power is abuse. 
There is almost always a better way.

Stanley Milgram and obedience to authority
There are other social psychology experiments that help us to understand how athletes learn 
complicity, complacency, and docility to a coach’s authority and team norms. In the wake of 
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World War II, Yale social psychologist Stanley Milgram set out to determine if Adolf Eich-
mann and other Nazi war criminals were simply following orders, making them accomplices 
to a crime rather than the assailants themselves. His study was designed to see if a person 
off the street would obey an authority figure to the point of violating their moral conscience. 
Accordingly, pretending to have subjects participate in a learning experiment, Milgram set 
an actor to pretend he was being electrically shocked. The subject asked the confederate (an 
individual knowingly playing along with the experiment) a question, and when it was wrong, 
the subject was to administer an electric shock. The actor, who was out of sight, would 
scream, and the subject would be instructed to continue with the experiment. With each 
wrong answer, the subject was to systematically escalate the level of electric shock. Milgram 
summarized the experiment in 1974 in “The Perils of Obedience,” writing:

The legal and philosophic aspects of obedience are of enormous importance, but they 
say very little about how most people behave in concrete situations. We set up a simple 
experiment at Yale University to test how much pain an ordinary citizen would inflict 
on another person simply because he was ordered to by an experimental scientist. Stark 
authority was pitted against the subjects’ strongest moral imperatives against hurting 
others, and, with the subjects’ ears ringing with the screams of the victims, authority 
won more often than not. The extreme willingness of adults to go to almost any lengths 
on the command of an authority constitutes the chief finding of the study and the fact 
most urgently demanding explanation.

As the intensity of administered shocks increased, the actor would pound on the wall, beg-
ging for the experiment to stop. They even had the confederate complain about a heart con-
dition. Most of the subjects asked Milgram if they could stop the experiment. But Milgram 
upped the authority with each plea. First he simply said, “Please continue.” The next request 
to stop was met with, “The experiment requires that you continue.” Followed by, “It’s abso-
lutely necessary that you continue.” Finally, the subject was told, “You have no other choice. 
You must go on.” If the subject again asked to stop the experiment, it was halted. Otherwise, 
it wasn’t halted until the subject had administered an unbelievable 450 volts (enough to kill 
you) three times in a row!

In the original experiment, none of the participants stopped before administering 300 volts, 
and 65 percent went on to the final stage of 450 volts, three times each. Many of the subjects 
continued to administer the shocks even though the confederate had ceased to scream (as if 
he had died). Since the original experiment, it has been replicated and altered in numerous 
ways. In one study the wall between the confederate and the subject was removed, so that 
the shocker could see the (acted) pain the other person was experiencing. Nonetheless, the 
consistent finding remains that 61–65 percent of people will administer the lethal dose of 
450 volts (Blass 2000). And, of those who did cease, none demanded that the experiment 
stop for others. None bothered to check on the health of the person they thought they were 
shocking.

Milgram’s shocking experiments clearly complement Zimbardo’s study, but instead of 
studying how people adopt roles, it examines how we submit to authority. His study shows 
that when people believe they are simply the instrument for carrying out another person’s 
wishes, they no longer see themselves as being responsible for their actions. Once this criti-
cal shift of viewpoint has occurred, all of the essential features of obedience follow. Mil-
gram’s agency theory holds that when we receive commands from authority figures, we lose 
our sense of responsibility because it is diffused (diffusion of responsibility) and we lose our 
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capacity to make our own choices. Essentially, we lose our agency. We enter an agentic free 
state where we become agents of a higher authority, feeling “responsibility to authority” but 
“no responsibility for the content of our actions that the authority prescribe” (Milgram 1974: 
145–146). Clearly, this is the case with soldiers.

Many individuals who have little power in a group assume that they are supposed to carry 
out the orders of the authority without questioning these orders (Hamilton & Sanders 1999). 
They no longer believe they are in control of their own actions, and so become willing cogs 
in the group machine, carrying out the authority’s orders without considering their implica-
tions or questioning their effects (Hamilton & Sanders 1999; Kelman & Hamilton 1989). 
Milgram is quoted as saying:

This is, perhaps, the most fundamental lesson of our study: ordinary people, simply 
doing their jobs, and without any particular hostility on their part, can become agents 
in a terrible destructive process. Moreover, even when the destructive effects of their 
work become patently clear, and they are asked to carry out actions incompatible with 
fundamental standards of morality, relatively few people have the resources needed to 
resist authority.

Later variations of the experiment show that the closer one is to the damage they inflict 
the less likely they are to comply with authority. When subjects were told to place the hand 
of the confederate on the electric shock plate, conformity rates dropped to just 30 percent. 
Interestingly, although women showed more distress at having to administer electric shocks, 
they complied equally with men. Also, when other researchers encourage the subject to apply 
the shocks, compliance increases.

Latane (1981) analyzes these results through social impact theory, explaining that the 
impact of power on a target from an authority figure is determined by the strength of influ-
ence according to three main factors: first, the strength (or importance) of the influencer; sec-
ond, the number of influencers; and, third, the immediacy (or closeness) of the influencer. As 
each of these increase, they will cause the power of influence to increase and subsequently 
will result in increased conformity. Conversely, decreasing these factors will have the oppo-
site effect. Social impact theory can account for a large body of experimental research on 
conformity, compliance, and obedience (Latane & Bourgeois 2001), all of which offer useful 
insights into the explanations for the abuse athletes are subjected to by their coaches.

When it comes to sport, one must ask, if 65 percent of people will administer a lethal dose 
of electricity simply because some researcher in a white coat tells them to, what will athletes 
do? How easy is it for a coach, who is imbued with social power, to order athletes to perform 
while injured, to intentionally foul (injure) others, or to comply with the coach against a 
plethora of otherwise moral objections (including sexual abuse)? Did Kallella and her team-
mates follow the coach’s abusive instructions to show up to run wind sprints at seven in the 
morning simply because the coach represents a figure of authority?

Collectively, the adoption of roles and the relinquishment of autonomy position athletes 
into an agentic-less state of mind, permitting horrific acts to be committed by their coaches or 
teammates, all in the name of obedience. Brackenridge (2000) argues that “authority figures 
like coaches come to assume dominance and control over athletes, [and] it is clear that these 
expressions of agency arise from long-term, collective, socio-cultural influences” (p.  5). 
Crosset (1986) identifies this as a form of a “master‒slave” relationship.

For example, Gervis and Dunn (2004) show that of the 12 international-competing youth 
athletes they studied (aged between 8 and 16), each reported emotionally abusive behaviors 
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from their coaches. They found athletes felt worthless, fearful, and humiliated by their 
coaches, who were shown to belittle, humiliate, shout, scapegoat, reject, isolate, ignore, and 
threaten their athletes. All reported belittling and shouting, nine reported frequent humili-
ation, and nine reported threatening behaviors. Seven reported scapegoating, six reported 
rejection or being ignored, four reported isolations. As a result, the children (now adults) 
report feeling stupid, worthless, upset, less confident, humiliated, depressed, fearful, and 
angry.

This occurs because the coach has too much power, and because the athletes learn not 
to contest it. In their study of abused professional athletes, Kelly and Waddington (2006) 
found that “no matter how abusive or violent the manager’s [coach’s] behavior may be, his 
authority was not to be questioned and those who did question it were punished, in this case 
by being withdrawn from the games” (p. 153). Finally, making the coach’s power all the 
more salient, recall what happened to a prisoner when he contested the guard/coach. He was 
viewed unfavorably among his prison mates. Accordingly, even when coaches have been 
abusive, it does not mean their abuse is reported. Brackenridge et al. (2005: 261) write:

Abuses of many kinds have been known about for years, but for a variety of reasons have 
not been labelled as abuse or not dealt with as misdemeanors. The physical demands of 
training, emotional toughness and a culture of resilience in sport all acted as masks to the 
suffering that some athletes faced as part of their sporting experience.

It is not just physical or emotional abuse either. At the time of writing this, in Decem-
ber 2016, British football clubs are under investigation for systematic child sexual abuse, 
paramount to that which was seen in the Catholic Church.

Those who stand against authority are perceived as standing against a norm, and this is 
something that psychologist Solomon Asch shows us is difficult for people to do.

Solomon Asch and social conformity
In his seminal experiment, Solomon Asch (1951) placed a student into a room with other 
students who were confederates. All of the students were told to say that, of the three lines 
presented to them, the shorter line was longest. The test was designed to see how one student 
(the test subject) would answer when he was asked which line was longer. Asch found that 
although it was clear which line was longer, 32 percent of the time the respondent would 
answer according to his peers. Asch argues that this is because people do not want to be out 
of step with other people. People would rather conform, and say something that they do not 
believe, than be the one to disagree with a group. We suggest that the obedience of athlete 
to coach is not only influenced by the process men go through in order to be successful in 
sport, but also by the behaviors of others in the group/team, and their willingness to obey the 
coach’s orders. Deutsch and Gerard (1955) propose social impact theory as a way to suggest 
that athletes obey coaches, because when faced with an ambiguous situation, they refer to 
others for social comparison.

Because of the ruthless and hyper-masculine ethos of so much sport, many athletes not 
only accept the use of intimidation and violence by their coaches, but many see it as an 
appropriate “character building” way of socializing players (Kelly  & Waddington 2006). 
Even athletes who find the abuse unsettling are unlikely to say anything about it. This is 
because they see their teammates wholeheartedly accepting the abuse, and even valuing it for 
making them “real” men and tougher players. This means that they are more likely to accept 
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abuse. In other words, an individual’s need for social acceptance and approval can lead them 
into compliance with the majority, even in the face of abuse and potential injury. In sports 
teams, where the need for social acceptance is high (and the coach holds such extensive 
reward and coercive power), athletes will often conform to normative behaviors.

The essential effect of conformist desire plays itself out in sports fields across the world. 
For example, it is easy for one athlete to be blamed for a team’s loss, and then have all the 
other athletes agree to it. Unfortunately, the desire not to “rock the boat” also gives the coach 
unyielding power. The initially uncomfortable acceptance of minor abuses by coaches often 
goes unquestioned, because individuals are influenced not to speak up about them through 
team complicity. As athletes move through the system the acts of abuse are slowly ratcheted 
up to be more abusive, coercive, and violent, and they become gradually naturalized as just 
part of the game (Kelly and Waddington 2006). In the case of sexual abuse, Brackenridge 
(1995: 5) writes that the “process involves gradually building trust and pushing back the 
boundaries of acceptable behavior, slowly violating more and more personal space through 
verbal familiarity, emotional blackmail and physical touch.”

This is possible because coaches are not only seen as all-powerful, but they have also 
earned the respect of the players through their previous sporting accomplishments. Coaches 
encourage the perception of themselves as knowledgeable and infallible by punishing those 
who question them (Cushion & Jones 2006). Those not directly involved find it difficult to 
resist a coach because they believe they are doing what they are supposed to. Thus, just as 
Asch (1951) demonstrated that group members find it difficult to resist because they fear 
being an outsider to their own group, athletes also find it hard to resist because they are 
sporting insiders.

Coaching power
The Zimbardo, Asch, and Milgram studies help us understand how one individual (in this 
case a coach) can get athletes to comply with their demands, and remain obedient to their 
authority. But in order to elucidate the full power of the coach, we must also look to other 
variables. Before we can fully understand the role of the coach in reproducing inequality, we 
must first understand the system of socialization from which coaches emerge. The develop-
ment of coaches, who reproduce sport as a socially exclusive and agency-withering environ-
ment, is influenced by a number of variables, but the most salient are: 1) the social structure 
of sport; and 2) the culture of sport.

The social structure of sport refers to the manner in which the game is physically struc-
tured and played, the manner in which athletes are promoted, divided, and rewarded. For 
example, one structure (of almost all sport) is that it is performed in order to determine a sole 
winning individual or winning team over other losing individuals or teams. Yet this is not the 
only structure upon which one can play sport. One could, for example, follow the historical 
tradition of many Native American tribes and begin a sporting competition with two teams of 
unequal ability but equal number, adding or subtracting players until all teams achieve parity 
in skill but not quantity (Anderson 2006; Oxendine 1988).

This is the way kids naturally play games. That is to say, before adults socialize them into 
what adults maintain to be “fair” rules, and how one “properly” plays sport from an adult 
perspective. Before an adult socialization into sport, kids tend to balance teams out to equal 
ability, even if it means one side has considerably more players than the other. Kids seem to 
believe that equal ability is what is “fair,” not equal team size. Also, kids seem to feel that a 
close competition is what is fun and fair about sport, and they create structures to assure this. 
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Thus kids of lesser ability might be given more tries, or allowed more room for error. Alter-
natively, one could play a sporting game without keeping score at all. One can enjoy sport 
for the sake of movement alone. Competition is not necessary to enjoy sport.

A final example of the influence of structure upon sport comes from the near-total segrega-
tion that occurs in sport. Sport is unique in that it near totally segregates women from men – 
something more akin to orthodox religions than state-sponsored social welfare programs.

The culture of sport simply refers to the values and norms associated with any given sport. 
The collective value of all sport can also be generalized into that of a sporting ethos for our 
society as a whole. You have heard the mantras before; sport is supposed to teach the value 
of “hard work” and sport certainly esteems “giving it one’s all.” But there are other creeds 
within our sporting culture. We value a hyper-masculine disposition in sport. There is after 
all “no crying in baseball”; there is no room “for a sore loser”; and “there is no I in team.” 
Dropping out of sport is frowned upon, as is “throwing like a girl,” challenging a coach’s 
intelligence or authority, or giving less than a hundred percent.

Finally, and of primary concern here, the socially exclusive nature of sport is influ-
enced by the coach who came up through this system, and may therefore utilize his or 
her individual agency to reproduce a system he/she believes worked for them. The coach 
maintains a great deal of power in socializing individuals into a particular belief system 
and, to a lesser extent, the coach also maintains the ability to alter certain sport structures. 
Thus, as gatekeepers, coaches maintain a great deal of sway in determining the social 
outcomes of sport.

There are several reasons why coaches maintain such power in shaping the norms of their 
teams. First, social psychologists frequently refer to five basic categorical types of power 
(French & Raven 1959), of which coaches often possess all five. And while it is not necessary 
to understand exactly what and how each of these powers operates, it is important to under-
stand that few other occupations/professions offer individuals the ability to associate with all 
five types of power (Jones et al. 2004). These powers are described as: 1) legitimate, defined 
as power given by one’s elected or appointed status; 2) coercive, defined as power because 
of one’s ability to take something away; 3) reward, defined as power derived from the ability 
to give something desired; 4) expert, defined as power accorded individuals who have under-
gone formal training; and 5) referent, defined as power given because of the respect the coach 
might have as an inspiration or mentor. For more on these types of power read the section 
“Revise How Coaches Are Recruited, Trained, and Evaluated” in the final chapter.

Clearly coaches use reward power by offering players social promotions, more playing 
time, or public praise, and they use coercive power in punishing athletes with the opposite. 
Coaches establish their legitimacy in the eyes of their athletes primarily through having 
“come up” through the system, often as a successful player first and then by producing 
quality athletes. This legitimacy, coupled with the title “coach,” is then thought (often erro-
neously) to make one an expert, as coaches are assumed to possess technical knowledge ben-
eficial to advancing an athlete’s career. Finally, coaches sometimes gain the respect of their 
athletes through referent power because athletes desire to accomplish the same feats, times, 
or levels of play as their coach, or because they look to the coach as a mentor or parental 
figure (Coakley 2009).

With these five types of power in mind, we challenge you to think of another occupation 
or social position (other than a parent) that maintains all five types of power. The closest my 
students can come up with is that of a teacher. A police officer, for example, is high in coer-
cive power but maintains no reward power. A doctor is high in referent power, but cannot 
punish you. Occupation after occupation, you will determine that some have multiple types 
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of power, but only a coach maintains all five types. Well, there is one other – one’s command-
ing officer in the military. Perhaps that should tell us something about the nature of sport.

Conclusion
Chapter 1 helped explain why we value sport so much in contemporary Western cultures. It 
helped us understand why we value highly competitive, masculinized, invasion team sport, 
and the importance of the coach in dispensing masculine ether to the young boys he was 
in charge of heterosexualizing and masculinizing. This chapter picked up on the power of 
the coach and helped explain how sport teaches athletes to undo their naturally protective 
instincts, obey authority, and accept and inflict emotional and physical pain in the name of 
sport.

In sport, we learn early that questioning or contesting authority has serious consequences. 
Should we fail to adhere to a coach’s request we can lose playing time, or be socially ostra-
cized and mocked in front of our friends/teammates. Failing to conform gets one stigmatized 
as not being a “team player.”

Because we attribute so much social good to sport, we assume that virtually any means of 
delivery of sport is good. Sport has obtained near religious fervor in many countries, so those 
leading us down the path of sporting enlightenment are given undue power (particularly for 
their level of training). Thus, coaches maintain a great deal of cultural power, too.

In this chapter, we used three famous social psychology experiments to illustrate that 
human beings all too easily follow authority anyway. We began with Philip Zimbardo’s 
(1971) Stanford prison experiment, highlighting the power of conformist thinking. We also 
used Zimbardo to show the ease in which we are made docile to authority, and how read-
ily we adapt to culturally determined roles. After explaining his experiment, and its much-
discussed implications, we applied them to the field of sport, describing how athletes are 
victimized by hazing and abusive coaching practices.

We next looked to the social interactions between athletes and coaches to show how eas-
ily players are coerced into obeying authority. We did this through discussing the influential 
social psychological literature of Milgram (1974) and Asch (1951), first detailing the experi-
ments and then relating the findings to sport. Thus, we described how individuals are not 
only trained to be complicit to authority (and the abuse that comes with it), but how sport 
teaches athletes to accept and inflict physical damage onto others as well.

Finally, we complemented these social psychological studies with the work of French and 
Raven (1959) who identified five basic types of power (legitimate, coercive, reward, expert, 
and referent). We suggest that coaches and military commanders are unique in that they are 
imbued with all five types of power.

When one considers these factors woven together, you see that we overly value sport and 
that we therefore give coaches undue power in helping us achieve sporting goals. This, com-
bined with the decreasing opportunity structure that sport is built upon (next chapter), sets a 
stage for coaches to abuse their power.

But the problems associated with coach-to-athlete abuse do not end there. Sport is also a 
field in which coaches are relatively untrained (there is no bachelor’s degree required to be a 
coach), and they are relatively free of supervision and/or evaluation by other professionals. 
So, whereas we are both peer and student evaluated as a university academics, the same is 
not the case as a coach. Without these systems, abuse of all sorts is ripe.

Do not come away from this chapter with the idea that we critique or dislike all coaches. 
Our point is that coaches have (for various reasons) a lot of power. They can use this power 
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to do wonderful things, like Kallella’s coach did in high school. Or, they can use this power 
to do destructive things, like Kallella’s university coach did. We are just not so sure that one 
who maintains so much power should have no formal education required to dispense it. It 
strikes us as odd that coaches, who have so much power, are so relatively unsupervised in 
their use of it. Finally, it strikes us as odd that coaches should escape formal evaluation by 
peers and their athletes, when educators do not.

However, this chapter is not just about critiquing the power that coaches have. It is also 
about asking critical questions about whether we, as a society, desire people to learn such 
over-obedience to authority in the first place. Because almost all kids are socialized into 
formal, competitive, institutionalized team sport, it means that almost all kids learn to obey 
authority, to do as one is told without question, and to accept violations against one’s body 
and mind. Perhaps such complicity remains a valuable state of mind for an employer who 
seeks obedient and complacent workers. Perhaps capitalists continue to sponsor sport for 
this purpose. Perhaps the indoctrination of our (particularly) male youth into warrior sports 
helps prepare a community of soldiers, and develops a tolerance to war. After all, students 
reading this book will live in war-fighting countries, and this requires a steady state of young 
men (and now women) who are willing to obey, obey, obey, regardless of the absurdity of 
the “call to duty.”

But whether the obedience one learns from sport is intentional or not, the outcomes are the 
same. It means that youth who partake in organized sport are trained to obey, so that they are 
less likely to stand up and protest when an injustice occurs. They are, as with Kallella and 
her teammates, more likely to put up with the violations without overthrowing their abuser. 
It means that soldiers continue to fight, viewing it as their job, when their moral conscious 
tells them that their country has no business fighting. You see, sport teaches the opposite of 
democracy, sport teaches conformity. This might have benefit for capitalists, career-minded 
coaches, and military leaders – but we do not want kids to be so obedient to authority. We do 
not think this is good for them intellectually or emotionally. And as we will learn in the next 
chapter, it certainly is not good for them physically.



3	 Learning to accept, inflict, and 
enjoy violence and injury

Stefan’s story

Stefan loves rugby. If there is anything clear about 
Stefan’s life, it is that he loves playing the sport 
of rugby. It is not just the thrill of the game that 
Stefan enjoys; it’s the brotherhood, the bonding 
with other men, and the sense of camaraderie 
that he experiences when out drinking with his 
teammates. In fact, Stefan goes drinking with his 
teammates quite often. It is something known in 
England as “going on the lash.” In Britain, the 
drinking age is 18, so unlike most university ath-
letes in the US, athletes in the UK normally begin 
drinking publicly, and legally, before they enter 
university. Drinking large amounts of alcohol is 
normal in British culture, well before one turns 
18, and nowhere is this truer than in rugby culture.

Often after training, and always after a 
match, Stefan’s university rugby team heads to 
a pub in order to have several pints of beer – a 
rugby tradition. “Certainly I  drink more with 
my rugby mates than I do with my classmates,” 
Stefan tells me (Eric). “In rugby, you play it up 

a bit. You know, to be one of the boys,” he says.
I ask Stefan how much he drinks after a match, to give me a minimum and maximum 

number of pints (not bottles) that he consumes on a night out with his rugby friends. “I don’t 
really know, mate,” he says. “It all depends, really.” However, a bit more conversation reveals 
that it is not uncommon for Stefan to consume 12 to 15 pints of beer in a single evening. In 
addition to this costing a great deal of money, 15 pints of beer is the same amount as drinking 
2.2 US gallons of beer, and this is not the only type of alcohol that is consumed. Furthermore, 
the latest a pub remains open until is 2:00 a.m. in Stefan’s town, while many close around 
11:00 p.m. Accordingly, all of this alcohol is consumed during just a few hours of drinking. 
Adding to this, Stefan is not a large person. He weighs a mere 170 pounds (77 kilograms); 
hardly a behemoth on the rugby pitch.

Stefan was socialized into this drinking culture long before coming to university. “I was 
in the pub drinking at 16,” he tells me. But upon arriving at the university, he was formally 
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introduced to binge drinking. Each year the rugby team holds an initiation ceremony. Haz-
ing is not as much a part of British culture as it is among American sportsmen. Instead, the 
British formalize their hazing into one night of drunken debauchery – something they call 
initiation. During the university’s rugby initiation, Stefan’s freshman year, he and the other 
new players were required to consume three liters of 7.5 percent alcoholic cider simply on 
the walk into town to begin their initiation. The initiation itself involved the consumption of 
numerous pints of beer through funnels. They also consumed numerous shots of whisky and 
vodka. Worse, many of these drinks were mixed with milk or tabasco sauce. The object of the 
ceremony was to get the initiates to repeatedly vomit. It worked, too. We remember being on 
campus that night; everywhere you went it reeked of vomit.

When one consumes alcohol in the massive quantity that Stefan does with his teammates, 
it has an effect on drinking for other purposes, too. Drinking massive amounts of alcohol for 
initiations, or even post-match celebrations, raises one’s tolerance to alcohol and this means 
increasingly larger amounts of alcohol are needed to get the buzz that most social drinkers 
enjoy. If one drinks 15 pints on a Wednesday night after a match, drinking four pints the fol-
lowing night does not seem to be such a big deal. Thus, when Stefan goes drinking with his 
non-rugby classmates, he drinks more than twice as much as they do.

Throughout the three years of his university degree, Stefan has steadily consumed more 
and more alcohol. In fact, as his professor, this is something many of his classmates have 
come to speak with me about, hoping I might be able to influence him to reconsider his 
behavior. We tried, but Stefan does not feel that he has a problem. Why should he? He is 
valorized within rugby culture for excessive drinking and it is normal social interaction to 
consume two or three pints of beer a day (nearly half a gallon) with friends. Stefan laughs 
when I ask him about the potential damage he might be causing to his body, “I’ll ask for a 
liver transplant as a graduation gift,” he jokes.

But it’s not just liver damage that’s at risk here. With about 200 calories per pint of beer, 
and 3,500 calories per pound of body fat, Stefan can drink nearly a pound of body fat after a 
match. Thus, the damage that he is causing to his liver, kidneys, nerves, and a multitude of 
other bodily parts and systems is complicated by the increased risk of weight gain and heart 
disease. Of course this is just the damage that rugby drinking culture causes. Stefan has paid 
for the game itself in other ways, too.

On the same night that Stefan and his fellow rugby initiates were drinking noxious con-
coctions of vodka and tabasco sauce (in order to aromatize the university with eau de vomit), 
they took part in physical assault too. One of the many humiliating and dangerous initiation 
ceremonies that Stefan and his fellow rugby players went through was a paddling on the 
head. Stefan and his mates were systematically smashed with wooden pallets – hospitalizing 
two men with gashes to their skulls. Stefan was fortunate that the guy beating upon his head 
used less force; he managed to escape being knocked unconscious, or having his skull split 
open. But Stefan has not managed to escape the other forms of violence that rugby has to 
offer.

“The first time I tore my ACL [anterior cruciate ligament] was during my first year at uni,” 
Stefan tells me. “I had to rest it a few weeks before the surgery, and then after the surgery it 
was four months before I was even allowed to jog on it. It took nearly nine months before 
I  could play rugby again.” Stefan continues, telling me that although the surgery is free 
(because England has socialized medicine) he has paid a lot of money in physiotherapy in 
order to aid his recovery.

Stefan tore his ACL during his second year of rugby, too. “I couldn’t believe it. We lost my 
first year of play to an injury, and now my second,” he says. After a similarly long recovery 
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period, Stefan is now back hoping to play in his third and final year of university rugby 
(university degrees are just three years in the UK). So, “Is this all worth it?” I ask him. “It 
seems you’ve really put your body on the line for rugby, and you are only 20 years old.” 
Stefan answers, “I really love the sport. It’s all I know. You can’t blame me for pursuing my 
passion, can you?”

One might take a libertarian stand and support Stefan for his decisions. After all, he is an 
adult and, as such, he is free to make decisions that will affect him for decades to come. It 
hardly seems fair to berate one for choosing to play a violent game. But I wonder just how 
free Stefan was in making his decisions, or whether he has simply adopted a role – like Zim-
bardo’s prisoners. We ask, is Stefan making a free choice, or simply acting out a role that is 
culturally scripted to him by a sports-obsessed culture? After all, rugby is highly esteemed in 
English culture. So did Stefan choose to be a rugby player, or was he socialized into it less 
consciously?

This raises interesting questions. When we talk about what “sport” does, we normally 
frame our analysis according to what occurs on the pitch. But being an athlete is more than 
simply playing a game for a designated period of time on a patch of grass. Sport is also about 
adopting a role that is mapped out in youth culture. What one learns in sport spills over into 
other arenas of their social life, too. After all, it is this belief that what we learn on the pitch 
helps us improve our lives off the pitch that is upheld in justifying exposing kids to competi-
tive team sport. We therefore question not only if Stefan is making free choices, but also 
whether or not Stefan’s socialization into sport is at least partially responsible for an incident 
that horrified his classmates.

One night, Stefan grew frustrated with a young lady who he had been having sex with. 
Witnesses say that she was telling him that he needed to make up his mind as to whether 
they were going to be romantically together or not. In frustration over the question, or the 
persistence with which she asked, Stefan shoved her backward. The woman fell over, and hit 
her head on the concrete.

One will never be able to say whether this would have happened if Stefan had not been 
socialized into a violent sport, or if he had not been drinking. It is difficult, of course, to 
confirm that the physical abuse Stefan puts his body through, the copious amounts of alcohol 
that he poisons himself with, and the manner in which he chose to handle his frustration with 
a potential girlfriend is related to his rugby socialization, but this chapter will help explain 
how these variables might be influenced by Stefan’s socialization into rugby culture, and his 
desire to over-conform to its norms.

Erving Goffman and sport as a near “total institution”
At the beginning of each year, I (Eric) ask my new freshman students (who are also athletes) 
to tell me something about themselves. They are instructed to each stand and introduce them-
selves to the class. Without prompting, the men and women alike almost exclusively begin 
by telling the class what their name is, and then what sport they play. “I’m Kim, and I play 
netball.” After this, they tell the class what city they came from, and what other hobbies they 
may have.

These students have been successful enough at sport that they have developed their master 
identity as that of an athlete. They do not list their race, sexuality, or even their religious ori-
entation first. Instead, most have come to recognize themselves first and foremost as athletes. 
They do this because they have been successful at sport, and they have therefore chosen to 
pursue it as their university degree. But are there problems with identifying so heavily as a 
sportsperson? Developing the identity of an athlete is not as simple as saying, “I love movies.”
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Strongly identifying as an athlete is a proclamation that one not only loves the sport they 
“play” but it is also an indication that they adhere to a set of shared “values” that athletes 
aspire to, and are encouraged to achieve (Coakley 2002). Some call this positive deviance. 
For example, part of being an athlete is valuing winning, and that means that playing in pain 
is normally seen as courageous. Pathogenic weight-control practices are also accepted in the 
quest for victory, as is the sacrificing of other aspects of one’s life (school, family, lovers, 
travel, other sport, etc.). In fact, most of this is expected. This is not to say that all athletes 
follow each of these expectations, but being an athlete indicates that one generally ascribes 
to these principles. This is the difference between going outside to play some basketball with 
friends, and being a basketball player.

This is very much the same as saying “I am Christian.” Saying that one is Christian, Jewish, 
Muslim, or Catholic means much more than they believe that a particular deity is responsible 
for creating humanity. Normally, it also means that the person identifies with “a prescribed 
set of values,” a framework of beliefs and practices that are determined by an institution with 
specific political purposes. Saying “I am Christian” is to say that you believe – perhaps not 
every point of a particular religion’s dogma – but that you generally ascribe to it.

Similarly, individuals who emulate the institutional creed of being an athlete are proclaim-
ing that they largely ascribe to the tenets and practices of organized sport. Now, this may 
certainly be different for one who says, “I’m a runner,” compared to one who says, “I’m a 
center in volleyball.” The runner can be someone who laces up a pair of shoes and runs down 
the road with her dog in trail. To be a center in volleyball, however, requires you to partake in 
an organized sporting team, with official and unofficial (overt and covert) rules of behavior. 
So being an athlete often (not always) means that one adheres to the norms set out in that 
particular sport. Sadly, it often means that they overly adhere to them as well.

Holstein et al. (2014), for example, show that for athletes to reach the top levels of American 
football, they need to overly adhere to the norms of sporting culture, which subsequently dis-
rupt family relationships, career prospects, education, and especially their physical health – this 
is all guided by a masculine mantra of “giving it all” for the sake of the team.

Ewald and Jiobu (1985), highlighted this over 30 years ago, arguing even back then that 
some athletes so overly adhere to the norms of sporting culture that they disrupt family rela-
tionships, work responsibilities, and even their physical health – all guided by a masculine 
creed of “giving it all” for the sake of sport and team. In Eric’s older research, he has previ-
ously shown that many gay athletes largely remained closeted for these same reasons, fearing 
that coming out would thwart their athletic matriculation (Anderson 2002, 2005a), although 
this has radically changed as both straight athletes report accepting gay teammates and gay 
athletes report having better sporting experiences (Anderson, Magrath and Bullingham 
2016) in the West; although this is not the case outside the West (Hamdi et al. 2016a, 2016b).

Hughes and Coakley (1991) describe this type of adherence to sporting ethic as a form 
of social deviance. But over-conformity is a form of social deviance that is also rewarded. 
Hughes and Coakley say, “the likelihood of being chosen or sponsored for continued par-
ticipation is increased if athletes over conform to the norms of sport” (p. 311). Of course, 
athletes do not see over-conformity as problematic; rather “they see it as confirming and 
reconfirming their identity as athletes” (p. 311). Building upon Hughes and Coakley’s over-
conformity theory, Eric examines the structural and cultural mechanisms that help repro-
duce organized sport as closely approximating what the great sociologist Erving Goffman 
described as a “total institution.”

Goffman observed people in everyday situations, deriving his theories from his observa-
tions. Rather than coming up with a theory, and then looking for data to support it, he gen-
erated his theory from the ground up. His theories explained the behaviors he observed in 
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humans, but more important than this, Goffman wrote about his theories in a highly accessi-
ble manner. Not only is Goffman easy to read and comprehend (which is much more than we 
can say about many sociologists) but he is absolutely entertaining in the way he explains his 
ideas. Goffman maintained that sociology was something one did, and he generated simple 
but useful theories for explaining everyday life.

Some critique Goffman, suggesting that he was more a generator of concepts and insight-
ful interactional principles, rather than what most today consider to be a “social theorist.” For 
example, some scholars suggest that his powers of observation merely gave him a sociologi-
cal common sense. However, some do not agree.

Throughout his works, Goffman provides insight into ways in which social order is deter-
mined through the interactions of individuals. He helps us understand the use of language 
in shaping cultural ideas and norms and, important to this chapter, he helps us understand 
hierarchy, stigma, and power. For example, Goffman called the individual an actor, because 
he observed that people are always putting on an act. When we act (behave) in a pattern 
repeatedly, it becomes part of the way we present ourselves not only to others (front stage), 
but to ourselves as well (back stage). Accordingly, one’s self is socially constructed, and as 
individuals we cannot be understood as separate from the social milieu in which we reside. 
Others are taken in by these performances, so that they appear to be reality when it all began 
with simple acting. Our social interactions (performances before observers) deliver impres-
sions to others according to the actor’s goals, though the actor may have no intent to do this. 
He or she may be unaware or uncertain of their performance.

Goffman therefore suggests that all interactions, no matter how seemingly meaningless, 
are important toward the establishment of social order. That, for the most part, people honor 
rules and work together in order to promote order. To do this, we often “act” out certain roles. 
This is very much reminiscent of the Zimbardo research we described in the previous chap-
ter, where normal college students were told to act as prison guards, and when, in just a few 
days, they internalized the role so well that they began torturing their classmates.

All of this relates to sport, because sport is one social arena that is designed to use peer 
culture in order to achieve a certain order. But it is not just peer culture that influences ath-
letes; they are also influenced by strong institutional guidelines, rules and procedures, with 
certain paths to glory.

Goffman (1961) describes a total institution as an enclosed social system in which the 
primary purpose is to control all aspects of someone’s life. The military serves a useful 
example of what Goffman discusses. Through intense regimentation and implementation of 
a standard ideal of behavior, the military is capable of transforming peasants into soldiers. 
Men and women become more docile to the system because their growing identity as a sol-
dier is essentially one of subordination from agency. This means that just as the prisoners in 
Zimbardo’s experiment seemed to lose their ability to protect themselves by simply saying, 
“I quit this experiment,” or the way those administering electric shocks in Milgram’s experi-
ment failed to enact their agency and say, “No. We will not shock him,” soldiers lose the abil-
ity to stand up for themselves. They are trained to do only as they are told to do, regardless 
of the consequences. This is packaged and delivered as courage and honor.

French philosopher Michel Foucault (1975) suggested that the longer a soldier remains in 
the military the less agency he has to contest it. This is, after all, the purpose of the military. If 
some sergeant is going to get young men to run up a hill where people are shooting at them, 
just so they can “take” some piece of dirt for no particular reason important to them, then 
these soldiers must be trained from the time they are young to follow orders. The purpose 
of military training is to break down one’s agency, so that they begin to lose their sense of 
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self. Individual names are replaced with numbers; phone calls to home (where soldiers are 
reminded that they have a life outside the institution of the military) are therefore limited. 
Soldiers in boot camp are essentially dehumanized, in order that they lose their human values, 
instincts, and self-protection mechanisms. Only then can some sergeant tell young men (and 
now women) to run up a hill, with guns blazing, firing at an enemy that they have never met.

Goffman described the loss of agency as occurring in prisons, too. Goffman (1961: 4) 
maintained that prisons are “total institutions,” defining this as something that is “symbol-
ized by the barrier to social intercourse with the outside [world] and to departure [freedom 
to leave] that is often built right into the physical plant [building].” He described four condi-
tions of total institutions, but suggested that not all total institutions had to share these. In 
reading his definition below, you will begin to see its application to sport (p. 6):

First, all aspects of life are conducted in the same place and under the same single 
authority. Second, each phase of the member’s daily activity is carried on in the immedi-
ate company of a large batch of others, all of whom are treated alike and required to do 
the same thing together. Third, all phases of the day’s activities are tightly scheduled, 
with one activity leading at a prearranged time into the next, the whole sequence of 
activities being imposed from above by a system of explicit formal rulings and a body 
of officials. Finally, the various enforced activities are brought together into a single 
rational plan purportedly designed to fulfil the official aims of the institution.

Though we do not maintain that competitive, institutionalized team sport is a total insti-
tution (athletes do have the legal freedom to quit sport), we borrow Goffman’s concept, 
and argue that sport approximates a “near-total” institution. This is 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 in order to sup-
press individual agency and construct a fortified ethos of masculine cooperation (Britton & 
Williams 1995; Woodward 2000).

When individual athletes’ thoughts are aligned with those of their teammates, they are 
given social prestige and are publicly lauded. Athletes who toe the line are honored by their 
institutions and celebrated by fans and their community (Bissinger 1990). Hughes and Coak-
ley (1991: 311) say, “Athletes find the action and their experiences in sport so exhilarating 
and thrilling that they want to continue participating as long as possible.” Coakley (1998: 
155) adds, “they love their sports and will do almost anything to stay involved.” Thus, it is 
understandable that from the perspective of an athlete, particularly a good athlete, sport is a 
socially positive vessel. And while we think that the reasons athletes will do almost anything 
to remain within team sport are more complicated than just the thrill one receives from play-
ing them, the point remains that athletes who withstand the selection process do so because 
of both their outstanding athletic ability and their willingness to conform to the role of “an 
athlete.”

In conforming to the norms and excelling in sport, athletes limit whom they befriend. 
They shut out other cultural influences that might open their consciousness to new ways 
of thinking, and they are therefore less exposed to those who do not fit orthodox sporting 
requisites (Robidoux 2001). This is particularly true the further athletes progress in their 
sporting careers. For example, men who spend their formative years in competitive team 
sport are much less likely to meet gay men, feminized men, and other types of men who 
do not fit the jock model. Similarly, men who spend their formative years in competitive 
team sport are sheltered from understanding women’s athleticism and leadership capabilities 
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(Anderson 2002). They are sometimes even challenged to get to know women as friends; 
instead, women remain on the sidelines, sexually objectified and socially demonized for their 
femininity.

Women who spend their formative years in competitive sport learn a similar masculine 
ethos. They learn to do what they are told. Is this not why Kallella and her teammates failed 
to stand up to their abusive coach? Conversely, athletes who do not adhere to the sporting 
ethic are sanctioned by verbal insults and are less likely to be given valued playing positions 
within sport. “Failing” to meet the formal and informal norms of sport generally results in 
one being told that she is not a team player. This is a mark of shame that is likely to drive 
nonconformists away from the sporting terrain.

In Goffman’s studies of mental hospitals, he celebrated accounts of inmate resistance. 
We concur. We appreciate students who fake an illness to be removed from physical educa-
tion, for example. We are proud of these students because they are finding creative ways to 
utilize their agency to defy a system of tightly structured rules. They are using their agency 
to escape an oppressive environment. This is why we think learning to rebel is important in 
children. It is important for kids to learn to say “no” to their parents, teachers, and coaches. 
We must learn to enact our agency if we are to ward off damage that can be caused by oppres-
sive social environments – like sport. One wonders if Stefan and his friends had not grown 
up playing sport, whether they might not have stood up to the team’s older players, refusing 
to allow them to hit their heads with wooden paddles. The reason they permitted this is com-
plicated, but it has to do with desiring to be one of the boys.

From an early age, athletes befriend each other, on and off the field. Their social lives 
are routinely dictated by a rigid schedule of athletic practices, competitions, and other team 
functions. Team-sport athletes report that the further they move up through the ranks, the less 
freedom exists to inhabit any social space outside this network, and the more their identity 
narrows in order to be competitive with other men (Magrath 2016; Nixon 1994; Roberts 
et al. 2016; Robidoux 2001). By the time most athletes get to university, their social lives 
normally revolve around their team membership. Athletes train together, play together, live 
together, party together, and travel together. Thus, the collective policing of their lives inside 
of sport is reflected in athletes’ social lives, too.

The near-total institutional aspects of sport are nicely complemented by the governor of 
most sporting programs (particularly in America) – schools. One can see why school admin-
istrators like sport. Schools are faced with a difficult challenge: they must hold captive and 
attempt to teach a large population, often comprised of students who do not wish to be there. 
Accordingly, schools must socialize students to become somewhat obedient and submissive 
to authority. Schools seem to partially mirror the operations of a prison. In order to func-
tion efficiently, they exercise control and regimentation over their students. Sometimes this 
means that they control what might seem to be inconsequential behaviors, like what students 
are permitted to wear to school, how they fashion their hair, or whether they are allowed 
to have piercings or visible tattoos. Just as with sport and the military, this is done with the 
intent of minimizing individual differences and promoting reliance on the authority structure 
of the school (Miracle & Rees 1994).

Applying all of this to sport, we suggest that having a master identity of “athlete” makes it 
all the more difficult for athletes to break from the gendered ideology embedded in the ath-
letic institutions that they earned their identities from. And centering one’s identity on athlet-
icism carries risks. This is because sport is a volatile field, where careers end on poor plays. 
Athletes can, at a moment’s notice, be cut from a team. In fact, as an athlete, the only thing 
that one can be assured of is that one’s career will end. And, relative to other occupations, 
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it will do so very early. Thus, whether an athlete suddenly loses their association with their 
athletic identity, or their body ages out of competitive form, all athletes must disengage with 
competitive sport. And when this happens, they are generally no longer valued in the sport 
setting.

The role of the coach in reproducing sport as a near-total institution
Not all men and women wishing to join a sports team will put up with such abuse. However, 
those who see things differently, those who are less likely to crave the peer recognition and 
social promotion that sport provides, and those who are less likely to put team expectations 
before their individual health are not likely to be chosen for a team. Conversely, those who 
sacrifice their individual agency and contribute to the reproduction of a rigid sporting culture 
are more likely to be chosen for the next level of play. Of particular concern here is that this 
virtually necessitates that those who aspire to the next level of sport must publicly disengage 
with any notion that is inconsistent with the athletic mantra.

Those who drop out, are forced out, or otherwise do not make the next level of sport 
often find themselves detached from the prestige they once enjoyed – something sport 
psychologists call the disengagement effect (Greendorfer 1992). Athletes who rode atop 
the social hierarchy feel the greatest loss upon disengaging from that elite status. So, for 
those with no further opportunity to play competitive sport, coaching becomes one of the 
few alternative venues for returning to the game. This coaching recruitment model means 
that sport almost always draws coaches, managers, and other leaders from those who over-
conformed to the previous cohort’s ideals, something perceived to give them expertise as 
coaches (Anderson 2007).

These individuals have had almost entirely positive sporting experiences and therefore 
hold unqualified acceptance of, and an unquestioned commitment to, its value systems 
(Hughes & Coakley 1991). As a result, the authoritarian method of coaching is viewed as 
a necessary part of sport, “to get the best out of athletes” (Kelly & Waddington 2006). As 
coaches, these ex-athletes rely upon narratives that promote their individual experience in 
order to inspire a new generation of youth into a similar ethos.

Playing a specific sport before coaching certainly authenticates a coach. The more suc-
cessful one’s abilities as an athlete, the more competent he or she is assumed to be as a 
coach (Lyle 2002; Lyle & Cushion 2016). In other words, athletes tend to think that a world 
champion athlete would make a better coach than a second-string athlete. This is because 
it is assumed that the journey one takes to become the world’s greatest necessitates having 
as much intellectual mastery over the sport as physical. For example, one of Eric’s students 
told him that he truly liked his coach, until learning that his coach did not actually play foot-
ball (soccer). “I mean I really liked the guy, he had studied the sport and knew what he was  
doing; but once we [the team] found out he had not played, he got no respect . . . It’s like if 
you haven’t bled for the sport, you can’t know it.”

This “I did it, so you can too” narrative serves several functions. First, it prevents those 
not weaned on a particular sport from coaching it, and it also influences the system to 
forgo a more rigorous manner for judging the abilities of a coach. This system limits the 
awareness, observations, or formally learned ways of thinking that others might bring to 
the field. Furthermore, if a coach learns to coach via how he or she was coached, does this 
not make the system ripe for reproducing errors? Finally, this system limits the agency of 
athletes, because coaches can negate their players protest with, “I played professional and 
you have not.”
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Making the transmission of poor coaching practices easier, coaching positions (public 
or private), at almost all levels, require no university degree in coaching pedagogy, sport 
psychology, or physical education. Certainly, one needs a bachelor’s degree in physical edu-
cation in order to teach physical education courses, but one does not need a bachelor’s in 
physical education in order to coach. While many organizations and institutions may require 
coaching certification courses, they are generally not substantive of good coaching practices. 
Most of these workshops are concerned with litigation – teaching coaches how to avoid get-
ting their institutions sued. Programs that talk about coaching at a more practical level tend 
to be focused on the basic motor skills and tactics of the sport. We cannot speak for all of 
these, but our experience, in talking to students who earn coaching certificates in a variety of 
sports in England, suggests that they are vastly insufficient programs. For example, coaching 
qualifications do not address sport as a complex field where identities, as well as bodies, are 
in peril. They do not address tactics and strategies for developing human beings; instead the 
focus remains on how to train and compete for victory while avoiding lawsuits. Consider-
ing the tackle component of rugby is the most injurious phase of the game (Archbold et al. 
2015), there is no consensus across international rugby bodies on how to teach the tackle 
safely (Hendricks & Lambert 2010; Hendricks et al. 2017).

The fact that individuals are merited for overly conforming to the sporting ethos; that 
they develop their identities as “athletes” first (which then influences them to further pur-
sue their athletic careers); that these athletes will, sooner as opposed to later, be forced out 
of their sport; means that they look to find sporting value – to align their personal identity 
with their occupation – by looking for occupation in the sporting industry. In doing this, 
they reproduce the ethos of sport, including the various forms of violence, that goes along 
with sport. Sadly, coaches who abuse their athletes excel in this. Let me (Eric) explain with 
an example from my own coaching.

I once had one of the nation’s top 3,000 meter runners compete for my high-school team. 
This runner earned himself a scholarship to run for one of the best cross-country programs 
in the United States. Here, we soon realized just why the coach had such a successful team. 
He yearly hired (through the mechanism of scholarships) four of the fastest graduating high-
school runners in the country. Considering that university athletes compete for four years, 
this means that at any given point he had 16 top-notch athletes on his team. He then runs 
these athletes into the ground, doubling their training load. When athletes protest, he showers 
them with narratives of “not being a quitter” and of “sacrificing for one’s team.” Inevitably, 
his approach suckers 16 (or more) young athletes into risking their health, and this inevitably 
leaves a trail of broken and battered bodies behind.

Out of this malady, however, five of his 16 athletes survive and positively respond to the 
training. Because only five athletes score in a race, he consistently has a winning program. 
In other words, he willingly risks all of his athletes’ health in order to produce five runners 
that help him win national championship titles. The system continues for several reasons. 
First, everybody sees the victories and few see the carnage in their wake. Second, athletes 
who figure the system out and decide to quit become brandished as quitters or losers. This 
adds pressure for them to remain within the abusive system. Third, all athletes on the team 
(injured or not) get a sense of the glory that his winning five players receive (as the “team” 
wins), and they are therefore influenced to take the chance on his training in order to achieve 
the same personal glory, and to reproduce the collective team glory.

In short, this abusive system works. Proving this, the coach is widely known as being 
one of the greatest in the country. He is routinely promoted to higher paying salaries for his 
“efforts.” Thus, this coach has learned to secure personal gain through the abuse of others. 
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He is permitted to do so because the ethos of sport encourages this type of violence. The 
athletes fail to stand up for themselves because they have been trained to follow the coach’s 
orders, and to sacrifice at all costs in order to win. Sadly, when this coach someday retires, 
a coach who thinks in more humanistic terms will not be hired. Instead, he will recommend 
that his assistant coach take over, so that the program can “continue with the tradition of 
success.”

Of concern here, is that socializing youth into a violent ethos of sporting culture may have 
serious implications for the symbolic and physical violence that people commit against not 
only themselves, but against others. Concerning harm against one’s self (overtraining, play-
ing with injuries, accepting a coach’s emotional or physical abuse, or harming one’s body 
through diet or drugs in order to achieve better performance), we problematize the argument 
that athletes willingly accept these risks when they agree to play. Playing is often socially 
forced upon youth through physical education, and kids are nearly compelled culturally to 
play sport in order to fit in with their peers. This socialization may also, however, lead ath-
letes to learn to accept transferring that violence onto others, inside and/or outside of sport. 
We begin this discussion with the point at which many players become members of their 
team: hazing/initiation rituals.

The role of peers and hazing in the near-total institution
Dominant expectations of sporting character maintain that athletes should be tough, strong, 
aggressive, courageous, and able to withstand pain (Allan & De Angelis 2004; Connell 1995; 
Kivel 1999). To this extent, the very definition of “athlete” is predicated upon these char-
acteristics. As previously stated, Hughes and Coakley (1991) suggest that strict conformity 
to the sport ethic is both learned and idolized in competitive team sport. Here, athletes are 
expected to pay the price thought necessary for victory – playing with pain, taking risks, 
challenging limits, over-conforming to rigid and sometimes exploitative team norms, sacri-
ficing other social and academic endeavors, and doing as one is told – are all behaviors that 
are thought to be socio-positive markers of appropriate sacrifice.

Hazing initiations may have several purposes for team-sport players (purposes that are 
likely to differ slightly from hazing among fraternity and military men) but, above all, they 
mirror – in one event – the sacrifice and subordination that existing team members expect 
of new members throughout a season of play. Hazing initiations serve as a test of an indi-
vidual’s willingness to adapt to a near agentic-less state, according to power structures of 
team leadership (Kirby & Wintrup 2002; Tofler 2016; Waldron 2015). Hazing corporally 
structures some as leaders (with coercive and reward power), and others as docile followers 
in thought and action.

Historically, sport represents a hierarchy where deference to authority and sacrifice of 
self is commonplace. Here, power and status is earned through seniority, athletic ability, 
social prominence, and affiliation with the team. This creates a superior‒inferior dichotomy 
in which those with years of experience possess the greatest power and privilege, and recruits 
(new members) hold the least (Allan & De Angelis 2004). The endorsement of hazing within 
the institution of sport serves to emphasize this power (Anderson et al. 2012; Tofler 2016; 
Trota & Johnson 2004; Waldron 2015). As Allan and De Angelis (2004) write, “Players who 
are in power have risen to that status by proving themselves the most masculine” (p. 73). 
This matriculation process starts with proving oneself in hazing initiations.

Hazing occurs in multiple sporting institutions – from recreational levels of youth sport, 
through university levels of play – for a variety of social control purposes (Kirby & Wintrup 
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2002). For example, Donnelly and Young (1988) elucidate how initiations serve as a sociali-
zation process to shape the identities of recruits into a form that suits the team’s subculture 
by galvanizing their identities around a common experience (Bryshun 1997). Kirby and Win-
trup (2002) support this, suggesting that the main purpose of hazing initiations is to “grow 
the team” with only those that are like-minded; those who are willing to share team norms, 
values, attitudes, and behaviors.

Accordingly, the process of initiation rituals presents the opportunity for recruits to prove 
their commitment to the team, and for veteran members to gauge how successfully recruits 
have been socialized into adopting the behaviors and attitudes of the team’s subculture (Bry-
shun 1997). The extent to which athletes are accepted on a team is often determined by their 
compliance with and adoption of the team ethic (Young 1983). If recruits are able to demon-
strate appropriate roles and behaviors, they are more likely to be accepted and welcomed as 
a worthy member of the team (Donnelly & Young 1988).

The consequence of an unsuccessful initiation, or a resistance to the tasks being asked 
of recruits, often results in veteran members coercing and punishing recruits by socially 
isolating or excluding them, ostracizing them, or even physically abusing them (Robinson 
1998). This humiliation and isolation is usually more intense and enduring than the humilia-
tion experienced in the initiation itself (Holman 2004). Thus, this creates the perception that 
recruits freely choose to be initiated (Holman 2004). Considering the two options, the hazing 
experience is normally regarded as the lesser of two evils, culturally compelling recruits to 
submit their agency and undergo initiation. Furthermore, by deferring to veterans in the haz-
ing process, recruits reaffirm veterans as the holders of power (Holman 2004).

The diminishment of recruits acts as a form of intimidation that coerces others to accept 
the autocracy and inequality of the team’s structure. Hazing initiations therefore become an 
avenue through which this power structure is maintained and seasonally reproduced. Recruits 
who have been hazed are less likely to pose a threat to the power structure because they have 
(in seasons past) conformed to the group by obeying orders and placing themselves in com-
promising positions, for the perceived good of the group (Allan & De Angelis 2004).

The most common rationale for athletic hazing initiations, however, is that they are a key 
means of creating team cohesion, which is believed to be an element critical to team success 
(Bryshun & Young 1999); although the literature is inconsistent concerning the relationship 
between team cohesion and performance (Hardy et al. 2005). Literature on hazing also var-
ies on whether hazing promotes group unity (Allan & Madden 2008). Nonetheless, athletes 
are largely convinced that initiations succeed in promoting legitimate bonds among team 
members.

Recruits often describe the experience of hazing initiations as a positive bonding experi-
ence between friends (Bryshun 1997; Feist et al. 2004). And, because hazing initiations are 
believed to create team cohesion, it is thereby assumed that the more extreme a hazing initia-
tion is, the greater the level of commitment and interdependency that is established. In other 
words, by completing the extreme tasks asked of them, recruits are demonstrating just how 
far they are prepared to go for the team (Holman 2004).

So just how far are athletes willing to go? Violent acts of physical risk are particularly 
common in highly masculinized sport. This is designed to test recruits’ willingness and abil-
ity to tolerate pain and take bodily risks for the sake of team and victory. The severity of these 
acts sometimes escalates to cause hospitalization and, on occasion, fatalities.

Deviant behaviors are also common in initiations. These serve to test recruits’ willingness 
to take risks, obey those higher in the power hierarchy, and compel athletes to conform to 
team norms. For example, Hoover (1999) identifies how many of the National Collegiate 
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Athletic Association (NCAA) athletes interviewed in his study were “forced to commit 
crimes – destroying property, making prank phone calls and harassing others” (p. 1). High-
lighting this, in 2009 hockey recruits at Cardiff University in Wales were given a list of 
items that they were to steal from throughout the city in order to demonstrate unqualified 
acceptance of, and unquestioned commitment to, a value system framed by the sport ethic. 
Similarly, Muir and Seitz (2004) highlight how a rugby team at a northeastern university in 
the United States “broke into one of the university’s medical school buildings and stole a 
cadaver. The next day the rugby players dressed the cadaver in a team uniform and seated it 
in a lounge chair along the sidelines far from where living spectators normally watched the 
team play” (p. 304).

An excessive consumption of alcohol occurs in about half of US hazing incidents (Nuwer 
2004). In one national study of US university hazing incidents, 23 percent of recruits drank to 
the point of being sick or passing out (Allan & Madden 2008). Alcohol acts as a dis-inhibitor 
(for both hazers and recruits), permitting an escalation of activities to occur (Robinson 1998).

But in the UK, recruits are regularly urged to consume vast quantities of alcohol, or suffer 
social punishment for not doing so. This is easier in the UK because public alcohol consump-
tion is legal at 18. And, just as in the US, heavy drinking is also considered indicative of mas-
culine accomplishment (Gough & Edwards 1998; Graham & Wells 2003). Here, the body’s 
ability to endure and withstand the effects of heavy alcohol is considered a masculinizing 
“achievement” (Peralta 2007). Of course, this is a recipe for bodily injury, and occasionally 
death (Salkeld 2008; Sutton 2008). In research on university hockey and rugby teams in the 
United Kingdom, Anderson et al. (2012: 428) found athletes were made to drink a range 
of homemade concoctions out of a condom, including a “mixture of milk and water and a 
thickening agent (designed to look like ejaculate).” They were also made to drink “a mixture 
of Tabasco sauce, curry powder, and olive oil” (p. 440). Athletes in the study said that they 
drank more than 18 pints of beer, and multiple shots of hard liquor as well.

Finally, same-sex sexual behaviors serve the purpose of humiliating, feminizing, and 
homosexualizing male recruits, in order to establish and reaffirm their position at the bot-
tom of the team’s heteromasculine hierarchy. At the most extreme, several episodes of anal 
rape (usually with objects) have been reported in hazing episodes. For example, in 1998 the 
recruits of an American high-school wrestling team were anally raped with a mop handle 
by senior wrestlers on the team (Finkel 2002). And in 2003, three varsity American football 
players were arrested after sodomizing recruits with broom sticks, golf balls, and pine cones.

However, more recent research (Anderson, McCormack,  & Lee 2012) has found that 
acts of homosexual behaviors flourish within hazing rituals in UK university sports teams, 
because they are no longer taboo. They show that whereas kissing another male was once a 
method to haze, it was rendered ineffective because straight males were kissing each other in 
other non-forced situations anyhow. Adding to this, Robinson, Anderson and White (forth-
coming) show that teammates engage in a bevy of homosexual behaviors just for their own 
banter.

Learning violence
It is not easy to “prove” that the aggression taught in certain sports is directly related to 
violence “off the field.” It is possible, for example, that violent people are attracted to sport, 
meaning that sport has not taught them such violence. But the way we personally measure 
the evidence, sport seems to have a key role in socializing youth (particularly males) into 
solving problems, getting their way, or earning respect through violence.
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One way of measuring the outcome of a socialization into team sport and violence comes 
with the research of Shields et  al. (1995). These researchers presented fictional accounts 
of moral dilemmas, including violence in sport, to high-school and college students (ath-
letes and non-athletes). These dilemmas included questions as to whether, for example, Tom 
should follow his football coach’s instructions to intentionally injure another player in order 
to promote the team’s chances of winning. Most athletes felt that some violence was part 
of the game, and few expressed empathy for the recipient of the violence. Overall, results 
suggest that athletes tend to justify aggressive behaviors, especially when compared to the 
approach of non-athletes. Again, it is difficult to attribute this to sport. But one thing is for 
certain, sport does not teach youth to abhor violence. Instead, it teaches them to accept vio-
lence as “just part of the game.”

Supporting the role of competitive team sport in promoting violence, in a four-year study 
on US military academy students, Krause and Priest (1993) measured students with pen and 
paper survey tests on moral reasoning and moral behavior. At the end of the students’ four 
years, they surveyed them again. The results found a decrease in ethical value choices over 
the four-year period. Of particular interest, intercollegiate team athletes scored lower than 
athletes of individual sports, or athletes who played on intramural sports. This highlights 
that team sport reduced ethical climates among these participants. Similarly, Rudd and Stoll 
(2004) compared college athletes to non-athletes at all US divisions of collegiate sport play 
(595 participants). Here, non-athlete women scored best, followed by non-athlete men, fol-
lowed by individual sport athletes (women than men), and at the bottom were male team-
sport athletes.

In 2007 the Josephson Institute in Los Angeles surveyed 5,275 high school athletes on 
ethical issues. Forty-seven percent of the boys believed it was okay to illegally push oth-
ers in basketball and 42 percent thought it was okay to trash talk an opposing player. Girls, 
meanwhile, are about half as likely to boo, taunt, or jeer opponents (Hyman 2009). In the 
United Kingdom, 55 percent of children had been a recipient of physically aggressive behav-
ior from either another child or a coach in the sport, with 12 percent reporting this as being 
of regular frequency (Stafford et al. 2013). Research by Matthews and Channon (2016) on 
ice hockey spectators found they reconcile their complicity in watching such brutally violent 
and damaging practices by disembodiment of the athletes to idols, thus not considering the 
long-term consequences.

In a more telling experiment concerning sport and altruism, Kleiber and Roberts (1981) 
conducted an experiment with 54 ten- and eleven-year-old kids. In order to test them on 
sport’s supposed character-building properties, the children were randomly assigned to one 
of two groups. One group played a game of soccer for two weeks, and the other group (a con-
trol group) did not. In order to mimic proper team sport, the kids in the soccer-playing group 
were divided into two teams, scores were kept, and at the end of the two-week trial one team 
was announced the winner. Because the children of both groups were measured on a social 
behavioral scale, both before and after the two-week exercise, the study effectively exam-
ined for the influence of organized sport on character building. They found no substantial 
change for girls. However, boys who played in sport scored lower on a measure of altruism. 
In other words, the boys became more rivalrous after playing sport. Furthermore, quarrelling 
occurred frequently, as did crying due to perceived failure in front of one’s peers, and one 
fight broke out between two of the boys over a sport-related matter.

Moreover, no research anywhere in the world shows that athletes learn self-restraint, or to 
channel their aggressions elsewhere. These beliefs are widely touted by those who support 
sport, but there is no scientific truth to them.
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Finally, let us not forget the violence that athletes inflict upon themselves. In one three-year 
study (1989) of high-school football, basketball, and wrestling conducted by the National 
Athletic Trainers Association in America (including 3,200 high schools) it was found that 
1.3 million injuries per year were found to occur in the US (cited in Miracle and Rees 1994). 
Twenty-two percent of the boys and 23 percent of the girls who played basketball (for exam-
ple) were injured each year. Now, most of these injuries were minor, but a quarter of them 
resulted in athletes not participating for more than a week. These statistics also show that 
the chances of needing surgery (per year) are 1 in 90 for girls’ basketball, 1 in 128 for boys’ 
basketball, and that American football results in 24 fatalities a year. Sport, it would seem, is 
a violent place.

Violence as “part of the game”
When sport sociologists discuss violence in sport, we normally draw distinctions between 
legitimate and illegitimate violence. Legitimate violence, for example, is the violence that is 
necessary to collide with a catcher in baseball, so that a runner might score a run. Illegitimate 
violence occurs in purposeful fouls against an opponent: committing an act prohibited by 
the rules of the sport. What is odd, however, is that both types of violence are supported in 
sport. Sport naturalizes these types of violence as being a natural outcome of the game. Thus, 
physical assaults are played out on sporting pitches and fields across nations.

Here, athletes are taught that it is better to foul an opponent than permit him to score 
a goal. In American baseball, for example, pitchers are sometimes encouraged to throw a 
brush-back pitch, one that comes dangerously close to the batter in order to back him away 
from the plate. At other times, pitchers are actually encouraged to hit the batter, sacrificing a 
base, rather than letting the hitter score a run. In this manner, the structure of the sport (the 
need for one’s team to win) creates the culture of the sport (acceptable violence). It essen-
tially institutionalizes, sanctions, and normalizes violence. This is something that is quite 
visible in the employment of goons in American hockey (large players with the specific job 
of beating up players from other teams). This violence is accepted because we are socialized 
into it as “just part of the game.” Accordingly, violence is naturalized and ubiquitous in many 
sports. Is this what we mean when we say that sport builds character?

Bredemeier and Shields (1995) define four dimensions of character that sport allegedly 
generates among players: compassion, fairness, sportsmanship, and integrity. You could 
probably think of a host of other describing words to complement good character: civility, 
courage, honesty, responsibility, respect, and so on. But when it comes to assessing how 
good a job coaches do in teaching these qualities through the medium of sport, we fail – and 
we fail miserably. Athletes are not interviewed about these factors at the end of a season of 
play; nor are they generally asked to rate their coaches on such matters. Even if a team is for-
tunate enough to rate their coach, these ratings are not used in a formal system for hiring and 
firing coaches between institutions. Employers do not look at the performance of a coach’s 
athletes on university attendance, or measures of their self-esteem, or other indicators of the 
“character” coaches are supposed to have inculcated in their players in the coaching process. 
Instead, all evaluation comes from “success.” Winning remains not just the benchmark for 
judging the “quality” of a coach, but the only category of importance. Accordingly, some 
famously violent coaches are fired for violence, only to be rehired elsewhere because of their 
winning record.

Worse, when coaches win, they are permitted more freedom to exploit their athletes’ 
fears of social rejection, of being denied playing time, or not making the team the following 
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season, which in turn helps the coach win further matches. “Sacrifice” (defined here as vio-
lence against the self for the sake of the team) becomes part of the game, as athletes (par-
ticularly those with low self-esteem or poor social support networks) are willing to risk their 
health because they are overly eager to be accepted by their coach and peers. Thus, coaches 
frequently push athletes too far and often knowingly have them play with injuries. In fact, 
research shows that over 80 percent of the men and women in top-level intercollegiate sport 
in the US sustain at least one serious injury while playing their sport, and nearly 70 percent 
are disabled for two or more weeks (Edwards 2006). In research on school rugby union play-
ers in Ireland, Archbold et al. (2015) found that 49 percent of injured players had to have 
more than 28 days away from the game due to their injury.

Accepted acts of grievous bodily injury
Sometimes, illegitimate violence breaks the structure of sport itself. Players of all ages and 
levels often attack one another with fists and sporting equipment. Sometimes even parents 
attack each other while watching their eight-year-old kids play. But while these types of 
violence are ostensibly looked down upon with a slow head-shaking of disgust, most of this 
violence is nonetheless condoned, and sometimes encouraged, by the ethos of sport.

There is no shortage of team brawls. Simply type “soccer brawl” or “sports brawl” into 
YouTube.com and you can watch hours of (mostly men) battering the hell out of each other. 
This prompts us to ask, why is it that when two groups of men fight on the street it’s called a 
gang fight (and men are arrested), but when two groups of men fight on the field it’s called a 
team brawl and the only punishment is minutes of penalties or ejection from a game?

Just as we accept assaulting another player with a weapon (striking a batter, or an illegal 
check in ice hockey), we mostly condone team fights, too. We permit grievous bodily injury 
to occur in sport, because (as some of my students say) it is sport. This attitude perplexes us. 
Why can one get away with committing acts of grievous bodily injury in one context, but 
not another? For example, I (Eric) taught high-school health in California years ago. We also 
coached a bit of soccer at the same school. Here, I was amazed that if one student punched 
another in my class, he would be suspended from school for a week or expelled from the 
school outright. However, on the soccer field, if this same student punched another student, 
he would only be given a “red card,” meaning that he had to sit out a game. Are these fair and 
adequate punishments? Does it matter whether little Johnny got his nose broken because he 
said something to a kid on the soccer pitch as opposed to the school’s hallways? And is there 
not a message of support that we send to kids when we permit athletes to behave so violently, 
without real consequence?

If we were serious about eliminating such violence, players would be treated the same on 
the field as off. If I were to punch a colleague of mine at work, I would be fired – and arrested. 
If coaches, managers, and those who own professional teams were serious about athletes 
ceasing to be violent (at youth or professional levels), they would exercise their power to 
kick players off their teams when they commit violence – and we would call the police and 
have them arrested for their illegitimate violence as well.

However, I figured out long ago that those who own and control professional sport rather 
enjoy the violence. It likely helps them fill seats in their arenas. When I was eight, my father 
took me to my first (and last) professional hockey match. I was rooting for one of the Los 
Angeles Kings players, until he proceeded to punch another guy out. I was horrified at the 
violence of it all. I  told my father that he should be kicked off the team. I asked my dad 
why they permit fighting and he responded, “They don’t, he was given a penalty.” But even 
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at eight, I knew that if the National Hockey League really wanted to stop fighting in the 
sport, the rules would be one hit and you’re out, for life. Athletes certainly wouldn’t batter 
each other if they were going to lose their multimillion-dollar contracts for doing such. And, 
if professional athletes stopped their battering, perhaps younger athletes might stop mod-
eling their behavior on professional athletes as well (something known as the trickle-down 
hypothesis). It is hard to expect kids not to fight in sport, when their heroes do.

Violence outside of sports parameters
Research on sport and violence outside the sporting parameters goes back several decades. 
For example, in research on youth hockey in Canada, it was found that the longer a kid 
played hockey, the more they accepted cheating, and the more they felt that the expression 
of violent behavior was both legitimate and expected by the coach (Vaz 1972). Accordingly, 
they were more likely to use illegal tactics in their play. This research was later replicated by 
using adult hockey players (Bloom and Smith 1996). Here, older players in highly competi-
tive select leagues were more likely to approve of violence and to act violently in other social 
settings than were younger select-league players, house-league players, and non-players of 
all ages.

In another study of ice-hockey players, young athletes expressed that it was important 
to fight, and that fighting was only problematic when it resulted in excessive penalties for 
the team (Smith 1975). Supporting this research, sport psychologist John Silva (1983) used 
slides of athletes committing violence against each other to measure the acceptance of this 
violence between athletes and non-athletes. Perhaps unsurprisingly, of the 203 university 
students he studied, boys rated the violence as acceptable more than girls, but also, those 
with more involvement in sport rated the violence as less problematic than those with less 
involvement in organized sport. He concluded that involvement in sport (again, particularly 
for men) encourages athletes to see dangerous acts of physical violence as legitimate in sport.

The hypothesis that sport violence carries over into violence away from sport is hard to 
prove or disprove. To date, there have simply not been enough studies on this. Some stud-
ies, like that of Wacquant (1995) on boxers, suggest that sport can teach men to control their 
violence. Other studies (Bloom and Smith 1996), however, suggest that when male athletes 
have years of experience in competitive sport they are more likely than recreational athletes 
to approve of off-the-field violence, and to use violence when they play sport that is not their 
primary sport.

The best evidence comes from Kreager (2007) who uses the American National Longi-
tudinal Study of Adolescent Health on over 90,000 youth. Because the study also asks for 
other information (such as sport affiliation) Kreager is able to select men who play football, 
basketball, baseball, wrestling, and tennis to examine for violence. He finds that football 
and wrestling (the only contact sports in the study) are positively associated with male seri-
ous fighting, compared to those who play individual sports. This effect is mediated by peer 
American football participation, such that embeddedness in all-football networks (near-total 
institution) substantially increases the risk for serious fighting.

More recently, Sønderlund et al. (2014) identified 11 studies comparing athletes to non-
athletes. They found that ten of these reported significant relationships between alcohol con-
sumption, violence, and sports participation, with only a single study finding no significant 
effect. Factors possibly underlying this relationship centered on coping mechanisms for ath-
letes under pressure, as well as the potentially negative athlete social identity as derived from 
sports team membership. Based on the studies reviewed, alcohol consumption, violence, and 
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sports participation appear to be linked. Further, the available evidence indicates a higher 
rate of alcohol consumption and violence in athlete populations than non-athlete populations, 
suggesting a moderating effect of sports participation in the positive relationship observed 
between alcohol use and violence.

Stefan (from the opening vignette) tells Eric that he has been in a few fights on the rugby 
pitch as well. We therefore return to the question as to whether Stefan learned to solve his 
problems with violence in rugby; wondering if that is why he pushed the girl? Does sport not 
only teach men to take their sporting violence outside of sport, but can it teach them to use 
that violence against women, too? Can sport promote rape? For more on this see Chapter 8.

Body image disorders
Moreover, what about all those contact sport athletes who are desperately trying to bulk up, 
or all the female runners who are trying to drop weight? There has been much concern about 
eating disorders, particularly for women, but increasingly for men as well as a result of the 
necessity to have a particular body morphology in sport.

Body image refers to a person’s individual perception of his or her own body (Grogan 
2007). While liking one’s body has been linked to positive self-esteem, negative body image 
has been related to a host of biopsychosocial negatives, including eating disorders (Thomp-
son et  al. 1999). Poor body image has become endemic within Westernized cultures. In 
general, women desire a body considerably thinner than their own physique; this drive for 
thinness is so pervasive as to have been coined the “normative discontent” (Grogan 2007). 
By contrast, men typically desire additional muscle mass (Thompson and Cafri 2007), a 
trend described as “The Adonis Complex” (Pope et al. 2000). Thus, irrespective of gender, 
many individuals within contemporary society wish to alter their physiques to achieve a 
culturally idealized body type.

Due to their ability to generate considerable calorific expenditure, and potentially encour-
age muscular hypertrophy, exercise, and sport provide a means by which a person who is 
dissatisfied with their body image can work to achieve an idealized body. Indeed, for many 
people, body-image dissatisfaction provides an influential attitudinal antecedent to begin 
an exercise program. For example, Grogan (2007) found a desire to change body shape 
was a primary motivation for straight women and gay men to take up a gym membership. 
Likewise, interviews with (presumably heterosexual) adolescent boys and young men dem-
onstrate that a fear of fat and a desire for hypertrophy is a primary motivation for exercise 
initiation (Grogan & Richards 2002). Given these trends, it could be concluded that many 
people partake in competitive (or excessive) physical activity not out of enjoyment or desire 
for enhanced health but, rather, out of a desire to improve their body image.

This trend is troubling, since those motivated to exercise out of concerns for body image 
are also those most likely to quit exercise, and are also more likely to exhibit signs of psycho-
pathology, when compared to individuals who commence exercise for health enhancement 
or for enjoyment (Drummond 2001, 2002; Lindeman 1999; Miller & Jacob 2001). Addition-
ally, individuals who exercise to enhance body image also experience enhanced risk of the 
development of exercise addiction – a profound psychological dependence and compulsion 
for exercise, which is similar in phenomenology to a chemical addition (Cockerill 1996).

Despite that general relationship between physical activity and body image, some evi-
dence suggests that competitive sport may enhance body image, or mitigate the importance 
of body image to some individuals. For example, in a qualitative study of elite gay athletes, 
Filiault (2009) found these men expressed little concern for body image. That finding is 
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counter to the considerable literature about non-athletic gay men, who generally experience 
heightened levels of body-image dissatisfaction (e.g. Yelland & Tiggemann 2003). Likewise, 
participation in sport may attenuate the severity of eating disorders symptoms in adolescents 
(Madison & Ruma 2003). Thus, sporting participation seems to be of benefit for some indi-
viduals who are already at risk of eating disorders or body-image disturbance.

Although sporting participation may improve (or mitigate the importance of) body image 
in some athletes, that trend does not hold true for all sporting participants. Indeed, a wide-
spread study of Division I NCAA athletes showed a relatively high rate of disordered eating 
patterns, with 2.85 percent of female athletes exhibiting subclinical signs of anorexia, and 
9.2 percent showing some signs of bulimia. The male athletes demonstrated considerably 
fewer signs of eating disorders (Johnson et al. 1999). These results are corroborated by other 
studies demonstrating a greater prevalence of eating disorders in elite athletes compared to 
the general population (Sundgot-Borgen & Torstveit 2004).

In a meta-analysis of research on body-disorder issues in sport among female collegiate 
athletes in the United States, Varnes et al. (2013) found that sport seemed to have an inhibi-
tory effect for some athletes, and for others it raised rates of body-image disorders. They con-
cluded that competitive athletes might be at greater risk of body-image concerns; that athletes 
in feminine sports report at least similar levels of body-image concerns as non-athletes; and 
that athletes in endurance sports appear to have better body image than non-athletes.

Findings such as these demonstrate the potential for some female athletes, and perhaps 
those in competitive or feminine sports, to develop what has been called the “female athletic 
triad,” which consists of eating disorders, amenorrhea (cessation of menstruation), and oste-
oporosis (Yeager et al. 1993). Due to the constant focus on either achieving or maintaining a 
prescribed weight goal as a result of sporting participation, compounded by the social pres-
sure to be thin, female athletes are at considerably higher risk of developing the conditions 
in the triad than are non-sporting women (Byrne & McLean 2001). Likewise, some groups 
of male athletes may also be at enhanced risk for eating disorders and dangerous behaviors 
in the pursuit of an idealized weight, particularly those in sport that utilize weight divisions 
(Baum 2006). For instance, some of the weight-control techniques used by wrestlers are 
similar to bulimic symptomology, such as laxative use and purging behaviors (Kininham & 
Gorenflo 2001). Similarly, competitive body builders may engage in disordered eating and 
use dangerous substances, such as anabolic steroids, in pursuit of an ideal physique (Mona-
ghan 2001).

Thus, although exercise and sport can provide health-related benefits for participants when 
taken in moderation, those benefits very rarely serve as a motivation for non-athletes to 
initiate an exercise program. Instead, body image often serves as the primary motivator for 
exercise, which is a dangerous trend given that such a motivation can serve as the antecedent 
to disordered eating, psychopathology, and exercise addiction (Filiault et al. 2014).

Although for some athletes, sport may serve as a psychoprotective factor, in general 
athletes – especially female athletes – are at greater risk for eating disorders than are non-
athletes. This trend may be reflective of the intense focus athletes must keep on maintaining 
an ideal body for their athletic pursuits.

Conclusion
This chapter examined how sport helps socialize us into accepting violence, risk of injury, 
and pain. Using Erving Goffman’s notion of a total institution, we explained that children 
are socialized into sport from early youth, and that they are taught the socio-positive myths 
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about sport in the process. This helps produce such a strong notion that sport is good, that 
it prevents us from critically examining the negatives of sport. Even when the negatives are 
made obvious (like a team fight), society nonetheless manages to defend sport, character-
izing those who quit or contest it as not living up to the sport ethos.

If we are to excel at it, the authoritarian lead-decreasing opportunity structure of sport 
compels us to over-conform to its norms. This leads to a host of socio-negative problems 
that are directly attributable to sport, like injuries and violence, but it may also influence 
athletes to spill this violence into arenas outside of sport. Sport might influence men to fight 
one another outside of sport, and it might also contribute to men’s violence against women. 
It certainly contributes to a variety of eating disorders and multiple other forms of bodily 
harm in many individuals.

This chapter also discussed the structural mechanisms that help reproduce the socio- 
negative aspects of sport. This is largely because those athletes who best emulate the sport-
ing creed, over-conforming to taxing norms, are those who are likely to be selected for the 
next round of competition. Eventually, it is these men and women, those who have spent 
their youth in sport and developed a master identity around it, that go on to coach. Here, 
they use their personal narrative to justify the coaching system, reproducing the damage. 
These coaches teach us to accept injury, because they believe that injury is an inevita-
ble, character-building aspect of sport. They break down our sense of self, withering our 
agency, realigning our thoughts and actions according to the athlete’s creed. Therefore, 
instead of sport teaching health and fitness, it instead reorients our values to include accept-
ance of extreme pain, physical and personal sacrifice, and all sorts of violence.

Sport essentially institutionalizes, sanctions, and normalizes violence against others, 
something that is perhaps made more visible in the employment of so-called goons in 
hockey, or the brush-back pitch in baseball. Each is acceptable in the sport as it is naturalized 
as “just part of the game,” even though one is tantamount to hiring a thug to commit a violent 
crime for you, and the other amounts to an intentional assault with a deadly object. Put into 
these contexts, we are more capable of seeing the absurdity of the acceptance of brush-back 
pitches, and our revelry for “goons” and team fights.

Institutional sanctioning of violence can be seen at all organized levels of sport. It is vis-
ible when two high-school kids fight during a high-school soccer match and are penalized 
with a red card, but when the same kids perform the same actions in the school’s hallway 
they are suspended for five days or expelled from school. Similarly, legal sanctioning of vio-
lence in sport is made obvious when one considers that while two men who willingly agree 
to fight in a public place are subject to arrest, two baseball players who slug it out in front 
of tens of thousands of fans (including thousands of kids) are not. In this, and many more 
ways, boys and men are socialized into thinking that violence against other men is not only 
permissible, but expected. And because violence is naturalized as unproblematic as the way 
we do sport, boys and men are also taught to be receptive victims of violence. Alarmingly, 
this expectation does not seem to raise doubts about the value of sport to society. Our culture 
is obsessed with sex and sexuality but not violence.

Just because culture has naturalized violence as an outcome of sport, it does not, however, 
mean that people enjoy being splayed-out by a linebacker twice their size, taking a pitch 
in the shoulder for the sake of a “free” base, or running through shin splints. Kids must be 
socialized into such sadistic acts. They are forced to ignore the warning system of the human 
nervous system that inflicts one with pain in order to deter potentially injurious behaviors. 
It is against their own stopgaps and bodily urges to cease an activity that boys (particularly) 
must learn to repress their reflexes, suppress their fears, and oppress their peers. Even when 
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the denial of protective instincts and physical damage manifests in the form of immediate 
and overuse injuries, boys and girls, men and women are not allowed to criticize the system. 
A fear of being stigmatized as a quitter or being labeled “not man enough to take it” discour-
ages them from withdrawing. Instead, they are encouraged to “get back on the horse,” walk it 
off, or do whatever is necessary in order to get back in the game. In such manner, athletes are 
conditioned to view aggression toward themselves and others as not only part of the game, 
but (for males) as a necessary component of masculinity – the athlete’s mentality.

Furthermore, coaches exploit their athletes’ over-dedication to the system and fears of 
emasculation by pushing them too far and by knowingly having them play with injuries. 
Sacrifice becomes part of the game and athletes, particularly those with low self-esteem or 
poor social support networks, are willing to risk their health because they are so eager to be 
accepted by the team and their peers. In fact, research shows that over 80 percent of the men 
and women in top-level intercollegiate sport in the US sustain at least one serious injury 
while playing their sport, and nearly 70 percent are disabled for two or more weeks. The rate 
of disabling injuries in the NFL is over three times higher than the rate of men who work in 
construction. Professional contact sport is the nation’s most violent workplace.

In addition to the physical violence that sport both produces and naturalizes as part of 
masculinity, sport also provides a psychological violence against the self and others because 
it is a public activity. Along with verbal hazing, and the dehumanizing initiation rituals of 
many sporting programs, we also need to consider the way sport elicits schadenfreude, an 
engrained concept in sport because sport is played out publicly, and is predicated upon the 
advancement of one player at the expense of another.

Sport is more than just a zero-sum social arena; it is a public zero-sum social arena. While 
this may have a boastful effect on the self-esteem of the winners, the nature of losing in pub-
lic carries with it problematic circumstances. If a sixth-grade boy fails a test in his math class, 
the only other person to know his score (unless he elects to tell others) is his teacher. The 
teacher does not post the students’ scores on the board for the class to take delight in the fact 
that they scored a higher grade. However, when a student fails to catch a football in physical 
education, his failure is visible for all to see (the fishbowl effect we discussed in the Introduc-
tion), and his failure may upset his teammates, who were depending on his performance for 
their needs. Thus, egos are built off the public humiliation of another.

More so, William Pollack (1998) argues that boys (and assumingly girls) are simply not 
cognitively capable of dealing with such public failure. It is for all of these reasons that we 
need to recognize that much of what we consider “character building” for kids is instead 
child abuse. In the words of Joan Ryan (1996: 3), from her book about women’s gymnastics, 
Little Girls in Pretty Boxes, “What I found was a story about legal, even celebrated, child 
abuse. In the dark troughs along the road to the Olympics lay the bodies of the girls who 
stumbled on the way, broken by the work, pressure and humiliation.”

We find it sad that a child is not legally permitted to work a few hours in a shop in order to 
learn the values “necessary” for success in life, but they are permitted to bang their heads into 
each other in sport. Whereas a parent would be arrested for putting their kid to work stacking 
shelves in a store, they are praised for putting their kids into often violent sport. If we want to 
teach children the value of work, and how to get along with one’s workmates, then it seems 
small doses of working are more appropriate than team sport.



Benjamin’s story
It was Saturday, January 29, 
2011 and like many school 
playing fields on a Saturday 
morning in Ireland, it was 
full of young energetic ath-
letes ready to engage in battle 
on the rugby pitch. Fourteen-
year-old Benjamin was play-
ing center for his secondary 
school, against another local 
school in Northern Ireland. 
Benjamin did not enjoy 
rugby much, preferring soc-
cer instead; but his father and 

stepfather both played it. He didn’t understand rugby very well, and he was the kind of boy 
who didn’t warm to things he couldn’t grasp. But he found himself in the school team all 
the same because of his athletic talent. His mother, Karen, commented, “This was a kid who 
would miss rugby training after school, because he wasn’t that keen, but still be on the team 
sheet at the weekend anyway” (Bull 2013). Ultimately, he didn’t want to let his teammates 
and peers down by not playing. Representing your school at sport is a big deal in the United 
Kingdom, and something Benjamin felt that he had to do, despite being anxious about it. 
This match was more important than most; given that it was the second round of a tourna-
ment competition. Knowing the importance of the game, Benjamin had been preparing all 
the day before, requesting pasta for dinner and even wearing the team kit to bed (Bull 2013).

This was not a good game for Benjamin; despite many commenting on how well he was 
playing, Benjamin suffered several injuries including being momentarily unconscious at the 
end of the first half (Pollock 2014). Teammates said that Benjamin “didn’t look right” (Pol-
lock 2014: 3), yet Benjamin remained on the field throughout the first half and into the 
second half. Benjamin sustained repeated blows to the head throughout the game; his coach 
treated Benjamin three times for head injuries and despite being assessed for concussion, 
14-year-old Benjamin remained on the field of play for the duration of the match.

Benjamin’s mother, Karen, paced the touchline, watching her teenage son being damaged 
with every tackle. Benjamin hit a ruck, with his mother commenting, “The force of it shocked 
me . . . He hit those boys and his whole upper body just whipped back.” Karen had never 
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seen Benjamin so committed and play with such fierceness. “He seemed to be involved in 
everything. It was just hit after hit after hit.” Clearly distressed, and knowing something was 
wrong, Karen become verbally agitated and was warned by the game officials to calm down. 
The least qualified person on the day, Benjamin’s mother was the only person showing any 
signs of concern, with both the coach and the officials continuing the game without hesitation.

Karen, concerned that she was being an over-protective mother and an embarrassment, 
stopped calling out, but at half-time sent Benjamin’s stepfather onto the pitch to see if Ben-
jamin was okay. Benjamin’s stepfather spoke to the referee who commented on how well 
Benjamin was playing. Later in the game, after yet another injury, Karen spotted the referee 
rolling his eyes as the coach attended to one of Benjamin’s injuries. In the inquest, the referee 
admitted that he thought some of the players were being “prima donnas and drama queens.”

The second half progressed and Karen continued to be concerned for Benjamin’s safety, 
watching him stumble around the field. Holding his head Benjamin turned to his mother and 
said, “I don’t feel right.” Karen was helpless. In the closing minutes of the game, Benjamin 
was knocked down again. Karen immediately ran onto the pitch, “I got there and he was 
lying flat on his back. The whites of his eyes were looking up at me, and he was gasping 
for breath . . . And everything clicked into place. He had been involved in too many hits, 
too many tackles.” Karen wrapped Benjamin in her coat, and used her police training to try 
to place Benjamin in the recovery position. Benjamin’s limp body kept slumping forwards. 
It was at this moment that Karen realized, “I just knew. I just knew. I was hit with the very 
cold, hard, realization that the son I love and adore, my only son, my youngest, had gone.”

Two days later, Benjamin was pronounced dead.
As with all deaths in the United Kingdom, an inquest was launched to examine the circum-

stances of the fatality. Yet, this death was not seen as suspicious, and the police initially failed 
to investigate the matter properly (Pollock 2014). At the hearing of Benjamin’s death, the 
school coach, Neal Kennedy, expressed that, “Benjamin was able to answer a series of ques-
tions testing mental function, including telling the Carrickfergus Grammar School teacher 
where he was, before his final collapse” (Pollock 2014). Unfortunately, the concussion detec-
tion tests applied on this occasion were substandard and outdated.

Benjamin’s death was ruled by coroners to be caused by second impact syndrome. This 
means Benjamin sustained a second traumatic brain injury before recovering from a prior 
concussion, something Benjamin received some 25 minutes before in the first half of the 
game (Pollock 2014). Although this was the first case of second impact syndrome in the 
United Kingdom, meaning it is somewhat a rarity, traumatic brain injuries are common and 
predictable in youth rugby (Kirkwood et al. 2014). The death of Benjamin Robinson was, 
therefore, preventable. If he had been removed from the pitch after his first injury, as per the 
concussion guidelines (Pollock 2014), he would not have died that day.

At the time of Benjamin’s death, I (Adam) was employed by the Rugby Football Union 
(RFU). In 2011, there was little official discussion about Benjamin’s death, or the problems 
of head trauma in rugby at all. However, I vividly recall many informal discussions on the 
death of Benjamin among colleagues within the organization. In my 21 year-old eyes, rugby 
was a fantastic sport and could only have positive outcomes for its participants. Yes, I knew 
players could and did get injuries, but that was part of life, and Benjamin was just unlucky 
(Pollock 2014). Indeed, I even remember saying to a colleague, “rugby players hardly ever 
die, so who cares?” I, like so many current players, was in denial that rugby could be so 
damaging.

While Benjamin’s story is tragic, in the short and long term, it is not unique. The list 
of athletes who have died following sport induced brain trauma is growing rapidly. In the 
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NFL, the case of Mike Webster (which features in the Will Smith movie Concussion) is one 
of the many examples of ex-players who have died early with decaying brains (Holstein  
et al. 2014).

Some will recognize Benjamin’s death as an unfortunate tragedy, arguing that he was 
extremely unlucky to be involved in such a rare sporting accident. Others, however, 
will be distinctly disturbed at the systematic failings that led to the fatal homicide of a 
14-year-old boy – a death that was predictable and preventable. These varying perspec-
tives show how sport teaches a level of complicity and acceptability to the somewhat 
barbaric and abusive sporting behaviors. Why, then, we ask, do we take such precautions 
to protect our children in driving, school, and every other endeavor of their lives, but 
we continue to let them bash their puerile skulls into those of other children ‒ all in the 
name of sport.

Norbert Elias and the civilization process
Over the twentieth century, boxing has transitioned from being a popular sport among the 
working classes to being scrutinized for its violent underpinnings. Medical evidence sug-
gested that up to 80 percent of boxers who had participated in a substantial number of fights 
suffered chronic brain damage (Lundberg 2005). Due to the high risk of injury, when the 
Journal of the American Medical Association started to criticize boxing in the 1980s, it 
was not long before the American Congress debated if it should be banned. Although a ban 
wasn’t successful, a range of interventions were introduced, including shorter fights and 
medical assessments. In short, boxing was entering a civilization process, with a refinement 
on the structure of boxing.

Sport is often subjected to adjustments to make it safer and more socially acceptable. This 
involves the levels of acceptable practice, usually related to physical injury and violence, 
being modified often to increase protections and the welfare of athletes. The work of Nor-
bert Elias (1978) and the civilization process allow us to look at how sport is transitioning 
to become safer for athletes, a process that is underway in regards to concussion and brain 
trauma at present. But it’s not just that sport “becomes” safer; we must change people’s emo-
tions to demand regulatory changes. This is because people tend to rationalize their feelings, 
rather than feel their reasoning.

Born in Germany in the early twentieth century, father of figurational sociology, Norbert 
Elias was interested to understand the difference between societies and how they become 
more (or less) civilized. Throughout Elias’s childhood, Germany underwent a process of 
decivilization, which subsequently initiated both World War I and II (Elias & Jephcott 1982). 
Yet, Elias, who moved from Germany to France and then England, recognized that while 
Germany’s civilization was regressing, other European states were becoming more civilized. 
Elias was not concerned in judging states as more or less civilized, but was rather interested 
in the process of civilization itself. Exemplifying this, the number of deaths as a result of 
dueling increased in Germany in the early 1900s, while France and the United Kingdom both 
observed a decrease.

Underpinned by empirical data from Western European society since the Middle Ages, 
Elias recognized a shift in acceptable manners and social etiquette. Subsequently as time 
progressed, uncouth and aggressive behaviors were dampened as refined and stricter codes 
of conduct were established (Anderson, J. 2010). Cultural expectations and pressures were 
levied on people in order to conform to the acceptable codes of behavior for a given zeit-
geist, with those who contravened such codes being seen as deviant and repugnant. As time 
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progressed, the social codes of behavior become self-policing and internalized. This means 
that manners operate subconsciously through the arousal of feelings of shame, guilt, and 
anxiety.

The process of civilization is two-fold. Firstly, there is a lowering of the “threshold of 
repugnance” (Elias 1978). In other words, certain behaviors transition from being seen as 
socially acceptable to being socially unacceptable. For example, in Victorian times the dis-
posal of sanitation by throwing it into the street was normative, yet such a behavior in modern 
society would be seen as disgusting and archaic. The second process is the internalization of 
stricter taboos (Elias 1978). Here, rather than other people having to police your behaviors, 
your behaviors invoke feelings of upset, anxiety, and guilt, meaning you conform through 
self-regulation to the social acceptable social conventions of the era.

The civilizing process can be used to explain how social movements work. For example, 
as you will read in Chapter 7, in the 1980s homophobia was a social expectation for young 
men; homosexuality was stigmatized. But through identity politics, this has reversed, so 
today it is homophobia that is stigmatized and silenced among youth (McCormack & Ander-
son 2014a, 2014b).

Sports can, largely, be viewed as undergoing a civilizing process, since they were largely 
founded in between the years 1880 and 1920. The formalization of rules, the creation of 
leagues, and the mainstreaming of sports with education have undoubtedly brought some 
reform. In addition to the boxing example from above, in the years 1970‒1974 direct (e.g. 
hits on the field) and indirect (e.g. heat exhaustion) causes killed an average of 142 American 
football players a year; but in the years 2010‒2014 the sport killed fewer, 81 players a year 
(Kucera et al. 2014). While 81 deaths a year from American football is still hugely unaccep-
table, one could argue that the sport is civilizing. And while these numbers are lower because 
of rules brought into the sport to protect players, perhaps with a social change that values 
caution instead of a do-at-all-cost ethos too, the sport is in need of further, serious regulator 
changes if it is to be deemed acceptable for children to “play.” Namely, American football 
must cease with the tackle, and instead turn toward touch or flag versions of the game. This 
is because of a rising wave of death and mental destruction that, until just recently, went 
unnoticed as a consequence of long-term head trauma (Holstein et al. 2014).

Head trauma in sport
We generally examine serious or catastrophic injuries in sport as simply a rare, but unfortu-
nate consequence. We seldom look at injuries in sport as the result of receiving intentional 
“violence.” However, there is a tremendous amount of injury that is promoted by contact 
sports. In this chapter, we desire to influence our readers to cease to see head trauma (and 
death) as an unfortunate accident. Instead, head trauma should be viewed as a willful out-
come for a percentage of the playing population as a result of caring more about the tradi-
tion of the game (inclusive of tackling) than the health of players (which would be vastly 
improved by moving to non-tackle versions of sport). We hope to continue civilizing sport 
by influencing sports stakeholders, including you, to make the next big change, removing 
elements that lead to head trauma.

The physical pounding required in American football, rugby, or even baseball, for example, 
is highly hazardous to one’s health. Among high-school-aged rugby-union players in Ireland, 
Archbold and colleagues (2015) found that over the course of a season 38 percent of players 
experienced one injury, with concussion being the most common injury and the head/face 
being the most common injury location. Worryingly, 49 percent of all injuries required the 
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athlete to have over 28 days away from sport (Archbold et al. 2015). But even in distance run-
ning, going too far, too soon (particularly on concrete) leads to short-term injuries (Anderson 
2012d). Running excessive miles (say more than 40 per week) can even lead to life-long knee 
and hip injures. Overuse injuries in sport are so common that they have become an accepted 
part of playing sport. Since 2007, the American Academy of Pediatrics has been so worried 
about the issue that they have issued three policy statements on overuse injuries in children.

Much of this is the fault of adults and the pressures they place on children. Hyman (2009: 66) 
quotes the chief of sports medicine at the University of California, Los Angeles as saying, “Little 
League shoulder, tennis elbow, you don’t see it unless kids are in organized sport.” This is not just 
boys’ sport either. In her 1996 book Little Girls in Pretty Boxes, Joan Ryan discusses the influ-
ence of parental and adult pressures on girls in gymnastics and figure skating: stress fractures, 
torn ACL ligaments, tendonitis, and so on. The point is that 13-year-old kids should not be pop-
ping ibuprofen along with their chewable vitamins.

However, the most under-scrutinized aspect of competitive sport comes in our absolute 
and total failure (as a society) to critically examine and prevent trauma to the head, and 
especially the brain. Tennis elbow is bad, damaged knees are troublesome, but organically 
damaged brains destroy the essence of who we are, if not resulting in fatal injury.

The brain is a jelly-like matter that is free inside the cranium; as such the brain can and 
does slosh around inside the skull when the head is hit. To understand this, imagine a car 
accident. A car accident is really three crashes; your car hitting another car, your body hitting 
the car, and then your organs hitting your body. It is the last crash that kills you. This is the 
case with sport that requires using the head (and this includes heading the ball in soccer).

When we talk about head trauma in sport, the biggest concern are injuries to the brain, often 
termed concussion or TBI (traumatic brain injuries). Unlike a broken leg, a dislocated shoul-
der, or even a laceration to the face where the injury is often visible and painful, brain injuries 
are not (White & Robinson 2016). There are often no visible signs of injury and there is often 
little or no pain. In fact, sometimes those who have suffered a brain injury, as seen in Benja-
min’s case, maintain their ability to play and even do so with ferocity. Moreover, the cognitive 
impact of brain trauma is not always experienced immediately; it can be experienced hours or 
even days later. Indeed, children, when compared to adults, appear more likely to experience 
a more pronounced delay in the onset of symptoms, so that the severity of the concussion ‒ 
even the diagnosis itself ‒ might not be fully apparent until days after contact. There are also 
studies that suggest that the younger the child, the more delayed their symptoms may be, and 
the longer it may take to recover from those symptoms (Field et al. 2003).

Concussion and sub-concussive trauma
Concussions are brain injuries (McCrory et al. 2013). These are, as mentioned, caused by a 
shaking of the brain inside of the skull, causing it to slosh against the skull, and for its inter-
nal structures (axons) to stretch, break, and tangle. Concussions are a subset of traumatic 
brain injuries and are often classified as mild. The cause of concussions is often a direct force 
to the head or neck. That being said, impact to other parts of the body can lead to concussion 
due to the forces that move the head in contact. So being tackled in American football and 
hitting the floor may be enough to concuss a player, without any contact to the head at all.

We must point out that while much literature highlights that many youths suffer from defi-
cits in verbal and visual memory as a result of concussions, and certainly athletes die from 
them as well, others find no relation between concussions and ill-effects (Collie et al. 2006). 
The problem with these no-problem studies is that they test for short-term not long-term 
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effects. It is the long-term effects that we are only now beginning to recognize, and the pre-
liminary data is overwhelmingly negative and highly worrying.

Many who suffer a concussion find themselves displaying a range of short-term symptoms, 
including headaches, dizziness, short-term memory loss, irritability, slow reaction times, and 
on some (but not all) occasions a loss of consciousness (McCrory et al. 2013). These may be 
“short-lived impairment of neurological function” (McCrory et al. 2013: 1), yet concussions 
can also lead to neuropathological changes. Usually a concussive injury is resolved within 
a week to ten days, yet around 10 to 20 percent of cases last longer (McCrory et al. 2013). 
Children also require longer recovery times than adults. New recovery protocols are encour-
aging the concussed to avoid not only sport, but learning. While most governing bodies of 
sport at present do not discuss returning to learn, increasingly they are. In general, those that 
do recommend a few weeks’ gradation into school work again. The Concussion in Sport 
consensus statement recognizes this by saying, “Children with concussion should be man-
aged conservatively with the emphasis on return to learn before return to sport” (McCrory 
et al. 2013: 8).

There are plenty of concussions in sport – in the US alone there are over 60,000 reported 
concussions in high-school sport – but research in the Clinical Journal of Sport Medicine 
(McCrea et al. 2004) shows that less than half of football players who receive a concussion 
report it. And because most university athletes who receive concussions see the team’s phy-
sician, there is often pressure on this physician in organized sport to clear an athlete to play 
before it is medically sound (Malcolm 2006, 2016).

Concussions are a dangerous norm in many sports. Rugby, soccer, American football, ice 
hockey, lacrosse, fighting sports, and horse riding all report worrying rates of concussion 
(Delaney et al. 2008). In a recent systematic review of 23 studies of concussion in sport, 
Pfister and colleagues (2016: 292) found that, “The three sports with the highest incidence 
rates were rugby, hockey and American football at 4.18, 1.20 and 0.53, respectively” per 
1000 hours of player exposure.

Colvin and colleagues (2009) report that because only about 20  percent of those who 
receive concussions are aware of it, there are in total between one and four million concus-
sions per year in America. And it’s not just American football or boxing that causes them. In 
one study of British soccer players aged 12 to 17 it was found that 47.8 percent of the athletes 
experienced a concussion in that year of study alone (from heads colliding when two go up 
for a header, or falling onto the ground). On average, this means that a player is likely to 
experience a concussion every other year (Delaney et al. 2008). But the study also found that 
of those who experienced a concussion that year, 69 percent had experienced more than one 
that same year, indicating that certain players are more prone to use their heads in dangerous 
ways than others. Similarly, for professional rugby players, their risk of injury increased by 
60 percent following a concussion (Cross et al. 2015). Moreover, studies of soccer players 
find that women are more likely to receive concussion (Arnold 2014), and children’s brains 
are more susceptible to the damage of concussion (Field et al. 2003).

It is very difficult to study the long-term effects of concussion, with a huge array of influ-
encing factors. Yet, to their credit, Sariaslan et  al. (2016) did exactly that. Using a birth 
cohort of over a million individuals under the age of 26 years in Sweden they looked to 
explore how concussion impacted a person’s life chances. Of the 104,290 people who had 
suffered a traumatic brain injury in the past, Sariaslen et  al. (2016) found that mild TBI 
(concussion) had a significant negative effect on a person’s life chances, when compared 
with their unaffected siblings. This was true for all measures: receipt of disability pension, 
psychiatric inpatient admissions or outpatient visits, premature mortality, low educational 
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achievement, and receipt of state welfare payments (Sariaslan et al. 2016). Concussion is 
thus not just an injury, but a life-inhibiting disability.

In terms of long-term effects, it is no longer just concussions that we fear in causing seri-
ous trauma, but much smaller jars that go unnoticed – hits that are simply part of the game. 
It is, of course, difficult to sort out what the effect of smaller hits is, because most athletes 
will have also suffered larger hits. When discussing NFL players, neuropathologist Bennet 
Omalu says, “There is something wrong with this group as a cohort” (Gladwell 2009: 3). 
This is a new “understanding” in the sport of American football, and hard evidence from 
deceased football players has only been documented since 2002. However, in one player 
(just 18 years old), a researcher found that his brain resembled that of a person older than 50. 
This same researcher says that this type of damage occurs in every single deceased American 
football player’s brain that he sees. Kevin Guskiewicz, at the University of North Carolina, 
uses sensory pads in players’ helmets to measure how much impact the brain of a football 
lineman takes. He shows that in one season of play, it can take well over 1,000 impacts, sug-
gesting that this causes permanent brain damage (Gladwell 2009).

Although heading a ball is a frequent and common action in soccer, increasing attention 
has been focused upon the impact it has on the delicate brain inside of the skull. Nine-
teen healthy amateur soccer players participated in an activity involving 20 headers of the 
ball. Immediately after heading the ball, researchers found electrophysiological alterations 
in brain activity, which inhibited motor control and cognitive functioning (Di Virgilio et al. 
2016). In other research carried out on soccer players (Colvin et al. 2009) it was found that, 
among youth aged 8 to 24, those with at least one concussion perform worse on neurocogni-
tive testing than those without. Moreover, women who report the same amount of concussion 
as men, do even worse than men on these tests (Arnold 2014). Thus, gender may account 
for significant differences in post-concussive neurocognitive test scores in soccer players 
and may play a role in determining recovery. These differences do not appear to reflect dif-
ferences in mass between genders and may be related to other gender-specific factors that 
deserve further study.

Sub-concussive impacts happen frequently in contact sports; every tackle, every ruck, 
every knock to the ground, every heading of the ball is met with shudders to the head making 
the brain slosh around in the skull. Julian Bailes and colleagues (2013) recognize that these 
impacts may be why some athletes without histories of concussion are also being found with 
neurodegenerative diseases. Bailes et al. (2013: 1241) comment:

An emerging concept is the phenomenon of sub-concussive impacts, as new evidence 
highlights their ubiquity in contact sports and explosive blasts, as well as their potential 
to contribute to the development of subacute and chronic sequelae such as depression, 
post concussive syndrome, posttraumatic stress disorder, mild cognitive impairment, 
CTE, and dementia pugilistica.

As such, the knocks that do not show the visible indicators of concussion may also be damag-
ing the brain long term. The cumulative results of thousands of sub-concussive traumas over 
an athlete’s career may be just as harmful to the brain as concussions.

Chronic traumatic encephalopathy
Chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) is a progressive neurological disorder found in 
people who have suffered brain trauma. Originally recognized in the 1920s in boxers, CTE 
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was initially termed “punch drunk” or “dementia pugilistica” (Martland 1928). It has many 
of the same symptoms as Alzheimer’s, in that it begins with behavioral and personality 
changes, and is followed by disinhibition and irritability, before the individual moves into 
dementia. It takes a long time for the initial trauma to give rise to nerve-cell breakdown and 
death, but chronic traumatic encephalopathy is not the result of an endogenous disease. It is 
the result of injury.

Bennet Omalu (whose character Will Smith plays in Concussion) first coined the term 
chronic traumatic encephalopathy after conducting the autopsy on deceased NFL player 
Mike Webster (Holstein et al. 2014). Yet, by the autumn of 2013, 45 of 46 ex-NFL players’ 
brains that were examined had CTE (Holstein et al. 2014). The number of athletes who have 
CTE is somewhat unknown, primarily as there is no way to detect CTE in a living brain. 
That being said, Professor Ann McKee at the Boston Brain Bank was clear to highlight, “We 
have over 70 football players with this disease, from all levels, and we’ve done that in just 
five years. I just don’t think we could have done that with a rare disorder” (McKee 2013 in 
Holstein et al. 2014: 113).

Figures from Boston University’s chronic traumatic encephalopathy website show that 
they are now up to 94 brains, of which 90 have CTE. The truth of the matter is that we just 
do not know enough about CTE, and how many athletes that it is affecting every year. We are 
starting to realize that, for example, many of the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) in soldiers victimized by improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in the recent Iraq and 
Afghanistan wars are affected by CTE. In other words, what we once thought was psycho-
logical damage, we are now learning is biological damage.

Second impact syndrome
Benjamin’s death was not down to a single concussion; throughout the game Benjamin 
sustained multiple impacts to the head in a short time-frame (Pollock 2014). This is often 
referred to as second impact syndrome, but is formally known as malignant cerebral edema 
(Bruce et al. 1981; Cantu et al. 1995). Simply, Benjamin’s brain suffered a second severe 
injury before recovering from an initial impact. The second impact may be fairly minor and 
often the athlete remains conscious but dazed after the second impact. However, an injured 
athlete usually then “precipitously collapses to the ground, semi-comatose with rapidly dilat-
ing pupils, loss of eye movement, and respiratory failure” (Cantu 2016: 601). If you recall, 
Benjamin’s mom, Karen, spoke about watching Benjamin gasping for breath and his struggle 
to breathe. Second impact syndrome usually, but not exclusively, affects adolescent popula-
tions (Cantu 2016), with a few cases in the adult populace, although this may reflect the fact 
that few adults play contact sports compared to youths.

The evidence on second impact syndrome is limited, and usually somewhat anecdotal; 
yet, it was declared as the cause of Benjamin’s death. However, the graduated return to play 
protocols that are now seen in many sports and widely encouraged in sports medicine are a 
response to concerns of second impact syndrome (McCrory et al. 2013).

What is being done to protect against brain trauma in sport?
The first answer to this question is: not much (Anderson & Kian 2012). Recall that there are 
three basic injuries that we are aware of concerning the brain: the first concerns the long-
term impact of concussion on a brain; the second concerns the impact of hundreds or thou-
sands of sub-concussive hits to the head; and the third concerns people dying as a result of 
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second-impact syndrome. Sport is mostly concerned with just this final form of brain trauma. 
This is for several reasons. The first is that it is the one that can cause immediate death, and 
thus brings negative attention to the sport (and lawsuits). It is this category of protection that 
concussion tests are geared for. Programs designed to recognize concussion and remove the 
player are good: but they fail to mention that once the player has been concussed, massive 
brain trauma has already occurred. So, in a sport like American football, despite the fact that 
hundreds of ex-players have sued the NFL for nearly a billion dollars over CTE, the game 
continues to be played with tackling; this despite the fact that in March 2016, the NFL’s top 
health and safety officer acknowledged there is a link between football-related head trauma 
and CTE ‒ the first time a senior league official has conceded football’s connection to the 
devastating brain disease.

Despite this connection, American youth football leagues, including the nation’s largest 
youth football league, Pop Warner, continue to have children colliding in sport. This may, 
however, soon change. In September of 2016 a class-action lawsuit was also filed against 
this youth league, claiming that the organization knowingly put players in danger by ignor-
ing the risks of head trauma. The suit is the biggest sign yet that youth football programs 
are the next front in the legal battle over concussions. Unlike other cases that have focused 
only on football leagues, the complaint also accuses USA Football, the youth football arm 
of the NFL, and the group that creates football helmet safety standards, of failing to protect 
young players from the dangers of brain trauma and the long-term consequences of repeated 
head hits, and ignoring medical research that underscores the dangers of playing football. 
The National Hockey League (NHL) is also subject to a class-action lawsuit. As you can 
imagine, these lawsuits will severely hamper the ability of these leagues to provide sport 
provision that involves contact. Additionally, they are under financial attack from multiple 
individuals’ lawsuits. For example, according to NCB news, in March 2016, Pop Warner set-
tled a lawsuit with a family whose son played in the league and later committed suicide and 
was found to have CTE. These institutions cannot protect themselves by making sure players 
wear helmets, either.

Many falsely assume that the helmets worn in American football protect one from brain 
trauma – they do not (Benson et al. 2009; Benson et al. 2013). Helmets distribute shock to 
the skull, and thus prevent fractures to it, but they do not prevent the brain from slamming 
against the skull, which causes many of the wires (axons) in the brain to tangle, stretch, and 
even break. In fact, there is no evidence to support the use of personal protective equipment 
in the prevention of traumatic brain injuries in any sport.

Helmets, and other protective equipment, may even increase the level of risk to an ath-
lete’s health. This is through the notion of risk compensation. The idea is that when people 
feel that they are protected by safety equipment, they are willing to take increased risks due 
to a sense of increased protection from the safety device (Adams 1995; Adams & Hillman 
2001; Thompson et al. 2001). For example, when a cyclist is wearing a helmet, they perceive 
they are less at risk of injury and as such may cycle more aggressively or attempt manoeu-
vers they are not proficient at performing (Adams & Hillman 2001). Gamble and Walker 
(2016) found that even in activities unrelated to cycling, wearing a helmet increased the level 
of risk-taking behaviors among adults. Similarly, Morrongiello et al. (2007) videoed chil-
dren aged between 7 and 12 navigating an obstacle course. They found that when wearing 
protective equipment, children took an increasing number of risks, increased their speed, and 
had larger numbers of collisions and falls. The introduction of safety equipment, therefore, 
may actually increase the harm to athletes, in respect of concussion, as the equipment may 
increase risk taking while not providing protections for concussive injuries.
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To understand this, we ask you to imagine the first time you donned a football or bicycling 
helmet. Most likely, the first time you did, you asked someone else to slap you on the head, or 
you hit your own head. You did not feel the slap, and that gave you a sense of confidence, but 
that does not mean that your brain did not slush against your skull while doing the slap. The 
same concept remains for a boxer’s gloved hands, too. The first time someone wears boxing 
gloves, they are amazed at how hard they can hit without feeling pain in their hands. All this 
does is permit boxers to continue to hit another’s skull without easing up due to hand pain. 
Conversely, if boxers fought without gloves, they would 1) hit each other’s skulls, hurt their 
knuckles, and punch less hard the next time; and 2) fracture the skull easier, drawing blood, 
and bringing a faster end to the match out of fear of communicable diseases from blood.

Exemplifying the idea of risk compensation in the sport of rugby, research shows that 
those wearing standard head gear in rugby had a 14 percent higher risk of injuries that are not 
related to concussion (Macintosh et al. 2009). If one was measuring sub-concussive or con-
cussive forces to the head, one imagines that those wearing helmets would take considerably 
more. For example, when American high-school football players don helmets with sensors 
in them for G-force testing a problem exists that, immediately, they begin to try to see who 
can register a bigger hit. All of this means that protective equipment both does not work, and 
makes the problem worse.

Furthermore, there is no research showing that learning to “tackle correctly” prevents CTE 
in any sport. The brain does not seem to care why it came to a rapid deacceleration, slamming 
into its skull. Tackling “properly” might change or reduce muscular or skeletal injuries, but 
a net positive effect on the brain is not evidenced.

Much of the current focus has been on the detection of concussion in sport (Pollock 2014), 
whether that is with the Sport Concussion Assessment Tool, now on its third revision, or 
other tests such as the King‒Devick test (King et al. 2015). This is positive in some respects, 
as it allows for those who receive a concussion to be removed from play quickly and will 
prevent more Benjamin Robinsons from dying. But we still ask critical questions about these 
tests. Why do we need to be certain that someone is concussed? If we suspect someone has 
a brain injury, we should be erring on the side of caution and removing them from play any-
how; not trying to ascertain whether there is a brain injury before we stand them down. The 
focus on concussion assessments shows that the needs of the sport, and keeping players on 
the field, is more important to the sporting bodies than keeping athletes safe. If the athletes 
were the most important aspect of the game, the focus would be solely on prevention and 
players would be removed from play without the necessity of an assessment. After all, if a 
player went down with a leg injury, we wouldn’t test to check for a fracture; they would just 
be substituted.

There is some work taking place on educating coaches, athletes, and other stakeholders 
on the risks of brain trauma, primarily to increase the recognition of concussion and the 
removal of athletes from the playing field. One such initiative is the HEADCASE online 
training course, developed by the Rugby Football Union, in England. Delivered through an 
online, interactive web platform, it is freely available for players, coaches, officials, parents, 
teachers, first-aiders, and spectators to complete. This potentially represents an improve-
ment to player safety, with the rugby authorities (the Rugby Football Union, World Rugby, 
etc.) leaders in the management of brain trauma in sport. However, educational programs, 
such as the HEADCASE initiative, are also limited in their impact. Often, they are only vol-
untary and therefore many people do not have to engage with the process. Similarly, there is 
no evaluation to evidence the impact of education in the prevention of concussion (Fraas & 
Burchiel 2016). In American football, the Heads Up Football initiative has reported a small 



76  Head games

decrease in concussions sustained in practice (Dompier et al. 2015). Yet, there is no other 
evidence to suggest a correlation between contact technique and concussion risk. Besides, 
these programs also serve as a distraction from the greater problem ‒ CTE. Many sports 
respond to the concussion crisis that they are educating, training, providing concussion 
checkers, and so on; but if they really wanted to protect their athletes from death, debilita-
tion, and long-term cognitive impairment of the brain, they’d simply change their sports to 
remove the head trauma.

There are, however, some successful initiatives in the reduction and prevention of concus-
sion and CTE. Unsurprisingly, they are both based on substituting or removing the risk. In 
Eric’s research on heading in soccer, i9 sports (Anderson 2013a), which oversees a million 
kids playing sport in America, removed heading in youth soccer to protect its players from 
injury. In 2016, the American Soccer Federation followed suit, banning heading the ball in 
practices and games until children reach age 11. While not going far enough, this policy 
change highlights that sport governors realize that if they do not do something about the 
sport, parents will pull their kids out. Similarly, there has been some success in the preven-
tion of concussions in Canadian youth ice hockey. Concerned at the increase in body check-
ing (where a player makes contact with another player in order to move them away from the 
puck), leagues in Ontario, Canada banned the action in games. They subsequently witnessed 
a three-fold reduction in concussion risk (Black et al. 2016). We must, however, be careful 
about taking as fact reports from organizations with a vested interest in saying that they have 
reduced concussion. The New York Times, for example, conducted an investigation to show 
that USA Football relied on flawed research to bolster its claims that Heads Up Football 
helped reduce the risk of concussions (July 27, 2016, N.F.L.-Backed youth program says it 
reduced concussions. The data disagrees).

We, the authors, have, therefore, called for adjustments to be made to both school rugby 
in the United Kingdom (Batten et al. 2016) and field hockey (Batten et al. 2016), and we run 
an organization of like-minded sport academics to facilitate this in our country. For more on 
this, see our website, www.SportCIC.com. The British are not as apt to sue as Americans, so 
we need help in changing the abusive culture of head trauma in sport.

Our notion is simple: change the structures of the sport in order to facilitate brain health. 
For example, if American football or rugby are converted to a game of flag or tag, the ben-
efits are multifold:

1	 It will promote the speed of the game, raising the heart rate for longer periods of time.
2	 It will enable women to play with men, reducing sexism and hopefully a number of 

socially negative aspects of patriarchy, including sexual harassment and assault.
3	 It will end the problem of mixed weight matches. As it is now, many divisions are split 

into age categories, where one very large seven-year-old child, for example, can liter-
ally plow through smaller children of his same age. Playing flag will mean that seven-
year-old child can play with other seven-year-olds, without harming them.

4	 It will end mixed-ability problems. Oftentimes, some children play a sport outside of 
school, where they learn it well, compared to those playing it in PE. By moving to touch 
versions of these games, one can play with better players, with less chance of injury.

5	 It will reduce insurance premiums for sporting leagues because injury rates will fall. 
As this happens community-based sport will be cheaper, and this will make sport more 
inclusive.

6	 The games will require staff to take less formal training in how to tackle. This will pro-
mote the number of volunteer coaches.

http://www.SportCIC.com
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7	 It will save these sports. Otherwise, in time, these sports, through their host organiza-
tions, will be sued out of existence.

8	 Most significantly, it will reduce the number and severity of muscular-skeletal, as well 
as traumatic brain, injuries in sport.

On the one hand, you have these eight reasons why sport should, particularly for children, 
be changed in order to remove the brain’s involvement in rapid deacceleration. On the other 
hand, traditionalists of sport won’t like this change, claiming as Lord Addington once did to 
Eric in the UK, “It won’t be rugby.” This is an incredibly myopic perspective. Sport changes 
all the time when the purveyors stand to lose money: witness the advent of the three-point 
line in basketball, the shift in baseball, or moving the offside lines further back in rugby. 
Sporting games always change. This time, however, we call for a change to protect children’s 
brains, not promote the bottom dollar.

Concluding remarks
Violence manifests itself in myriad ways in sport. Contact, collision, fighting, and concussive 
sports cause a great deal of damage to the body and, as this chapter has focused on, the brain. 
Because it is mostly youth who play violent sports, the violence we speak of is perpetuated 
upon this demographic the most. This is also the demographic whose brains suffer more as 
a result of this violent behavior. It occurs because of robust but inaccurate myths about the 
positive physical benefits of playing these types of sports, and also because youths them-
selves believe they are immune from the effects of the sport. Others maintain that they do 
not care about the long-term effects, because they can’t very well imagine themselves being 
“old” in the first place.

Regardless of what youths think, they do, however, pay for using their bodies as a weapon; 
often impacting their most valuable asset – the brain. Sadly, when they are in pain, like forgot-
ten war veterans, nobody is there to cheer for them anymore. The allure of sporting glory, the 
masculine idolatry it brings, and the sense of belonging and self-importance that esteemed, 
competitive team sport brings to youth, all too often means that two or more decades later 
they will sit, in pain, as they watch their kids put through the same glory-making system.

We are only now entering the age of concussion in sport. Sport as we know it will not sur-
vive. Eric claimed in the first version of this book (Anderson, E. 2010b) that collision would 
be removed from sports within 20 years because of lawsuits. Just six years later, strong evi-
dence of this shift emerges. Some youth-sport programmers are delaying the age of players 
before they can tackle; some have taken the progressive step of removing the head from play 
altogether. Many have been sued, and participation rates are falling.

As an ex-rugby player I (Adam) often get asked if I miss playing the sport, and of course 
I do. But when they ask if I could go back and play rugby, the answer is always a firm no. 
My job requires my ability to think, interact, and be cognitively sharp. No longer is my body 
an asset, like in an industrial world, but in a post-industrial era our brains are increasingly 
the money-makers. I am just one of many, and seemingly increasing, ex-concussion-sport 
athletes who say that they would not permit their children to play. Absolutely not.

Finally, we ask you, our readers, to consider where you stand on concussion sports. Is the 
player’s health more valuable than the tradition of the game? Do you privilege the sport, 
or the athletes? Are children capable of making informed choices, and consenting to play a 
sport that can cause life-long brain damage? Are parents committing an act of child abuse 
for enrolling their children into such sports? You know our answers; now determine yours.



Bryan’s story
Like many children in the 
United Kingdom, Bryan was 
required to do physical edu-
cation (PE) at school. Twice 
a week, each lesson lasting 
an hour, Bryan was made to 
change, run around and play 
a range of sports with the 
other boys in his year group. 
To say Bryan was not a fan 
of PE was an understatement. 
He hated it. Bryan was not an 
athlete and his sporting prow-
ess was limited; probably due 

to his slender physique. Bryan had little interest in athletics, preferring artistic pursuits like 
film and drama. Bryan was a talented performer in amateur dramatics. He enjoyed acting, 
he was outrageously confident, and he often relished taking the lead roles in shows. Bryan 
was nether unfit nor unhealthy. He often went for a run in the evenings and enjoyed a “knock 
about on the badminton court with friends.” Yet he hated school PE.

Bryan’s problem was with the limited range of sports he was forced to play at school. Going 
to school in South Wales (UK), Bryan’s school was firmly invested in playing rugby and the 
kind where children would have to tackle, ruck, maul, and scrummage. In the winter months, 
Bryan would be forced to stand on the rugby field on the top of a hill, to be “smashed by the 
bigger kids.” Here, he would actively develop ways to try to remain out of the game, running 
away from the ball, trying to be away from the attacking plays, and moving away from tackles 
so he wouldn’t get hurt. He explains, “Why would you want to stand in the way of someone 
who is twice your size and running at you? It’s stupid. You are just asking to get hurt.”

Unfortunately, PE teachers are required to include all children in physical activity. So 
they would often add in rules to engage students, like Bryan, who were trying to maintain 
distance from the physical brutality of contact rugby. “This one day Mr. Jones noticed that 
I was actively avoiding the game. So he picked on me and Jason, who was a really small kid, 
on the other team, and he said that we had to be the ones to score tries [where you put the ball 
down in the scoring zone to earn points]. We basically just got beaten up. The kids knew we 
would have to score so they would stalk us until we got the ball and then they would pounce. 
They would fuck us up.”

5	 The governance of youth sport 
Rights, representation, and consent

Credit: Milles Studio/Shutterstock.com
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The limited focus of PE, with dominance of team sports, meant that other physical activi-
ties were often neglected. Bryan enjoyed some activities, usually those with less structure:

I mean I enjoyed some of PE, but I enjoyed it in the sense that I liked being active when 
we got to do something like cross-country, because it was something solitary and I could 
do by myself and I don’t get judgment from others. I enjoyed PE when we got to choose 
the groups we wanted to be in, so if we were playing football, we didn’t play by the rules 
as such. We kicked the ball about and we still got the active side of things and we were 
still keeping fit for the hour but we disregarded the competitiveness that came with it 
that the teachers enforced.

In fact, Bryan was often very critical of teachers in physical education, maintaining, “They 
have a posse of sporty kids that they idolize. Well, the students idolize the teachers, too. It’s 
kinda weird. Like a sporty self-loving fan club.” Bryan believed that the teachers favored 
the students who were sporty, rather than being about developing the physical abilities of all 
students. “Teachers put a lot of time and effort into them, and they got on well with other 
students who enjoyed sport as well. So for the sporty kids, it was like an hour’s haven where 
they could do something they were truly passionate about.”

Kids and adults desire different things from sport
Throughout Bryan’s story we can see a disconnect between Bryan and the teacher in 
terms of what they perceive should be part of the physical education curriculum; some-
thing that is mandatory in both the UK and the United States (and most other countries 
with formal education structures). Like sports coaches, teachers are a self-reproducing 
populous that have positive experiences of sporting structures and therefore see value in 
reproducing what they have experienced and enjoyed. The problem is that is not neces-
sarily what children want.

Thomas et  al. (2016) found that adults who deliver sport have competing views with 
nine-year-old children themselves on how children’s sport should be delivered. Children, 
like Bryan, suggested that they liked less structured approaches to sport, whereas the adults 
often want to impose specialist phases of adult versions of the game (such as scrummaging 
in rugby). Thomas et al. (2016: 9) state:

over three quarters of coaches differed in their views on key components of U9 
games when compared to elite coaches (Thomas & Wilson, 2014; see also Wilson & 
Hollins, 2016) and U9 players (Thomas & Wilson, 2015). Essentially these differ-
ences revolved around the role of early specialization and the importance of adopting 
a similar structure to adult rugby union; including complex set pieces (scrummaging 
and lineouts) and breakdown skills (rucking and mauling) at U9. Support for this type 
of game was strongest among the Traditionalists, who favored the early introduction 
of all of the complex skills and allowing players the opportunity to play in special-
ized positions.

Thomas et al. (2016) are not alone in suggesting that adults and children have different 
ideas and views on sport. In research on a British university soccer team, athletes were 
unhappy at the hypermasculine discourses used by their coaches (Adams et al. 2010). For 
example, after a coach screamed, “Knock his fucking head off,” one of the men on the side-
lines, almost in disbelief, turned to his teammate and sarcastically said, “Fuck me, is he sure? 
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Why don’t we just hunt them down or set fire to their [team] bus while we’re at it?” Athletes, 
unlike the coaches, are not so invested in the cultural scripts of orthodox masculinity, as we 
discuss in Chapter 7. Thus, they also often do not ascribe to the masculine structures sur-
rounding traditional team sport.

Much of this ideology comes from adult aspirations for children. Robert Rohloff and 
colleagues (2006) asked 376 parents about their goals for their children in sport. Twenty-
two percent of the parents asked expected their child to become a professional athlete, with 
40 percent hoping their children would play for their college team. When recognizing that 
only around 7 percent of high-schoolers go on to play for their college team, there is a huge 
amount of upset each year from those who will not make the cut (Hyman 2009).

Rosabeth Kanter and homologous reproduction
In his story, Bryan recognized that his PE teacher focused his attention on those who were 
sporty in what Bryan termed “a self-loving fan club.” Here, the PE teacher is mentoring and 
influencing those who are both sporty and interested in the subject of physical education. 
Although this is unsurprising, the ramifications of this are widespread. Sport is a closed-
loop cycle (see Chapter 3) which is organized and run by ex-athletes, or people who have 
enjoyed sport, benefited from sport, and predicated their identities on sport. This closed-loop 
process often fails to recognize the views and voices of people who are perhaps not so sporty, 
athletic, or competitive. The people who are failed by sport, who are disengaged with sport, 
and who are marginalized by sport are often given little, if any, voice in sport governance, 
decision-making, and management. In short, the sporting governors only hear the messages 
they want to hear because they appoint a choir of parrots that will repeat the well-known and 
uncritical pro-sporting mantas.

To understanding the reproductive cycle of a closed-loop process, we turn to Rosabeth 
Kanter and her work on gender in corporations. Kanter (1977) was looking to understand 
the influencing factors that prevented women from reaching the boardrooms of many busi-
ness organizations, since though “women populate organizations, they practically never run 
them” (p. 16). Many managers were (and still are) anxious around business uncertainty with 
often a large and diverse workforce. Thus, in an attempt to reduce their concerns, managers 
tend to develop “exclusive management circles closed to outsiders” (Kanter 1977: 48). Here, 
they appoint people who are similar in demographic in order to create equilibrium and within 
the management structures. Kanter suggests that managers set in “motion forces leading to 
the replication of managers of the same kind of social individuals” (ibid.). Simply speaking, 
managers appoint similar people to themselves.

In the context of sport, homologous reproduction has been used to understand the difference 
between male and female coaches in a variety of sporting settings. For example, Stangl and 
Kane (1991), utilizing data from Ohio public schools, found that when women were athletic 
directors significantly more women became head coaches than when men were athletic direc-
tors. Acosta and Carpenter (2004), similarly, recognize that the number of female coaches is 
directly influenced by the gender of the athletic directors. The women who do get into the 
management positions of sport, however, are often similar in their manner to many men. 
Sports’ stakeholders are overrepresented by men in an institution run mostly by and for men.

Whose voices are heard in sport?
It is reasonable to expect that public sporting organizations, who are in charge of and respon-
sible for the sports we play, should be representative of their stakeholders and a number 
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of scholars have suggested that it is important that non-profit sporting bodies are exactly  
that—representative of the populations for which they serve (Jackson  & Ritchie 2007; 
Thibault & Babiak 2005). After all, the decisions they make should be in the best interests 
of the athletes and people who engage with the sport. Unfortunately, in most cases, they are 
not representative. In fact, the governors who make the decisions and structures of sport are 
almost entirely rich, white, middle-class, men, who have usually retired from participation 
in sport (Bradbury 2013; Fink and Pastore 1999; Fink et al. 2001; Sartore & Cunningham 
2007), and accordingly they make decisions that will benefit the homologous group – men. 
Consequently, there is a rich literature base concerning the way that sport governance favors 
men and boys, both in structure and decisions (Acosta & Carpenter 2004; Inglis et al. 2000; 
Knoppers et al. 1990, 1991; Lovett & Lowry 1988). Indeed, this is reflective of historical 
conditions, where male dominance has been widespread across almost all social institutions, 
including religion, politics, and entertainment, and of course sport (Cunningham & Sagas 
2005; Stangl & Kane 1991). Both community and educational sport is affected by this.

The lack of females in sporting organizations has been well examined among academics. 
In England, for example, women chief executives comprise 16 percent (n = 10 of 61) of 
English national governing bodies and sporting organizations and just 33 percent of all board 
members (www.womenssportfoundation.org 2015). Homologous reproduction means that 
women are under-represented in leadership positions (Joseph & Anderson 2015), are often 
marginalized, and receive a fraction of men’s wages for their work (Acosta & Carpenter 
2006). In research on hiring practices in sport-based employers, it was found that the gender 
segregated elements of sport allow for men to develop the informal networks that lead to 
employment, but similarly that their skills such as teamwork and leadership are gendered 
also (Joseph & Anderson 2015). This means that women, in sport, do not have the networks 
or the gendered notions of behavior that managers look to reproduce in the sporting terrain.

Female under-representation persists despite decades of criticism and policy recommen-
dations. For example, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) produced new policies 
with quotas for women representatives in the 1990s of which Claringbould and Knoppers 
(2008) comment, “The absence of female board members is, therefore, no longer deemed 
acceptable in sport governance” (p. 496). The introduction of this policy led to only a small 
increase in the number of women on executive boards, and in higher-level management 
positions within Olympic sports. It is the “old-boys” network that holds the power and 
seeks to keep it within a trusted circle of likeminded allies (Shaw & Hoeber 2003). So slow 
are governance bodies to relinquish power from the “old boys” network that, currently, 
Sport England has tasked national governing bodies to have at least (and we highlight, 
only) 25 percent of both sexes on their management boards by 2017 (www.sportengland.
org). Sport governing bodies are also often unrepresentative in regard to the voices of elite 
players themselves (Thibault et al. 2010). Like that of gender representation, athletes often 
lack influence and organizations deploy tokenistic structures for athlete participation in 
decision-making. Although there has been an increase in elite athletes being represented 
within international sports organizations, the level of impact those athletes have is unknown 
and questionable (Thibault et al. 2010).

Amateur players, however, do not hold as much power as their elite counterparts and 
therefore it is unsurprising less attention is being focused on the role of grassroots players’ 
input into decision-making. Of interest to us, however, is the complete absence of debate, 
and scholastic enquiry, on youth participation, or even their parents, in decision-making 
within the sporting governance terrain. While children are consulted and engaged in a wide 
variety of other areas of social life, sport maintains a position whereby the voices and views 
of children are not heard.

http://www.womenssportfoundation.org
http://www.sportengland.org
http://www.sportengland.org
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The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
The inclusion of children and young people within an authority or organization, especially 
those that have a significantly high demographic of child and youth participation, is not 
only fair, democratic, and representative; it is a legal imperative in many countries (United 
Nations 1989). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), estab-
lished in 1989, is the world’s most widely supported human rights treaty (Alderson 2000), 
with 195 state signatories. The convention, while not binding within any given country, is 
symbolic of the beliefs of the rights of the child. This convention is compiled of 54 articles, 
each internationally constructed, with the best interests of the child at the center (United 
Nations 1989).

Principally, it is the participation element of the convention, Article 12, which affords 
children the right to input views into all matters that affect them. Article 12 is noteworthy, 
as Freeman (1996) states, “not only for what it says, but because it recognises the child as a 
full human being with integrity and personality and the ability to participate freely in soci-
ety” (p. 37); but the article also contains two statements that are key to children and young 
people’s right to participate in decision-making. The first discusses children being afforded 
the right to express their views about all matters affecting them, and the second suggests that 
due weight should be given to those views in accordance to the age and maturity of the child. 
In full, Article 12 (United Nations 1989) reads:

State Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views 
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the 
child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

Article 12 has caused much discussion among politicians and academics due to its some-
what ambiguous nature (Kilbourne 1998; Limber & Flekkøy 1995), namely that the phrase 
“due weight in accordance to the age and maturity of the child” is highly subjective. This 
clause often sparks debate and unease among adults, who feel that some of their power is 
being removed. In fact, part of the reason the US has not yet signed the treaty is that they fear 
it would give children “a state-guaranteed license to rebel” (D. W. Phillips, personal com-
munication to members of Congress, October 20, 1993 cited in Limber & Flekkøy 1995: 7).  
Regardless of these concerns, Lundy (2007) asserts, “Implicit within the notion of due weight 
is the fact that children have a right to have their views listened to (not just heard) by those 
involved in the decision-making processes” (p. 935).

The implications of the UNCRC are simple. Children should be both listened to and given 
due decision-making power for their age. So, while an eight-year-old child may be given 
the responsibility to input into some decision-making, young people in their teens should be 
given significant decision-making power. After all, they are only a few years off being seen 
as an adult in most developed countries.

Laura Lundy (2007: 929‒930) suggests that even when children and young people are 
permitted to express their views, most adults dismiss them for three categories:

Adult concerns tend to fall into one of three groups: skepticism about children’s capac-
ity (or a belief that they lack capacity) to have a meaningful input into decision making; 
a worry that giving children more control will undermine authority and destabilise the 
school environment; and finally, concern that compliance will require too much effort 
which would be better spent on education itself.
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Children and young people often have better decision-making capacities than adults per-
ceive (Alderson  & Goodwin 1993; De Winter 1997). Health professionals, for example, 
often consult children’s views in regards to medical procedures. Alderson (2000) and Flut-
ter and Rudduck (2004) have found children and young people’s views improve teaching 
in a democratic culture. Accordingly, adults’ concerns, although important, should not pre-
vent children and youth participation in decision-making. In fact, “The practice of actively 
involving [children] in decision making should not be portrayed as an option, which is a gift 
of adults, but a legal imperative which is the right of the child” (Lundy 2007: 931).

Lundy’s (2007) work on the UNCRC is especially notable because the holistic conceptual-
ization of youth participation she proffers allows a somewhat more nuanced and contextual-
ized understanding of what participation means in regards to the UNCRC, often alleviating 
many of the barriers adults construct. It is evident that more is needed than just offering 
children and young persons the framework to offer their opinion; rather, decision-making 
power and influence is more appropriate. Lundy (2007) suggests four core elements for such 
influence to actualize: space, voice, audience, and influence.

For young people to effectively engage in decision-making, it is important to have a space 
or forum where they can discuss freely their views and opinions. Here, young people should 
be given a “voice,” meaning they are afforded the opportunity to express perspectives and 
opinions; which is a human right for all people, not just children and young people (Uni-
versal Declaration on Human Rights 1948). Lundy (2007: 935) asserts, “Children’s right 
to express their views is not dependent upon their capacity to express a mature view; it is 
dependent only on their ability to form a view, mature or not.” A young person’s voice is 
meaningless if it is not heard by the decision-makers and those with power, meaning the 
appropriate “audience” is required (Lundy 2007).

Youth participation in decision-making: schools
School councils are the dominant mechanism for the collation of youth views within any 
formal institution, in this case education. These are often composed of elected representa-
tives from each class or tutor group within a schooling system (Flutter & Rudduck 2004; 
Robinson & Taylor 2007). These forums aim to “provide a formal, democratic, transpar-
ent, accountable, whole-school policy forum” (Alderson 2000: 124) for students to air their 
views and input into the running of their schools.

The concept of student voice has received much critical debate, with institutions often 
deploying a substandard structure for the engagement of children and young people 
in decision-making processes (Alderson 2000). The format of student voice forums is 
often tokenistic, with students not being able to raise and discuss the matters that are 
important to them (Alderson 2000; Lundy 2007; Morrow 1999). Accordingly, Robinson 
and Taylor (2007) recommend, “[Schools] need to move beyond a simple eliciting of 
students’ perspectives, to a real attempt to involve and engage students as active agents 
of change” (Robinson & Taylor 2007: 14).

Interestingly, in Bryan’s narrative, the school council is one place whereby students’ views 
could be elicited and considered in relation to the activities in the PE curriculum. Here, the 
students could easily suggest the activities for the subject, with the teacher finding ways to 
accommodate and deliver the curriculum. This could easily be implemented and work at a 
local level, yet schools often do not implement such structures of student engagement on 
sport participation.
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Roger Hart’s participation ladder
Although we can see that schools are sometimes required to seek the views of their students, 
many are critical about the level of authority children have in the decision-making processes. 
Recognizing this, Roger Hart noticed a power relationship between adults and children in 
decision-making. He showed that as adults relinquish power to children, the levels of participa-
tion of children increase. This means that for children to be able to participate meaningfully, 
adults need to give them the power to make decisions and, in some cases, even lead the process.

Hart’s (1992) participation ladder is a continuum of youth consultation that is often split into 
two sections: non-participation and participation. The first is based upon non-participation, 
whereby structures are developed but children and young people have no influence or power 
within the decision-making process. As such, these children or young people’s participation 
structures are either manipulated, used for decoration, or tokenistic, whereby they solely fol-
low an adult agenda. The second section, participation, focuses upon the degree of child and 
youth power in relation to adults. Here, the steps range from adult assigned tasks through to 
child-initiated decisions (Hart 1992), with the decision-making shifting from adult control, 
through a shared process to being the responsibility of children and young people. Essentially, 
Hart (1992) shows that the level of power is related between adults and children, and when 
power is relinquished by adults, children’s participation increases.

The youth voice in sport: rugby as a case study
Engaging young people in the decision-making processes of sport is something the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) promotes through Article 31. As 
such, children are afforded the opportunity to engage in a range of cultural, leisure, and arts 
activities; sport being one. However, sporting organizations rarely seek the views of children 
(or even young people) and, when they do, it is solely to focus on an adult agenda.

To highlight the lack of youth representation in sport, we use the Rugby Football Union 
(the governing body for rugby union in England) as a case study of the systematic failure of 
a sporting body to engage young people in the decision-making processes and structures of 
a sporting organization. Although we have looked at this organization, as a case study, there 
is little evidence or reason to suggest that the RFU is any better or worse than other sporting 
bodies in youth participation within the governance of their sport.

The RFU is a not-for-profit organization and is responsible for the governance and organi-
zation of rugby union in England. It has a complex structure of committees with varying 
foci and responsibilities, each having different levels of power for decision-making from 
local to national level. Its most senior level of committee is the RFU Council – which has 
no members under the age of 30. Given that over 70 percent of rugby participants are under 
24 years of age, there is disparity between those playing the game and those making deci-
sions about it.

The RFU does have a youth participatory group, which it calls the National Youth Coun-
cil. This is the sport’s only formal mechanism for engaging the youth voice in decisions. 
The RFU National Youth Council is made up of 12 members from across the county and 
varying aspects of the game, such as players, coaches, volunteers, officials, and spectators. 
The National Youth Council does have positions on a range of national sub-committees (the 
lowest levels of national committee), yet often only holding one position, therefore having 
limited decision-making power. They could just be out-voted by the other stakeholders.
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In 2010, the National Youth Council launched the Your Say, Your Voice survey (National 
Youth Council 2011). This was a qualitative online survey targeted at those under the age 
of 25, including both current and ex-participants of the game. The survey received 2,482 
responses from the 16- to 24-year-age bracket (National Youth Council 2011). Yet, little 
has been done to implement any change following the results of this survey. For example, 
despite injury being reported as the top concern for young people regarding rugby union, and 
the third most influential factor for why non-participants are not currently involved in the 
game (National Youth Council 2011), none of the recommendations from the National Youth 
Council related to injury have been implemented.

It is apparent that even though there are young people in the governance structure of rugby 
their suggestions are ignored and not implemented. Having youth input at sub-committee 
level only is symbolic of the value the organization attributes to the youth perspective in 
decision-making. Even though a high proportion of the sports demographic are young people 
(National Youth Council 2011), decisions are made by retired, elderly men who played the 
sport decades ago.

Giving consent
In Bryan’s narrative, he was forced to engage with contact rugby as part of his school’s PE 
curriculum, something many children must do across the U.K. When we teach our respec-
tive undergraduate sport sociology classes in the UK, most (if not all) of our students had 
to participate in rugby at school, and although they seem startled when we suggest that they 
were forced to do this, they often cannot argue against this. In the UK, PE is mandatory in 
the school curriculum, and although schools get choice over which activities are part of that 
curriculum, rugby’s dominant position in British culture often makes it an activity of choice. 
Despite asking year after year, not one of our students come from a school that seeks the 
views of students, requires their consent, or even sets up different activities for those who do 
not want to partake in extremely dangerous sports, such as contact rugby.

In this chapter, so far, we have outlined that children are not being afforded their right to 
input into the macro decision-making processes of sport, and often have their voices ignored 
by the management structures. It is not, however, just the macro-level decisions that children 
have little influence over. Often children are not given the opportunity to consent (or refuse 
consent) in relation to their participation in sport. Interestingly, the consent debate in sport is 
somewhat paradoxical, depending on what adults want at that given time. Like above with 
the UNCRC, sometimes adults respect children’s rights and suggest that if children have the 
information, children should be able to give or refuse their consent. Yet, in the context of 
sport, many suggest that children should have to participate without giving their consent. The 
lack of consent isn’t just because of over-zealous parents, with some state, educational, and 
sport organizations pressuring and forcing children to play sport, too.

After reading a candid editorial in the British Medical Journal by consultant pediatric neu-
rosurgeon Dr. Michael Carter, general practitioner Dr. Polly Nyiri (2016) utilized a survey in 
the Good School Guide to understand how many schools made contact rugby compulsory in 
their schools. Of the 447 rugby-playing schools contacted, only around a quarter responded. 
Nyiri (2016) comments, “Perhaps [the low response rate] itself an indicator of attitudes to 
safety. Many expressed concerns about anonymity and publicity.” Yet, of the schools that did 
respond, 77 percent made contact rugby compulsory in their schools, of which only 9 percent 
asked for any parental consent. There was no evidence that children themselves were asked 
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to give permission. Obtaining consent is therefore currently not happening in many cases. 
Children are forced to play sport against their will.

On the nine percent of occasions where consent is obtained from parents, we are interested 
to know what the parents have consented to. In the academic world, we discuss the notion of 
informed consent, whereby the researcher must clearly outline all risks that may be involved 
for a potential research participant before they consent (or not) to participating. This even 
includes qualitative research that could be non-risky and somewhat mundane. Yet, how can 
a school outline all the risks for rugby, when not even the international governing bodies 
can? Joe Piggin and Allyson Pollock recently contested World Rugby for a misleading info-
graphic where the organization had misinterpreted injury data from Australia (Piggin & Pol-
lock 2016). In short, World Rugby were not even able to interpret the injury data, so how can 
a school be so sure on what the level of injury is within their context. Some (limited) injury 
data is routinely gathered in schools, but there is often no requirement to audit that data to 
explore the propensity or severity of injuries in each sport. Schools just do not know the level 
of risk in sport.

While we doubt that schools can obtain informed consent, based upon their limited dis-
closures of risks, the notion of obtaining consent (informed or uninformed) from children 
is also problematic. In society today we often suggest that children are incapable of making 
serious rational decisions, despite what the UNCRC suggests. For example, children are 
often not allowed to vote in elections, even though their singular vote is unlikely to disrupt 
the political systems significantly. We do not allow them to work in a part-time job, join the 
army, smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, consume pornography, drive a car, take out a loan, 
sign a legal document, or engage in consensual sex. Yet, society sees more social harm from 
a 15-year-old boy receiving a blow job from his girlfriend (with a condom on) than from a 
15-year-old boy tackling a 180-pound peer. In every case, we determine that children do not 
have the cognitive capacity to make decisions that affect their long-term health and happi-
ness, so we argue that children cannot also consent to playing concussion sports.

Safeguarding children beyond the sexual
Too often when we discuss child abuse or safeguarding in sport we immediately consider sex 
offences and crimes. At present, there is huge unease in the UK at the revelation that soccer 
coaches, scouts, and staff have historically been sexually abusing young boys. This is receiv-
ing widespread media attention, which reminds us of similar scandals such as those in the 
Catholic Church and, more recently in the UK, in television with numerous allegations being 
made against the TV celebrity Jimmy Savile. Physical abuse, however, is often forgotten or, 
worse, never conceptualized as physical abuse in the first place. The myriad ways the body is 
harmed in the process of sport is not seen as abusive, but rather as “part of the game.”

England is well established as a leader in athlete welfare, yet much of the legal founda-
tions of this has been in response to high-profile, usually sexual, abuse cases from the 1990s 
onwards (Lang & Hartill 2014). When British Olympic swim coach Paul Hickson was con-
victed in 1995 of sexual abuse, sport was convinced that he was a “bad egg” and therefore 
there was not a problem of sexual abuse in sport. Over the next 20 years, further cases of 
sexual abuse have put sport, at times, in the media spotlight (Lang & Harthill 2015). Inter-
estingly, until the late 1990s, sport was exempt from child-welfare legislation in England, 
primarily as a result of the traditionally autonomous position that sport maintains (Lang & 
Harthill 2015).
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The goal of sport is often to win or out-perform an opponent, meaning that athletes have to 
continually push their bodies to their limits. As a result, many athletes engage in long, endur-
ing regimes of training, which sometimes (quite often) lead to overuse injuries and burnout 
(Howe 2004; Lloyd et al. 2015). The pressure to over-train is not just an internal desire from 
athletes, but is structural in sport, with coaches, peers, and parents all influencing athletes’ 
decisions to train so hard that they break. Pike and Scott (2015) comment, “Research has 
confirmed that athletes all too frequently normalize injury and other forms of ill-health, pri-
oritizing sports performance efficiency over their welfare” (p. 172).

You may remember from Bryan’s story that his teachers developed a strategy for trying 
to engage Bryan within the school rugby lesson. Yet, in Bryan’s words, “The kids knew we 
would have to score so they would stalk us until we got the ball and then they would pounce. 
They would fuck us up.” Here, Bryan is clearly concerned for his physical safety and well-
being in the game. Although we didn’t clarify the extent of the injuries Bryan sustained, the 
injuries he did sustain were not an accident. They were the result of the physically abusive 
practices of his PE teacher. With the known high risk of injury from rugby tackling (Freitag 
et al. 2015), are all injuries from rugby tackling a form of physical abuse? Surely, as adults 
we have a duty of care to maintain the physical health and wellbeing of our athletes; there-
fore, subjecting them to a practice that is injurious and physically damaging can only be 
viewed as physically abusive.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to highlight that sport remains not only a top-down 
model, driven by adults and imposed on children, but that it also reproduces itself in its 
current form.

This means that those who govern sport are overwhelmingly white, heterosexual males. 
They determine how sport shall be played, rather than listening to the voices of those playing 
sport. This approach is both accidental, as a process of the concept of homologous reproduc-
tion in which those hiring employees within their organization tend to hire mirror images of 
themselves, and intentional: the belief that sport worked well for them and will for others.

A more inclusive approach to the governance of sport would see the involvement of chil-
dren in decision-making about children’s sport, women in decision-making about their sport, 
and a more diverse system of representation within sport governance. As matters stand now, 
much of what occurs in sport is a violation of the United Nations’ mandates about chil-
dren’s voices. Children, we argue, are subjected to sport, rather than co-creating a playing 
experience. Sometimes children’s subjection comes in the form of voluntary subjugation, 
like children deciding to play within a community sport league; and at other times children 
are subjected to sport entirely against their will. This is the case when children are forced 
to play sport as part of their physical education courses. Rather than PE being based on 
exercise, it is all too often based on sport. Even in the UK, where sport is more detached 
from formal school systems than in the US, this remains the case. Unlike in America, where 
(to our knowledge) no PE course forces boys to play tackle American football, in the UK 
a very large percentage of the male youth population is forced to play tackle rugby against 
their will. They are not asked for their consent, or sport-choice desires; and in most cases the 
parents are not either. This then becomes the case of levying a twentieth-century invention 
onto a population of unwilling children despite the fact that not one single piece of robust 
scientific evidence suggests that it is good for them.



Nathan’s story
It’s Friday night, three hours 
before tip-off. Basketball fans 
have been lined up outside the 
gymnasium for several hours 
to see a highly anticipated 
match between two men’s 
basketball teams. As the gym-
nasium swells with spectators, 
conversations can be heard in 
multiple languages. Although 
the arena holds thousands, the 
seats fill to capacity, and hun-
dreds of disappointed fans are 
turned away.

When the competing teams are introduced, the fans stand and cheer with an energy remi-
niscent of the opening of an NCAA championship match. Yet, this is not a collegiate or pro-
fessional match. These fans come from a rather remote region of the American Southwest in 
order to watch two high-school teams compete. While they compete team to team, they also 
compete nation to nation. This is a match between two cultures, each using basketball as a 
tool to achieve cultural objectives. This is basketball in Navajo country.

The infertile red soil of Navajo country in the American Southwest is occasionally broken 
by the splattering of striking red-rock formations and small towns that are usually separated by 
more than 50 miles. These towns are not marked by tall buildings, impressive bridges, or high-
ways. They are more rural than any American town I (Eric) have seen before. Many homes are 
without the luxuries of modern capitalist societies, like telephones, electricity, or plumbing.

On my first day of research, at one of the Navajo Nation’s high schools, I met Nathan. His 
bright eyes and large smile make me feel welcome. Nathan is finishing his third year of high 
school, where he is a star member of the men’s basketball team. This surprises me, initially. 
Nathan is shorter than me, and I’m not even six feet tall. Still, “He is good,” his coach tells me.

Later that day, I examine The Navajo Nation newspaper. Here, I am in awe of the lack 
of arts and entertainment. I am struck, however, by the reverence with which the paper dis-
cusses sport. But not sport the way the Los Angeles Times or New York Times would cover 
sport. This paper’s sport section does not carry news of the major leagues; the ink in this 
paper is devoted solely to high-school sport. “Sports are really it,” one of the teachers tells 
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me. “They are all we have around here. We mean we have our annual pow-wow . . . but in 
terms of regular stuff, it’s all about sports.” I ask, “All sports? I mean do they get a ton of 
people to say a cross-country meet?” “No. Not really,” he responds, “It’s mostly basketball 
and football. I mean they will talk about other sport, and the newspaper talks about them, but 
it’s basketball that everyone goes to watch out here.”

One of the most notable differences between this and other American towns is that there 
are no mega shopping complexes, no music halls, museums, or concert halls on the Navajo 
reservation, so there are few places for the community to gather. There is a weekend swap 
meet, but there seems to be little other draw for residents to drive from the outskirts of their 
town (often 35 to 50 miles out) than perhaps the Walmart 50 miles outside of town (and off 
the reservation). It is clear that sport serves as a reason for the community to gather.

However, when driving through the reservation, one notices that almost every house, 
hogan, or mobile home has a makeshift basketball hoop. Few of the hoops are of regulation 
height, and few stand with concrete beneath them (kids bounce the ball on dirt). However, 
the sheer number of basketball hoops on the reservation signifies the importance of this sport 
in Navajo society. One might wonder why a sport like basketball has become so immensely 
popular when other sports, like running, have historically maintained deep spiritual meaning 
and cultural significance to the Navajo. A track coach told me, “Nobody wants to run any-
more. Everybody wants to be a big basketball or football star.” It seems that the Navajo have 
shifted their emphasis away from certain sports (or cultural activities) and centered them 
primarily on basketball and football. For the Navajo, who are reported to be conservative in 
retaining their culture, devaluing sports such as running and instead emphasizing colonial 
sport (white sport), must certainly mean that they derive something valuable from them. In 
Nathan’s case, that value comes from the possibility of earning a college scholarship, so that 
he can afford to leave the Navajo Nation. “I want to go to one of those big universities, like 
ASU or UCLA,” Nathan says, “but then I want to come back and help my people.”

I spent a considerable portion of my ethnographic fieldwork hanging out with Nathan, 
meeting his mom and aunt. Nathan maintains a great deal of freedom; he can sleep at who-
ever’s house he feels like, and nobody pressures him to excel at basketball, or his school 
work. But Nathan is highly self-motivated, so this is not necessary. “I want to make it out 
of here,” he repeatedly stresses to me. Thus, Nathan spends hours making shots on his 
basket – which is not hung at regulation height. His efforts have paid off – compared to his 
Navajo teammates, he is outstanding at basketball.

However, Nathan’s excellence is limited to the reservation. He is slower, less accurate in his 
shots, and doesn’t have the same mass to block other players I’ve seen in Los Angeles or Orange 
County. “What are your chances of getting that scholarship?” I ask Nathan. “Pretty good,” he 
says. “My coach says that if I work hard enough, I can get one.” I ask Nathan, “Have you had 
any offers yet? Have you been in contact with any coaches?” He answers, “No. Not yet.”

Not a lot of university coaches drive out to the Navajo Nation to scout for talent. So 
I find myself in a precarious position as a researcher and sport sociologist. Do I challenge 
his dream, telling him that he really doesn’t have a chance at earning a UCLA scholarship? 
Or do I simply watch from the sidelines? When I ask the school’s athletic director about the 
possibility of him earning a scholarship, he says, “We’re certainly hoping he can.” But when 
I ask him if anyone has been given a basketball scholarship last year, the answer is no. “The 
year before?” I ask. Again, the answer is “No.” In fact, the athletic director can only name 
one athlete who earned a college scholarship in his 20-odd years at this high school, “And 
she failed out the first year,” he tells me.
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As a researcher, it is not my job to change the cultures I visit. Some might consider 
that to be a breach of what research is about; and in this case, it is likely that some 
could view my actions as colonialism. Certainly, the problem of believing that sport is 
“the way out” of the reservation is much larger than I can handle alone, but in this case 
I decided to intervene. I decided to make a difference to this one kid. After I returned 
from my ethnographic research, I  spent some time searching college scholarships for 
Navajo students and I even found information about reduced fees for Native American 
students at several of the universities he was interested in. I helped Nathan fill out the 
forms and worked with him for several months in applying for scholarships. In the end, 
Nathan had earned enough small, yearly scholarships to be able to afford a university 
education without basketball. It was a good thing, too. No basketball coach ever came 
knocking on his door.

Karl Marx
The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freeman and slave, 
patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and 
oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hid-
den, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of 
society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.

(Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in The Communist Manifesto)

Although it had little impact on revolutionary movements of mid-nineteenth-century Europe 
at first, this thin book soon became one of the most widely read and discussed documents 
of the twentieth century. Marx and Engels wrote The Communist Manifesto in an attempt 
to differentiate their brand of socialism from others, insisting that it was based in a science 
of the study of history. These giants of social theory maintained that, just as feudalism had 
naturally evolved into capitalism, so capitalism would inevitably give way to its logical 
successor, socialism. Eventually this would give way into communism. Although strongly 
capitalist-identified countries, such as the United States, have resisted, stigmatized, and even 
(under McCarthyism in the 1950s) sanctioned/arrested those who identified or were suspect 
as communist, the bank failures of 2008–2009 highlight that perhaps they were right – with 
the government owning the banks (or at least a large portion of them) today, we are moving 
into socialism. Could communism be next?

The events of the 1950s, the House Committee on Un-American Activities, and the 
Hollywood Blacklist were not the only political actions influenced by the writings of 
Marx and Engels. Their ideas, simply known as Marxism, have been more than just a 
profoundly important social theory for sociologists, economists, historians, and political 
theorists to utilize in their academic work; their theory has also enabled revolutionaries 
like Vladimir Lenin to put Marxist ideas into action. We must also highlight that the 
ruthlessness in which some (such as Joseph Stalin) sought to achieve communist ide-
als has led to the death of millions. However, the political/military resistance against 
communism has equally caused millions of deaths (the US-led invasion of Korea and 
Vietnam is responsible for around two million deaths). This of course, is not a book 
about war, but it is necessary to highlight that Marxism is much more than just a social 
theory – it has influenced political theory that millions have died for, either in trying to 
achieve or resist.
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The utility of Marxism in sociology is also paramount. Marxism has inspired countless 
similar theories – and, at some level, it’s likely fair to say that almost all sociologists use 
Marxist thinking in their examination and analysis of sport.

The last category of the class struggle that Marx discussed, those who own the capital 
and the means of production (a class that Marx calls the bourgeoisie) and those who work 
for them (which Marx calls the proletariat), came with the Industrial Revolution. We spoke 
at length about how the Industrial Revolution changed society in the first chapter, and we 
continue with this here.

The same new technologies that permitted us to mass-produce sporting goods, to trans-
mit sport scores through the medium of print, radio, television, and (later) the internet, also 
brought people geographically together so that we could have enough people, and fans, to 
make sport a profitable business. All of this, of course, came with the plight of people mov-
ing from the country to the cities in search of wage labor.

Wage labor (money given per hour of work) offered many advantages. People did not 
have to rely on the weather for the maintenance of their crops (fewer farmers were required 
because machines could do many times the work of people). Wage labor also brought an end 
to the variable hours of farming. Men (and some women, too) could now literally set their 
watches to the factory whistle. When it blew, they went to work. When it blew again, they 
got out of work. As described in Chapter 1, this shaped the work sphere as belonging to men, 
and the domestic sphere as belonging to women.

Marx and Engels observed this change, and saw it as a move from a time in which one 
had some mastery over, or connection to, their labor, to that of laboring for a factory owner 
instead. He (we will just refer to Marx and Engels as Marx, henceforth) noted, however, that 
capitalism requires unemployment. The reason for this is that when the only choice for put-
ting food on the table comes through purchasing, rather than growing food, one needs money 
(currency) to do it. The advantage of unemployment to a factory owner (boss) is that, if you 
have unemployment, you can offer increasingly less pay for those jobs.

To illustrate this, I (Eric) ask my students to imagine that they are married (gay or straight), 
with two children, and that they have been forced off the farm where they lived because 
the owner of that land has recently purchased modern, industrial, farming machinery. This 
means that the work of many hands can now be accomplished through one machine. In need 
of a living, “you” (each member of the class) is now forced to leave the farm, and head to the 
city in search of employment. Here, you find that there is massive unemployment. Yet, there 
is one factory hiring that makes sports drinks. They have a job advertised for screwing tops 
onto the filled bottles.

There are 50 students in class who need this job (to put food on their family’s table) and 
there are no other jobs available. We ask the class, “Who would take this job for 15 dollars/
pounds an hour?” at which point all of the students raise their hands. But if I’m the employer, 
and I have 50 people lining up for this one job, why not keep some of my profits by instead 
offering the job to this group of 50 at ten dollars an hour; then nine, and then eight . . .

Somewhere around what is currently minimum wage, my students will stop putting their 
hands up. We then say to them, “Wait, your family is starving, there are no other jobs, and 
yeah, five dollars an hour might not be much, but it will keep your two kids alive. You can 
at least buy bread to eat and a paper box to live in. Are you sure you’re willing to let your 
kids starve because you think your labor is worth more than five dollars an hour?” Without 
exception, they put their hands back up.

The point of the exercise, of course, is that I can drive down the “minimum” wage only 
if there is unemployment. This is precisely the same decreasing opportunity structure upon 
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which sport operates. As long as there are multiple athletes competing for one position, 
they must adhere to the criteria of the coach. Marx calls this “a reserve army of Prolympian 
labor.” If, on the other hand, there is more work to be done than there are workers to do the 
job (or more positions available in sport than can be filled), the workers (players) now have 
the power – they can bargain for more money, to be treated better, and so on. This is why 
Kallella (in Chapter 2) was unable to organize her teammates.

Thus, capitalism (and sport) depends on unemployment (decreasing opportunity structure in 
sport), and unemployment drives wages down. In both these cases, the structure of the system 
removes one’s fellow workers/players from shared humanity. Marx calls this alienation. Capi-
talism, as a form of work, or competitive sport, as a form of play (that increasingly turns into 
work the higher one advances), is designed to strip away our connections to the joy of creating 
(as work) or playing (as an athlete). When one loses control over the ability to make and create 
what one wants, charge what one wants (such as a craftsman), or to play what and when one 
wants according to democratic rules that make sport fun, they enter a state of alienation from 
what it is they used to love. Essentially, they become drones in a capitalist system aimed solely 
at making money for the owner. This is particularly true of professional team-sport athletes.

However, employees learned that their protection from the driving of wages downward 
was to join together. As Marx said, “workers of the world unite.” If employees formed unions 
and walked off the job when their demands were not met, then the employer would lose mas-
sive amounts of money because their production lines would stop. Yes, they could hire others 
to fill the vacancies, but the time that it would take to train these new employees would come 
at great cost to the factory’s owner. Furthermore, if you had a contract with one factory to 
deliver sports drinks to your shops, and a strike caused them to break that contract you would 
simply hire another sports-drink manufacturer to deliver their brand instead. Thus, a strike 
that lasts too long can cost the factory owner permanent losses, because chances are they are 
not the only factory producing those particular goods.

Unions are a very effective strategy for workers in helping them secure higher wages, 
better job security, and (in modern times) better health insurance. Accordingly, factory own-
ers found it in their interest to prohibit workers from unionizing. In years past, they hired 
“goons” to secretly police the social lives and social networks of the factory workers, and 
then report the “trouble makers” to the “union-busters.” In other words, the employer would 
pay a small extra wage to one particularly needy employee, in order to secretly snitch to the 
boss about the unionizing activities of the employees. When one was identified, the factory 
owner might pay a small wage to a thug to physically beat the potential unionizer(s) in a dark 
alley. This would prevent others from taking up the union charge.

In modern times, owners try to discourage unions in other ways. For example, Walmart 
is America’s largest private company, with around 1.5 million employees. Human Rights 
Watch, an advocacy group based in New York, released a report in 2007 detailing what it 
called “excessively aggressive tactics” by Walmart in stopping the organization of unions. 
The report highlights that while many of Walmart’s actions are legal, they are nonetheless 
heavy-handed. This includes a rapid-response team to prevent organization, a hotline for 
store managers, and tips for store managers on staying union free. In addition, the report cites 
more than a dozen rulings against Walmart by the National Labor Relations Board, finding 
Walmart illegally confiscated union literature, prohibited discussions of unions, and retali-
ated against union supporters.

When capitalists (the bourgeoisie) fail in preventing unions from forming, they nonetheless 
succeed at controlling their profits in other ways. One way of doing this is to hire line man-
agers. These are workers (usually men) who police the rest of the workers. If, for example, 
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one factory has 100 employees, each paid 5 dollars an hour (500-dollar output per hour), the 
factory owner might divide the workforce into two, and pay two managers 7 dollars an hour 
(thus 514 dollar output per hour) in order to police the workers into squeezing 5 percent more 
productivity out of them. The 5 percent increase would far offset the 7 dollar an hour manager 
cost; and, hour on hour, this adds up to serious profit for the employer. So paying a middle 
manager to squeeze those unionized employees might yield much more profit.

The manager serves another other vital function under Marxist thinking. This manager 
provides employees the illusion that if one works hard enough, they too can be promoted to 
manager (the myth of meritocracy). Just as with sport, for every hundred workers/players on 
the factory floor/pitch, only one or two will move up to middle management. Nonetheless, 
the system keeps the illusion that one will be promoted, and this prevents people from strik-
ing. Rather than contest their boss for more money, they simply put their heads down, listen 
to authority (Chapter 2), and hope to be selected for promotion. If one were to strike, they 
would jeopardize their chances of being promoted.

Another way to keep employees from striking is to divide similar jobs into departments, 
and create an in-group/out-group mentality between them (Chapter 10). By giving one group 
a small pay rise, those in that group feel that their rise is justified. After all, who doesn’t 
feel they deserve more money? This has the effect of aggravating members of the other 
department (or team). Interestingly, the anger of the team who does not get a pay rise tends 
to come out against the other group, not the boss. Essentially, by dividing all of the workers 
into departments and giving them stratified pay, the owner prevents employees from working 
together to unionize or contest them. This is a divide and conquer strategy. From the capital-
ist (coach’s) perspective the notion is don’t let your employees gang up on you; instead set 
them against each other.

All of this has the additional effect of wearing away at the agency of workers. Workers 
simply get beat down by the system. It also teaches them to follow orders, not to rock the 
boat. It teaches them “to be a team player.” Those who do follow the orders of the coach 
(capitalist owners) are likely to be selected to rise through management. Those who do not 
follow the orders of the coach/manager are seen as “not being a team player,” and are thought 
to “get what they deserve.”

Marx also implicates Christianity into this formula as well, suggesting that the notion 
of “the meek shall inherit the earth” uses religion to suppress people into not challenging 
their bosses for better wages, or a part of the company. For Marx, religion is a distraction 
that focuses attention on the supernatural, providing people with a spiritual lift, but this 
has the deleterious effect of emphasizing improvement through an individual’s changing 
to fit the system, rather than challenging the system. Eitzen (2001: 29) says, “Religion 
destroys awareness of material reality and promotes the maintenance of the status quo by 
giving priority to the goal of spiritual salvation.” Marx summarized this by saying that 
“religion is the opiate of the people,” meaning that, just as an opiate (heroin, morphine, 
codeine) dulls the mind, and leaves one useless, so does religion – it removes one’s criti-
cal thinking from the mix, because one is told what to think by his/her religious leader. 
The danger of religion, Marx argues, is that while it dulls your critical mind, it simultane-
ously makes you feel overjoyed with good feelings.

Now, we challenge you to think about how Marxism might apply to the army for a moment. 
Is the army not also made of ranks and divisions? Does a squad not also have a line manager? 
Do those at the bottom not suck it up and take one for the team so that they might be pro-
moted? Does the army (or all military forces) not use God and country as a way of keeping 
soldiers from uniting and striking for more pay?
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Next, think about how Marxism applies to sport. Where the roles of “owners” and “work-
ers” were established through the industrialization of society, in today’s sport-dominated 
world these roles are easily substituted for those of “coach” and “athlete.” The structure 
of modern sport is modeled on capitalist thinking and the maintenance of hierarchies. In 
fact, as we pointed out in Chapter 1, sport was designed to socialize youth into the capital-
ist models; it was designed to make good (heterosexual and masculine) workers, soldiers, 
and followers.

Coaches (the factory owners) pit players against each other by selecting certain players 
for certain positions, giving them more playing time, or promoting them to the next level. 
Athletes are afraid to rock the boat because they fear not being selected to play, and because 
dissent gets one labeled as a “loose cannon.” Coaches thus pit players against each other with 
a “it’s just him and you, and only one of you is going to get the spot” mentality. In sport, 
coaches have power because athletes are pitted against each other in a promotion/demotion 
system (i.e., do it the coach’s way or lose your spot on the team: “there will always be other 
people to play in your position if you do not obey my rules”). Sport therefore teaches athletes 
to obey the coach. Coaches use their “power” to abuse athletes and maintain themselves at 
the top of a social hierarchy in the same way that the bourgeoisie exploit the proletariat work-
ers in order to keep themselves in positions of privilege.

Finally, just as Marx says that religion is an opiate of the masses, we argue that sport is 
an equally strong opiate. Hoch (1972) suggests that sport perpetuates problems by providing 
people with a temporary high; one that takes their mind off the problem. The Olympic Games 
are a fantastic example of this. Every four years some new city goes into astronomical debt 
to pay for them. At a smaller level, the high of winning a game helps a young linebacker 
forget about the price he will pay (with his health) for that victory in later years. Sport, like 
a narcotic, draws your attention to the here and now. It fails to display upfront what the price 
of that here and now will ultimately be.

Democracy at play
We argue for a more democratic and even socialist approach to sport: one that is opposed to 
the ownership/exploitation system of capitalism; one that suggests that everyone can have a 
“piece of the pie.”

Marx believed that “from each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.” 
He envisioned a society where all worked to their capacities, taking their innate talents and 
training into account, and distributing an equal amount of wealth and power to all. According 
to the communist ideal, the upper and lower classes would be squashed, so that all lived a 
middle-class life. We desire to see something similar occur in sport.

Marx, however, believed that we needed to move through capitalism in order to get to 
communism. Thus the progress he thought would happen would be a shift from capitalism 
to socialism and then another shift to communism. Marx maintained that communism would 
not be achieved by shooting straight out for it. Instead, he thought that the way to do this was 
for the trade unions to break the system of capitalism.

Unions serve to destroy power by allowing workers to stand up for themselves against 
owners without fear of being fired. By forming unions, workers could use the power of the 
owners against them, using the tools of the master to destroy him. Without workers there are 
no profits for the bourgeoisie. We desire team-sport athletes (at all levels) to do the same. 
We hope for them to unionize, so that they can make their demands of the coach, and not the 
other way around.
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The problem, however, is that one only plays sport for so long. And, if one’s sport career is 
short, there is little desire to invest time into unionizing, contesting coaches, and developing 
a group of athletes to change the nature of sport. This was the problem with the players on 
Kallella’s team (from Chapter 2).

For years, I (Eric) heard from women on this particular university team about how abu-
sive, mean, and uncaring their coach was. Yet, every time I tried to get one of the players 
to contest their coach by unionizing the players against him, they said something similar to, 
“But I’m only going to be here four years. If I do that, he won’t select me to play.” Year after 
year passed before one player was finally strong enough (and turned to Marxist ideology) 
to finally stand up and do something about the abuse. In doing so, she changed the way her 
coach operated. With her teammates behind her, she said, “As of now, Coach, we all quit. 
You can tell the athletic director and the press why you have no team for the game tomorrow. 
Unless,” she said, “you give in to our demands.”

Her actions benefited not only her and her present team, but the players on this coach’s 
team for years to come. The players passed down the message of the collective power they 
held. They made demands about how the coach was to treat them. They stood up against 
injustice. In doing this, they made the team more socialist. They made it their team, and not 
the coach’s.

Capitalism, false consciousness, and the myth of meritocracy
The “American dream” is that anyone (if they work hard enough) can be rich. Among more 
critical thinkers, this is known as the myth of meritocracy. It is a myth because it is (gener-
ally) not hard work that makes one rich, rather it is contacts, education, and other resources. 
Just as it is talent, not hard work, that makes one good at sport. However, the reality of a few 
sportsmen/women from the lower classes working hard to make millions sends a message to 
the entire lower class that “it can be done”; that if you work hard, you too can be a rich and 
successful athlete. Alas, belief that sport is the way out of poverty is a myth that keeps whole 
communities from focusing on the factor that can actually make a difference in their lives – 
education. The danger of the myth is that it focuses many of the underprivileged to look to 
sport as their way out, and not education.

Consider this. Of the top four men’s sports in the US (basketball, baseball, American 
football, and ice hockey) there are only about 3,500 professional team-sport positions. With 
150 million men in America, one can see that the odds of making it to the professional ranks 
are extraordinarily low. Even if the professional leagues did not hire workers from overseas 
(and they hire lots of them) figuring out the odds of making it from youth sport to the profes-
sional class is illuminating. Jay Coakley (2004) shows that the chances of making it from a 
high-school varsity team (the highest ranking team in a high school) to the professional level 
of baseball is about 1 in 1,000. The odds for making it in men’s football are worse, about 1 in 
1,300. Men’s basketball is around 1 in 2,500. Women’s professional basketball is the worst, 
with odds around 1 in 4,500. Those who fail are led to believe that they just did not work 
hard enough.

Sadly, these odds have a disproportional effect on kids from underprivileged backgrounds. 
Eitzen (2001: 258) reports on a study by the Center for the Study of Sport in Society, in 
which two-thirds of African American males between the ages of 13 and 18 believe that they 
can earn a living playing professional sport. This is more than double the percentage of white 
males who believe this. Contributing to the problem, black parents are four times more likely 
to believe that their sons are destined for professional sport compared to white parents. Part 
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of this disparity may come from the fact that 1 in 3,500 black youths makes it professional, 
compared to 1 in 10,000 whites. But these are still incredibly long odds.

For women (of any color) the statistics are far worse. If a woman does make it profes-
sional, the money and fame are also far less. Still, these unreasonable statistics are supported 
(in all communities) because of the myth that hard work will necessarily yield success, and 
that we all have equal chance of athletic success. This encourages us to look up to those who 
are successful as “paragons of virtue” (Eitzen 2001: 30), and to look down upon those who 
fail as lacking in quality of character. Nowhere was the improbability of making it in sport 
more salient to me (Eric) than when I visited Nathan on the reservation.

I argue that this overemphasis on sport helps reproduce the existing class structure in 
Navajo country and in America, and I argue that it helps reproduce Navajo poverty as well. 
In neo-Marxist theory, sport, like capitalism, gives the illusion that all is fair, that the playing 
field is the great leveler – a true meritocracy. However, not all is equal in sport, and sport 
is the farthest thing from a meritocracy. Sport discriminates against biological groups, and 
there is much institutional racism in sport. But for the impoverished, sport often seems to be 
one of the few vehicles out of poverty. And for those who are not as academically inclined, 
or for those who have never applied the same rigor of sport to their academics, athletics can 
seem the only way out.

The myth that sport is a meritocracy, that one can readily earn an athletic scholarship if he/
she works hard enough, appeals to the young Navajo athletes I studied. In fact, almost every 
high-school athlete I talked with shared with me that he or she thought a college scholarship 
was obtainable, much worse statistics than are provided for African Americans. The illusion 
of success is made by the fact that some athletes have succeeded in obtaining a college schol-
arship. Coaches, teachers, and parents further this widespread belief. For example, I was 
talking with a freshman basketball player, and I asked him what he planned on doing after 
high school. He said, “I’d like to play ball for a big university if I can earn a scholarship. 
You know, I’d like to play for Duke or North Carolina, or somewhere like that.” He, just as 
Nathan did, then turned to his coach and said, “If I’m good enough to make it?” His coach 
responded, “Just keep working hard.” Although the coach is certainly correct in asserting that 
hard work is part of the equation to the type of performance that will be necessary to earn a 
college scholarship, height is another. The kid in question was 5 foot 5 inches.

I argue that this is one case where sport presents a false front – it appears to do good for the 
Navajo (building national pride when they beat white teams) but it actually reproduces their 
inequality. Earning a scholarship is taken as a sign of great pride, and it is seen as a vessel 
to escape the poverty of reservation life. However, this strategy appears to be highly inef-
fectual. High-school athletes face the same overwhelming odds that inner-city youths face 
in obtaining an athletic college scholarship, yet the Navajo have several other disadvantages 
as well. They do not have the same height as members of other communities and there is an 
over-abundance of hoops on the reservation, which diffuses competition for play. Finally, the 
inaccessibility, and the great distance that the Navajo high schools tend to be from metro-
politan areas, airports, and so on makes it much more difficult for college recruiters to travel 
to see them perform. This cultural location places Navajo athletes into a difficult situation, 
ultimately, trapping young Navajo athletes into a false consciousness in which they believe 
sport to be the ticket off the reservation.

Applying Marxism to a college scholarship
I (Eric) coached high-school distance-runners for 18 years in Southern California. Although 
many of my athletes dreamed of earning a college scholarship, only two did. One of them, 



Sport’s use in the maintenance of class  97

Jess Strutzel, always dreamed of attending the University of California (UCLA). As one of 
the fastest 800-meter runners in the nation while in high school, he earned a scholarship to 
run for UCLA. This was fortunate, as without his athletic scholarship (something I call ath-
letic affirmative action) he would not have had the grades to be accepted.

Ironically, halfway through his university education, he emailed me to say, “I’m a UCLA 
prostitute. We sell my body to them. They pay me to perform for them.” He added, “When 
my teammates and I perform well, the school makes lots of money [gate receipts, merchan-
dise, and endorsements]. Regardless of how much money the school makes, we get the same, 
just our scholarship.” Many high-school athletes dream of receiving a full college athletic 
scholarship to a NCAA Division 1 program. But could it be that many of these athletic schol-
arship recipients are in a state of what Marx calls false consciousness? Is it possible that these 
athletes are actually being duped by the system?

At face value, it appears not. Athletes on full scholarship have their tuition paid for, their 
books are free, and they also get room and board. To most, this sounds like a rather good 
deal. However, in return for this package, the athletes give up their freedom of economic 
production. We suggest that because of these limitations, Division 1 scholarship athletes are 
exploited by the system. They are exploited for their labor in the same Marxist manner that 
the factory owners exploit their workers’ labor.

Of course, in order for it to be shown that the NCAA exploits their scholarship athletes, it 
must be shown that the athletes produce some goods – goods that the administration (bour-
geoisie) make a profit from. In this case, I argue that athletes are entertainers who perform 
for the school’s income. In return, they are housed, fed, and, arguably, educated. The athlete’s 
“scholarship” is their meager salary; it pays many of their expenses, but it gives them no pay 
check, and puts no actual cash into their pockets. They own no stock in the company and 
one’s scholarship does not even cover the cost of living. One cannot, for example, pay auto 
or health insurance, or other necessities with what one is given as a student athlete. Mean-
while, the administration might bring in millions of dollars from gate receipts, advertising, 
contracts, merchandise sales, and alumni contributions. Thus, the university’s administra-
tion, who owns the means of production, acts like a capitalist corporation, despite the fact 
that UCLA is a public institution. The institution gets richer, while the athletes sacrifice their 
study time, personal lives, and their bodies (particularly if they are football players), all for a 
financial reward that is below the subsistence level. Ironically, this scholarship is considered 
“a free ride.”

The athletic department fails to publicly recognize the huge profit-making system that they 
own. Rather, they point to departmental losses, claiming that athletics cost more to run than 
they bring in. In fact, of almost 500 Division 1 college programs in America, they will argue 
that only about 20 athletic departments show a profit. This is the same argument that athletic 
departments used to justify the lack of women’s sport and scholarships before the passage of 
Title IX. But does this argument make sense? Why would schools offer six-digit salaries to 
coaches with winning records if athletic departments are in debt?

College athletic departments are notorious for extremely creative bookkeeping. Most ath-
letic departments are run as businesses, with financial affairs that are somewhat separate 
from the rest of the school. They have their own budgets, contracts, and businesses. When 
they report their gains vs losses they usually show gate receipts vs expenses, conveniently 
leaving out their merchandising contracts, donations, and grants from alumni. They are like 
insurance firms who show how much money they charged vs how much they paid out; claim-
ing to have a net loss while forgetting to show their capital gains through investment.

College sports at the NCAA Division 1 level are pure business. They exist for commercial 
entertainment and athletes are recruited for athletic, not academic, purposes. Highlighting 
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this, athletes often receive admission to colleges with GPAs (Grade Point Averages) and 
SATs (Scholastic Aptitude Tests) that would deny admission to their non-athletic counter-
parts (athlete affirmative action).

Still, one might argue that sporting teams exist for more than just profit-making. One 
might argue that college sport improves student cohesion and sense of belonging, thus pre-
venting detachment from one’s university. All of this is true. However, it is also true that 
many universities own a means of entertainment production, and that they exploit young 
athletes who maintain a false consciousness of what it means to be an athlete.

Tragically, these same athletes are also prohibited from profiting from their labor. In fact, 
NCAA regulations stipulate that Division 1 athletes are prohibited from using their name, or 
their image, in advertising, or even the promotion of their own business. Division 1 athletes 
are not permitted to advertise anything through any means, for anybody.

Now, let’s compare Jess with my (then) boyfriend (now husband) who was on a full aca-
demic scholarship at the same university. Both were theater majors, and both desired to 
pursue careers in film. The difference was that my husband was able to shoot commercials, 
or be paid to perform in professional theater, while going to college. In one car commercial 
(ten hours of work) he made more than ten thousand dollars. Jess, on the other hand, could 
not do any of this. Jess was prohibited from making money using his face or image. Sadly, 
this also thwarted his development in the world of acting.

My boyfriend had the security of knowing that his school was paid for via an academic 
scholarship. Because academic scholarships do not make the same types of demands as ath-
letic scholarships, he was free to pursue economic liberties in professional theater/commer-
cial and film. Meanwhile, Jess was not allowed to shoot commercials, pursue professional 
theater, start a business with his name in it, or in any way profit from the fame he had as 
an athlete. Of course commercials are not a steady income, so Jess chose not to give up his 
scholarship. Thus it was his “choice” to sign the athletic scholarship contract, but the choice 
was affected by economic and structural determinants that limited the “choice” he really 
maintained.

Not allowing athletes to advertise or work is a ploy to keep the merchandizing contracts 
that the university makes with other companies solid. In other words, if Nike signs a contract 
with UCLA, it wants to make sure that the star member of the basketball team is not mak-
ing millions of dollars advertising for Adidas. So, in order to attract and maintain multimil-
lion dollar deals with capitalistic industries, university systems prohibit its employees from 
advertising any product at all. And, by setting an income cap, the administration helps ensure 
that the athlete will be dependent upon the system for the financial means necessary to attend 
school. If athletes were permitted to make big bucks, as pro athletes can, by advertising, or 
working, they would no longer need the system’s scholarship, and would not be chained to 
working for the school as an athletic entertainer.

Highlighting this, I spent around twenty dollars to purchase the UCLA athletic calendar, 
because Jess was featured as one of the month’s athletes. We asked Jess what his portion of 
the cut was. “None. It is just an honor to be on it,” he answered sarcastically. Now, I don’t 
know how many of these calendars were sold, but with the athletic reputation of UCLA, one 
can imagine it to be in the tens of thousands. This means that the university’s athletic depart-
ment potentially made hundreds of thousands of dollars, but the athletes who worked hard 
to succeed at their sport made nothing. The balance of power is such that if one complains, 
the athletic department can easily say, “If you don’t like this, there is always someone else 
willing to take your scholarship.” And this is true. There are more workers (players) than jobs 
(scholarships) available; without unionization it is unlikely the system will change.
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A number of students across the US have tried to unionize, in order to promote their own 
good. A lawsuit found in favor of students at Northwestern University in 2014. However, it 
was overruled in August 2015. The NCAA, a multi-billion dollar corporation, wrote on their 
website:

This union-backed attempt to turn student-athletes into employees undermines the pur-
pose of college: an education. Student-athletes are not employees, and their participation 
in college sports is voluntary. We stand for all student-athletes, not just those the unions 
want to professionalize.

Many student-athletes are provided scholarships and many other benefits for their 
participation. There is no employment relationship between the NCAA, its affiliated 
institutions or student-athletes.

Student-athletes are not employees within any definition of the National Labor Rela-
tions Act or the Fair Labor Standards Act. We are confident the National Labor Relations 
Board will find in our favor, as there is no right to organize student-athletes.

Where we live, in the UK, all universities have a student union, which is part of a National 
Union of Students. If British students, and student athletes, are entitled to unionize in order 
to protect themselves from exploitation, why should not American athletes? The NCAA is 
invested in preventing this, because American sports are big financial business. Recognizing 
that the players are employees would mean the employees could eat into their share of the 
profits. Power and profit corrupt. Athletes of the world, unite.

Conclusion
This chapter applied Marxist thinking to sport. Marxism is one of the oldest, and perhaps 
most powerful, theoretical tools used to analyze sport. What is important to highlight about 
this chapter is that sport is built upon a competitive, capitalistic, exclusionary model. It is 
a model that was developed in response to the Industrial Revolution (see Chapter 1) and 
it gives some people (the bosses and coaches) overwhelming power compared to others 
(the workers and players). This power imbalance, however, is maintained through multiple 
exploitative tactics. Ultimately it permits the bosses/coaches to distribute the goods (power, 
wages, playing positions, and promotions) as they see fit.

We intentionally chose to discuss the Navajo in this chapter because we wanted to stress 
that it is not just poor inner-city black youths that are lured into the false consciousness of 
sport as a way out of poverty (although this is an endemic problem among poor youth). 
Intentionally or not, sport is used by white, middle- and ownership-class society to keep the 
disenfranchised down.

Sport does this through the Marxist notion of exploitation. By dividing a workforce and 
offering managers a financial benefit to squeeze productivity from the laborers, the owners 
of a factory/sports team create a tool to control workers/players to increase efficiency and 
to reduce direct confrontation with their workers/players. Essentially, owners/coaches hold 
the carrot of occupational promotion to an under-salaried workforce, thereby reducing the 
chances of rebellion or unionization. Industry managers (assistant coaches) are therefore 
selected from a pool associated with an even higher degree of obedience than the workers/
players they supervise.

This “I  did it so you can, too” ethos is embedded in much of the managerial leader-
ship styles even today. It is therefore no surprise that it appears in sport. Here, players are 
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promoted for adhering to the coaches’ directives, and inspired by the opportunity of local 
fame, or even making it professional. Because sport is also (falsely) considered to be meri-
tocratic, we maintain the belief that the harder one works the better they will perform in 
sport. While this may be true of an individual’s performance, working the hardest does not 
guarantee one victory – talent is more important in this equation.

In this capacity, sport reminds us of a skilled magician. The job of the magician is to get 
you to focus your eyes in the wrong place. By distracting you, the magician is able to do 
something without your knowledge. This is how we see sport’s use in keeping the lower 
classes down. Sport, in all its shimmering glory, says “look over here, you too can be a sports 
star” when the real solution to class mobility lies in education. By emphasizing sport to a 
racialized lower-class citizenry, there are fewer students to compete with kids from white, 
middle- and upper-class areas for college entrance and other career opportunities. Even when 
high-school athletes earn a college scholarship, they are not free from the exploitation. Here, 
they continue to make money for the owners, sacrificing their own labor power.



Chapter purpose
This chapter uniquely opens with two 
vignettes. The first is a story Eric conducted 
on an Indiana high-school basketball player in 
the year 2000. It is then followed by a vignette 
of research he conducted in California in 2013. 
After reading these two vignettes, we ask you 
to consider which best reflects your culture, 
in your locale, in the present. The pedagogi-
cal task we then ask you to engage with in 
this chapter is to consider how best to theo-
rize these vignettes. Accordingly, two theories 
of masculinities are provided, each emerging 
from the data of their time.

Blake’s story
The wooden floor of the high-school gym 
squeaks as Blake shuffles his 6-foot 4-inch, 
190-pound body up and down the court. Only 
a sophomore, Blake is already one of the best 
players in Indiana, drawing coverage from 
local media and praise from his community. 
Despite the fact that the rest of the team has 

gone home, Blake remains late into the evening, shooting basket after basket in order to bet-
ter himself as an athlete.

Blake had no dreams of superstardom when he began playing basketball, but today he 
hopes that putting a ball through a hoop will not only provide him with the image of being 
heterosexual, but that it will also provide him with a college scholarship. “Basketball is my 
ticket out of here,” he tells me. Blake hopes to escape the homophobia of his Midwestern 
community by relocating to a metropolitan area for college.

Blake grudgingly picked up basketball in the fourth grade because he perceived that popu-
larity among boys was based primarily on athleticism, and he desired to raise his social 
standing among his peers. “I was actually more interested in reading,” Blake tells me, “but 
that’s not really cool. I mean I really hated basketball; I’d much rather read a book; but other 
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boys didn’t do that. Everybody played basketball, and I wanted to fit in, so I did too.” Blake 
learned long ago that male athletes are commonly perceived as incapable of being gay – a 
façade that he strategically takes advantage of as a basketball player.

It was during sixth grade that Blake began to worry about a sexuality he increasingly 
recognized as “gay,” and by the eighth grade Blake knew with certainty that he was what he 
feared. “It’s not easy to be the thing that all the boys use as a put-down. It’s what you call 
someone when you’re trying to dis them, and I certainly did not want to be that!” So Blake 
learned to play both the game of basketball and the game of heterosexual passing. On the 
court he was “straight,” while off the court he was able to shed the heterosexual façade via 
the internet. “I met one gay friend online, and then another, and then I discovered XY.com, 
where there are like thousands of gay teens online.” Near the end of his eighth-grade year, 
he even ventured out to meet other gay boys and eventually found a boyfriend during his 
freshman year.

His boyfriend helped Blake realize that he was not alone, and that loving another boy 
was nothing to feel guilty about. “We dated for a few months, which at 14 seemed like 
forever, and then one day he just stopped calling. I  couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t 
returning my calls or my e-mails.” Blake began dealing with the taxing emotion of being 
rejected. Being closeted, however, Blake had no adult to express his anguish to. So he 
returned to venting online. “I was talking to a friend, asking him if he had heard from 
Chris.” His friend responded, “Didn’t you hear? Chris was killed in a car accident.” 
“I started to cry. So I ran to the bathroom and turned the radio up as loud as it went so 
nobody could hear me.”

Alone, Blake had nobody to turn to, nobody to hug him and hold him. He would have 
to mourn this devastating loss in secret. But while the blaring music cloaked his tears, it 
couldn’t change his loneliness.

I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter. But it did. I loved Chris. He was my first love, 
and I was young, and it hit me twice as hard. I only wished I could have told others; but 
I didn’t have anyone I could talk to about it. I made a reference to him in a paper in my 
freshman year but I couldn’t tell my teacher or my parents why he died, or who he was, 
or why I was upset. Hell, I couldn’t even tell them that someone had died at all.

Blake’s story highlights some of the hardships of concealing one’s sexual identity. Blake 
repeated to me, “I just wish I could have talked to someone.” His voice began to crack, and 
through muffled tears he angrily said, “If it had been a girlfriend it would have been easy, but 
no, it was my boyfriend, and nobody wants to know about that. I was all alone.”

Today, Blake walks the hallways of his rural high school publicly popular, but emotionally 
alienated. He describes his high school as “a typical jock high school.” Ironically, where oth-
ers think that Blake has it all, from where he stands, towering above the others figuratively 
and physically, he feels alienated. There are no openly gay students at his school, and Blake 
isn’t even sure if there are any in his community. “If there are, I certainly don’t know of 
them,” he says with sadness.

Blake is also daunted by the insistent fear of being discovered as gay.

I fear all the time that others will find out. That people’s opinions of me will change if 
they find out that I’m gay. Like my teachers, they won’t think the same of me; they make 
gay comments and say them in a derogatory manner. Even my own bro will say stuff 
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about gay people. It makes it hard. I’m always thinking in the back of my mind, would 
you feel this way about me if you knew I was gay?

He adds, “My friends, it’s the same thing with them. We have a lot of good friends, but a lot 
of them are religious, which strikes quite a bit of fear with me.”

Compounding matters, Blake fears that his parents may have an inclination that he is 
gay. “They don’t want to think about it. Mom says, ‘Blake you need to get a girlfriend.’ 
‘Mom I don’t want to,’ I  tell her. ‘I don’t have time. I’m too busy. We have to get my 
workout in.’ ” Thus, basketball becomes the all-purpose excuse for Blake. It not only 
provides him with a veneer of heterosexuality, but it gives him something to do other than 
date women.

Coming out is certainly something Blake ponders – daily – but he just has not been able to 
bring himself to do it yet. I asked him how he thought he would be treated if he were to come 
out to everyone in his town today.

In all honesty, there will be some people who are not okay with it. But, at the same time, 
I think it might open a lot of people’s eyes. Like the people at my school, they don’t have 
any gay friends. They don’t know any gay people at all. They might just look at me and 
say “Blake has been my best friend since I was little, and he’s gay, and he’s cool.” I just 
hope they see me as the same goofy Blake.

His response is pleasantly absent of fears of being victimized by homophobic violence, par-
tially because he embodies the ability to commit violence himself – he is tall and muscular. 
“Nobody would mess with me,” he says. “I’m bigger and stronger than all the other guys at 
my school.”

Blake’s decision to postpone his coming out is complicated. Gay or straight, out-of-state 
tuition is expensive, and a scholarship for playing ball would help; Blake fears that coming 
out would hurt his chances of getting that scholarship, something hard to refute. “I definitely 
plan on coming out when I’m in college; there is no question about that. The question is, will 
I come out during my junior or senior year of high school?” Bravery is not so easily bought. 
Coming out in a small, homophobic town, with homophobic parents, teachers, and team-
mates, is more pressure than any million-dollar athlete would have to handle. It is, without 
doubt, as tough a decision as any 16-year-old should have to make.

Eric’s story
In the summer of 2013, I returned to a Southern California high-school cross-country team 
that I  once coached in 1990. Comprised of 43 members, the team has Korean, Chinese, 
Caucasian, Mexican, Egyptian, and African-American athletes, alongside atheists and those 
of the Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Mormon, Muslim, and Jehovah’s Witness faiths. One 
kid wears black daily, and sports half a dozen piercings, while another wears preppy clothes 
and does ballet. One was voted the school’s homecoming king, several play instruments to a 
high standard, and there are a number of kids with grade point averages above 4.5 alongside 
those who barely maintain the 2.0 GPA needed to run. One kid was arrested for breaking 
into a school and stealing computers, and a few are Eagle Scouts. A few of the athletes on 
the team have special social, educational, and or physical needs, and a few others maintain 
high social, athletic, or sexual capital. Perhaps most significantly, there are two openly gay 
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male athletes, and another publicly declares that he will just fall in love with whomever he 
falls in love with.

Despite this diversity, social groupings are diverse and fluid. Not race, nor intelligence, 
nor religion, nor sexuality is a prerequisite variable in establishing friendship patterns. No 
kid on the team is bullied, on the team or in the general school culture. Yet, when I coached 
this team 23 years ago, matters were different.

Back then the school was ruled by football players; and this negatively impacted upon the 
school’s general population. The runners, for example, feared the football team (Anderson 
2000). Football players hated gays, femininity, and all other “lesser” masculine sports. Thus, 
when kids started a Gay‒Straight Alliance in 1993, football players started a heterosexual 
club, even picketing the gay club with homophobic signs.

But as the athletes on the 2013 team run past the football players (lined up to do drills), 
they sometimes stop to have short conversations, discussing homework or forthcoming 
shared social engagements. Or, as the football players walk to water, they stop to talk to the 
stretching runners. It is evident that their friendship networks overlap. The two gay male 
athletes on the cross-country team are no exception; they have friends on the football team, 
just as the openly gay freshman football player has friends on the cross-country team.

As this team run on the other side of the field, they pass the school’s marching band, whose 
members possess less athletic capital than the runners. This is a group that, in 1990, runners 
marginalized. Yet today’s runners do not mock their apparent lack of athleticism, and neither 
does the football team. Just as with the football players, the runners stop to chat with them, too.

Finally, sitting on the grass stretching, a fully geared freshman football team walks by us 
on way to their first match. They walk side-by-side, holding hands with the player adjacent. 
When I asked one why they were holding hands, he responded that it is tradition. This, how-
ever, was not tradition back in the 1990s. Another said, “It shows brotherhood.” None of the 
kids on the cross-country team commented about the hand-holding. From my perspective, 
this homosocial tactility was amazing; from their perspective, it was uneventful.

At the pre-race spaghetti dinner the following night, two of the straight male runners stood 
chatting to other runners on a warm summer’s evening. From behind, one rested his head 
on the other’s shoulder, wrapping his arms around the other’s waist ‒ a standing cuddle. 
From the time I covertly started my watch, this lasted for 11 minutes and 37 seconds. Last 
track season they made what can only be described as a highly provocative Harlem Shake 
video, which included nudity and featured one of the gay members mock-fucking one of the 
straight. At one of the runner’s birthday parties, five of the athletes took a photo, where they 
stand behind each other, each with their hand in the front pocket of the guy in front of them. 
The boy in the middle is openly gay, and each boy represents a different race. These are 
examples of bountiful similar occurrences for the boys on this team.

When I made my final goodbye to the team this summer, a number of the boys called out, 
“We love you Gumby” (my nickname) as I drove away. They gave me shirts for my one-year-
old twins as a going-away gift. In rainbow colors the shirts had printed on them, “Two dads are 
better than one.” These youths celebrated the fact they had an openly gay coach who is married 
to his husband and the proud father of two baby boys. “When you return next summer I will be 
the first to give a big hug,” one straight runner messaged me on Facebook.

The gendered behaviors of these young men on this high-school team are radically differ-
ent to the kids who ran for this same team when I coached them in 1990. This is what I see 
in my dozens of studies in both the United States and even more so in the United Kingdom ‒ 
and which I detail in my 2014 book 21st Century Jocks: Contemporary Heterosexuality and 
Sport. Their attitudes toward diversity, homosexuality, femininity, same-sex touch, and the 
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expression of love for another male are that of inclusion and plurality; where in 1990 it was 
exclusion of anything different to the jock-norm. But this school is no longer run by jocks. 
Friendship patterns today are fluid, and the gendered behaviors of the boys in the school are 
highly feminized, at least by 1990 standards.

The question we have for the readers of this chapter therefore is: how do you theorize this 
shift?

Antonio Gramsci and hegemony theory
There is a reason Blake felt unable to come out in his high school in 2000. This is because 
heterosexuality at that time maintained cultural power and privilege in most societies; it 
likely still does. Heterosexuality is esteemed, while homosexuality is (at best) tolerated. 
Thus, from the time Blake was young, he was taught the “virtue” of heterosexuality and 
the “vice” of homosexuality. This message was touted to him by every major institution: 
the church, the family, school, and sport. The message (that heterosexuality is the esteemed 
sexuality) is so powerful that it has become hegemonic. However, before we can understand 
how the notion of hegemony applies to masculinities (and thus sexualities) it is important to 
understand where this theory emerged from, and what it means.

Hegemony, a concept created by Antonio Gramsci (1971), refers to a particular form of 
dominance in which a ruling class legitimates its position and secures the acceptance – if not 
outright support – of the classes or archetypes below. While a feature of Gramsci’s hegemony 
theory is that there is often the threat of force structuring the belief, the key element is that 
force cannot be the causative factor that elicits complicity. This is what separates hegemony 
from overt rule.

Gramsci was a Marxist who believed that Italy should become communist. Under the tyr-
anny of Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, he was arrested for his philosophy and sentenced 
to five years of confinement on a remote island. Recognizing his political might, the prosecu-
tor said, “For twenty years we must stop this brain from functioning” (p. 127). The following 
year Gramsci received a sentence of an additional 20 years. Poor prison conditions withered 
his health, and so although he gained freedom in 1934, he died that same year, aged 46. Iso-
lated in prison, Gramsci was, however, able to write his political theories.

Gramsci was not the first to write about hegemony; that came from another Marx-
ist, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. But Gramsci developed the idea into a focused analysis in 
order to explain why the “inevitable” socialist revolution that Marx predicted had not 
yet occurred. Instead, it seemed to Gramsci that capitalism was more entrenched than 
ever. Capitalism, Gramsci suggested, maintained control not just through political and 
economic coercion and violence, but also ideologically, through a hegemonic culture in 
which the values of the bourgeoisie became the common-sense values of all. Thus, a cul-
ture of consensus develops in which people in the working class identify their own good 
with the good of the bourgeoisie. In doing so, they actually help maintain the status quo 
rather than revolting against it.

Gramsci’s theory is difficult to pinpoint, with various people attributing different things to 
him, because the notes he made in his prison notebook can be difficult to decipher. However, 
the basic premise of hegemony theory centers on controlling people by getting them to think 
that the ruling ideas are their own ideas, and that it is in their own best interest to act this 
way. Gramsci suggested that in order to compel people to empathize with the ruling class or 
identity, those who do not fit within the dominant ideal must believe that their subordinated 
place is both right and natural.
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Hegemony is a serious theoretical tool that we use to help explain the dominance of all 
types of cultural beliefs. First, it is necessary to understand that the basis for this “belief 
persuasion and coercion business” is that all of our ideas and beliefs, all of what we code as 
good or bad in society, is socially constructed, and therefore relative. For example, we don’t 
emerge from the womb believing that urinating on the sidewalk is bad, and that monogamy, 
heterosexuality, Christianity, honesty, or sport are good. Instead, these things are taught to us 
by our culture. Had we grown up in a different society, we might very well have learned to 
see things differently. We might have been socialized to believe that men should have multiple 
sexual partners, perhaps multiple wives. In other cultures, in previous times, homosexual 
relationships were esteemed over heterosexual ones. Still, in other cultures, Christianity is 
looked upon as an evil religion. In other words, in one culture the cow is a meal, and in 
another it is a deity. The point, quite clearly, is that our beliefs and values, our habitus as 
Bourdieu (1977) described, are learned and can vary as culture changes.

Consequently, the way we see ourselves as affected by these things is also socially con-
structed. Thus, you can imagine that a culture might so socially value self-sacrifice that 
those who commit suicide do so gladly because of the amazing honor it will bestow upon 
themselves and their family (think Japanese kamikaze fighters). Today, some use the con-
structed belief in religion (and the promise of 72 virgins) to motivate men to even commit 
martyrdom, while other soldiers are taught to believe that they are bringing “democracy” to 
people with no real history of it or desire for it. Others are taught to value body mutilation in 
the form of circumcision. But, just as these things once maintained their value, one thing you 
can be sure about is that things change. Thus, we doubt Japanese culture today would value 
a kamikaze, Muslim culture is at odds with martyrdom, and boys who are circumcised are 
increasingly thought to have been abused by their parents.

Our culture not only teaches us what to value, but it teaches us to view ourselves as victims 
or heroes of that culture. The best example of the power of culture to create pride or shame 
in one’s self comes with sexuality. As a young man I (Eric) was amazingly depressed (even 
attempting suicide) over the shame, disgust, guilt, and fear that I maintained as a closeted 
gay boy in the early 1980s. But none of this came from simply being gay; my manifestation 
of horror, my suicidal desires, were produced by a culture that demonized me. Now, 25 years 
later, our culture has turned, and gay kids do not internalize shame as much as I did (White & 
Thomas 2016). In fact, Adam grew up as an openly gay, rugby-playing adolescent, and has 
never once in his life experienced even the slightest bit of homophobia.

Culture also determines victors and villains. For example, when the athlete you read about 
in the introductory chapter beat up my athlete, he was made a hero among his players, and he 
probably felt good about himself for having done that. But I very much doubt that this would 
be the case today. Although I’ve not talked to this individual, I would not be surprised if, 
according to today’s culture, he is highly disappointed in himself. Thus, culture determines 
victors, victims, and even emotional pain.

This notion of constructionism is easily applied to sport. If your teacher turned to you in 
class, and called you “a worthless piece of shit” or yelled at you, “you’re a fucking pansy,” 
that teacher would be in very serious trouble. If your parent said the same thing, it might cause 
lasting psychological damage. But, if an athlete hears these things from a coach, the athlete 
(supposedly) suffers no harm. Nobody would report it, and nobody would care. So why is this?

The lesson to be extrapolated about sport, and the social construction of abuse, victimi-
zation, pain, guilt and shame, is again obvious: while we might view sport and coaching 
as being abusive because coaches produce physical and long-lasting injuries – coaches 
berate, sport discriminates and ostracizes those who fail at it – and because it produces a 
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whole lot of unnecessary pain and grief, none of this matters. None of this matters because 
society tells boys (and increasingly girls) that they are worthy, special, and wonderful if 
they play sport. Our culture determines that if one ends up elevated above the shoulders 
of others, for putting up with all this mental and physical pain, then they will view their 
pain as a worthy sacrifice. They will be proud to have given it all and will not feel victim-
ized for failure. Thus, we might suggest that psychology clinics are full of patients who 
feel abused by their parents, neglected, unloved, berated, and often those who are physi-
cally beaten. But it is rare for a counselor to come across a patient that says, “My coach 
ostracized or caused me great emotional distress.” Instead, the power of culture maintains 
that the only victim in sport is one who is sexually abused by their coach. But why is this 
the only form of abuse that ends up putting athletes in the counselor’s chair? The answer: 
hegemonic notions of victimhood (in the home, school, church, or just about any other 
locale) do not apply to sport.

We might add to this notion of hegemonic victimization/valor model a comparison of 
being sexually molested to sport participation. We arrest adults for this because kids are 
too young to consent. We agree that this is a correct and logical understanding of such a 
relationship. However, we are baffled as to why society does not extend this same principle 
to that of organized, competitive team sport. Particularly when that sport requires kids to 
engage in physically dangerous or emotionally abusive situations. Are kids not also too 
young to make a choice to consent to playing a violent game? One where their performance 
is put into a fish bowl for all to see; where they are criticized and shamed for failure? Aren’t 
kids too young to consent to being yelled at, ostracized, and even physically punished for 
their sporting failures? Aren’t kids too young to consent to donning a football helmet and 
bashing their puerile skulls into another kid, punching one another in a boxing ring, or 
being told to repeatedly smash his or her brains against their craniums while undertaking 
heading “practice” in sport?

Similarly, why do parents force their kids into a conservative and shame-producing reli-
gious doctrine when they are young, instead of waiting for them to find God (or not) as 
adults, where they can make up their own minds about what they believe? These are the types 
of questions you need to explore in order to think sociologically. This is not to say that if 
you think deeply enough you will find out that there is good reason why matters are the way 
they are; you might just find yourself frustrated that others cannot see the illogic of denying 
children the right to drink alcohol, but pressure them into lifelong brain trauma via sport. The 
larger issue at play in this discussion is really one of power and the ability of groups with 
power to control the way we think about “others.”

Hegemony theory works very well when applied to marginalized people (whether it be by 
race, sexuality, or ability). Here, each falls at the bottom of a continuum of power and privi-
lege (white people, men, heterosexuals, and the able-bodied). Thus, black people are praised 
for speaking “normal” (white), gays are praised for “acting straight,” and those with a dis-
ability are praised for approximating able-bodied-ness (i.e., playing basketball from a wheel-
chair). Together these groups share a very common plight in terms of how they are treated by 
society and how they respond. These are examples of a dominant cultural group maintaining 
their power by requiring others to assimilate to them – this is hegemony in action. And when 
a disabled athlete finishes a race, a gay man acts so straight to be indistinguishable from a 
heterosexual, or a black woman learns to speak in a posh white accent, they are praised and 
rewarded. You can therefore see the power (and beauty) of hegemony theory, because even 
the oppressed desire to be associated with the group in power, even though they will never 
gain full and equal membership.
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The final caveat to hegemony theory is that whatever is in current hegemonic favor tends 
to escape critical (even academic) scrutiny. For example, monogamy is the favored relation-
ship ideal in contemporary culture. Never mind that it rarely works, or that the rates of cheat-
ing are astronomical (Anderson 2010a, 2012a), it nonetheless remains the cultural ideal. The 
opposite of monogamy, open relationships, polyamorous relationships, those who choose to 
remain single, or those who choose celibacy are critically scrutinized for their “failure” to 
live up to the ideal. Worse, they are stigmatized for their sexual deviance. Similarly, we don’t 
critically evaluate sport (culturally, or hardly even academically) because sport is hegemoni-
cally seen as a “good.” So, sport goes uncritically examined and those who speak negatively 
of sport are critically examined for their “wrongheadedness.”

Because hegemony is a culture of consensus of whatever class of people, ruling party, 
social ideal, or institution is currently in favor, undermining hegemony is never easy: you 
are up against a lot if you try. However, no hegemonic system is seamless; there are always 
cracks, fissures, and pockets of resistance to any dominating social message.

Accordingly, hegemony is actually a process of struggle, a permanent striving, a ceaseless 
endeavor to maintain control over the “hearts and minds” of subordinate classes (Ransome 
1992: 132). The work of hegemony is never done; one voice is a radical; a handful of voices 
is a cult; but more than that and it is a rightful social movement. We all have agency (indi-
vidual power) to contest or reify sport (or any other dominating cultural message). So the 
question is, what do you do with your agency? Do you choose to use it to patronize sport? Do 
you pay for it, glamorize and help glorify it? Does sport occupy your thoughts, conversations 
and time? Or do you use your agency to contest the system, and highlight the socio-negative 
role that sport plays in our society?

For most readers, the answer is the former. This is because hegemony theory is comple-
mented by cognitive dissonance theory (discussed in the Introduction). When most people 
see, feel, or express two simultaneous but competing and contrasting attitudes – and there-
fore feel cognitive dissonance – the way they rectify this feeling of disharmony is normally 
to choose to align their beliefs with their emotions. And, one’s emotions toward a topic 
(monogamy or sport) are determined by one’s culture. Thus, if you read my examples above, 
saw logic in them, but “felt” differently about them (saw a glimpse of the other side), chances 
are you will leave this section saying to yourself, “Boy, the authors sure were on a rant, 
there” and you will use that key word, “rant,” as a way to discredit the arguments we make, 
and excuse yourself from thinking more seriously about sport.

If you permit yourself to see, think, or feel differently to the masses, it could evoke 
guilt, shame, or anxiety. Thus, we tend to ignore or repress contrarian ideas, so that we 
might again feel normal and consistent with the dominant cultural belief. This is why 
religious doubters (throughout the ages) have felt guilt for questioning God; why women 
have felt ashamed to admit that they think women deserve better; and why gays and les-
bians, until only a few years ago, have felt that they don’t deserve marriage. We are all 
victimized by hegemony.

Constantly shifting masculinities
We will soon apply this notion of hegemony to the study of masculinities. But before doing 
that, it is important to understand that masculinities are also socially constructed; and they 
therefore shift. Sociologists recognize that there are various forms of masculinities found 
among differing cultures (Anderson 2012b), and that there is no one way of being masculine 
within any given culture. We recognize that the definitions of what it means to be masculine 
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shift within the same culture over time in response to social forces, and that not all mascu-
linities are treated equally. We recognize that masculinities may vary from athletes and non-
athletes in the same culture (Anderson 2015) and that not all sports promote the same degree 
of masculinity (Anderson 2014).

Much of the study of masculinities centers on how men construct hierarchies that yield 
decreasing benefits the further removed one is from the flagship version. This form of mas-
culinity is privileged in social structures. While it is difficult (perhaps impossible) to come 
up with an archetype of what exactly that form of masculinity is, psychologists David and 
Brannon (1976) came up with four rules that have influenced but not limited the definition 
most people used (for decades) when referring to hegemonic masculinity. Although you will 
later read that we seriously challenge the validity of applying these rules to the masculinity 
of millennials and whatever generation follows them, David and Brannon’s rules are: (1) no 
sissy stuff; (2) be a big wheel; (3) be a sturdy oak; and (4) give ’em hell.

While David and Brannon’s definition foremost includes not acting in ways associated 
with femininity, older research into masculinities suggested that the primary element toward 
being a man in the dominant form was not to be, act, or behave in ways attributed to gay men. 
This means that Western notions of masculinity were based on gender-exclusive heterosex-
ual behavior – a homophobic ascription similar to the “one drop” rule of race in which a per-
son of mixed racial background is described as being black even if having one distant black 
ancestor. When applied to masculine sexualities, the one-time rule asserts that one homo-
sexual act necessarily defines one as a homosexual. This homophobic ascription conflates 
behaviors with identity. In other words, homosexual acts in Western culture, whether active 
or passive, have been uniquely, and publicly, equated with a homosexual identity, despite 
the fact that self-identified heterosexual men frequently engage in same-sex behavior, while 
publicly and privately maintaining the identity of heterosexuality (Anderson 2008a).

Older notions of Western masculinity not only required that a male maintain 100 percent 
heterosexual desires and behaviors, but that he must continually prove that he is hetero-
sexual. In a homophobic culture this is best accomplished through the sexual objectification 
of women and the public discussing of heterosexual “conquests,” something exemplified in 
“locker-room talk” (Curry 1991). But this is also accomplished through the use of homo-
phobic discourse. Frequent use of the words “fag” and “faggot” have traditionally been used 
to disassociate oneself from homosexuality even though only about half the men who used 
it mean it in a derisive manner (McGuigan 1995). Research today shows that the terms are 
almost entirely separated from homophobic intent; and that this is certainly the case for the 
phrase “that’s so gay” (McCormack 2011a, 2012; McCormack et al. 2016; Sexton 2016). 
Sociologist Tim Curry (1991) maintained that (in the 1980s and early 1990s) it was often not 
enough for heterosexuals to simply say that they are not gay; he posited that they must also 
behave in vehemently homophobic ways if they desired to cast off homosexual suspicion. In 
this way, homophobia can be used as a vessel toward the continual maintenance of a defen-
sive heterosexual identity in an attempt to prove that the speaker is not gay.

Furthermore, David and Brannon and other gender scholars assigned primary importance 
to durable sociological understanding that contemporary masculinity is strongly based on 
patriarchal opposition to femininity. Feminist gender scholars such as psychologist Wil-
liam Pollack (1999) and sociologist David Plummer (1999) have suggested that men avoid 
effeminacy because it is associated with homosexuality; maintaining that this rigid conten-
tion carries with it a measurable cost that begins as early as the first grade. Pollack maintains 
that fear of homosexual stigmatization limits males from engaging with anything that is 
designated feminine.
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In this aspect, homophobia and misogyny work together in the construction of men as 
“masculine.” However, in order to ascend the masculine hierarchy toward the most esteemed 
version of hegemonic masculinity, one must also maintain a host of ascribed variables (things 
that one is born with such as skin color), and one must behave in accordance with a number of 
achieved variables, too. One of the achieved variables that Brannon points out with “be a big 
wheel” is that men must be better than and/or be in charge of other men. This is also described 
as being the “top dog.” Sport, of course, provides a perfect venue for the establishment of this 
sort of hierarchy. Sport is an arena in which men can literally battle for supremacy.

Brannon’s other attributes – “be sturdy as an oak” and “give ’em hell” – are also reflected 
in sporting culture. This is reflected in the phrase “game face,” and the expression “never let 
them see you sweat.” Perhaps, “give ’em hell” is the essence of almost any pre-game pep 
talk, half-time speech or motivational word from coaches and fathers. “Give them the whole 
nine yards,” “Show them who’s boss,” and “Go for the throat” epitomize these attitudes.

Together, these aspects are embedded in the scripts of men, and the more a man adheres 
to them, the more worth he is said to have in masculine peer culture. Similar to the ways 
sociologists describe human capital (Becker 1964) as the worth one has because of his skills 
or education, Eric describes this as masculine capital (Anderson 2005). The more a male 
adheres to these (in cultures that value orthodox masculinity) the more he raises his mascu-
line capital – his worth among other boys and men.

However, while (1) not associating with homosexuality, (2) not associating with femi-
ninity, (3) being a big wheel, (4) being a sturdy oak, and (5) giving them hell will raise the 
masculine worth of an individual in the 1980s or 1990s, they alone did not qualify one as 
hegemonically masculine. In order to gain this status, certain ascribed variables must also be 
possessed. These variables are out of the locus of an individual’s agency because they are 
primarily ascribed traits that fall in line with dominant power positions in current culture. 
For example, white Americans are privileged over blacks, youth is valued over the elderly, 
able over disabled, and so on.

Therefore, I use the term orthodox masculinity as a way to describe someone who fits all 
of Brannon’s aforementioned tenets (including not being gay), but who does not necessarily 
maintain the ascribed traits to be considered hegemonically masculine. Hegemonic mascu-
linity describes men who have not only achieved all of these tenets, but who also possess the 
ascribed variables of the dominant form of masculinity, in whichever status or context it cur-
rently exists. That is to say, men who possess hegemonic masculinity are white, able-bodied, 
heterosexual, athletic, attractive, and their masculine behaviors meet David and Brannon’s 
tenets. Most men tend to (or at least have tended to) desire to achieve this position. Any male 
who fails/failed to qualify in any one of these ways is likely to view himself as somehow a 
bit unworthy, incomplete, or at least inferior.

Raewyn Connell and hegemonic masculinity
Devised by Raewyn Connell, the leading theorizing of masculinities has been hegemonic 
masculinity theory. While some call hegemonic masculinity a concept, we refer to it as a 
theory because it maintains predictive power. In the 1980s, hegemonic masculinity theory 
replaced the then-leading heurism, sex-role theory (David & Brannon 1976), with a more 
dynamic conceptualization of gender (Connell 1987, 1995). Hegemonic masculinity viewed 
men’s hierarchies as “configurations of practice” in order to accomplish its interrelated goals: 
1) to understand the social dynamics of men (their social organization and behaviors); and to
2) understand how these dynamics reproduced patriarchy.
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Hegemonic masculinity is defined as “the configuration of gender practice which embod-
ies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy” (Connell 
1995: 77). Implicit in this definition though is the configuration of gender practices of 
men. While some scholars argue that Connell discusses gender regimes and highlights 
that gender is relational and thus it is about men and women, it is notable that it is used 
overwhelmingly to understand the practices of men. Thus, a model for understanding the 
stratification of masculinities among men through a Gramscian-like hierarchical modeling 
has resulted from Connell’s theory, as well as an understanding of the policing of men’s 
individual gendered behaviors. Connell suggested that the social ordering was inscribed 
through physical domination (or threat thereof) and discursive marginalization (think hom-
ophobic discourse) (Connell 1995: 66‒67). This was thought to ultimately produce or at 
least promote patriarchy.

Incorporating an understanding of the operation of power that is consistent with the notion 
of hegemony (Gramsci 1971), Connell (1995) designated three categories of masculini-
ties that emerge “under” the hegemonic form: complicit, subordinated, and marginalized. 
Although Connell does not herself discuss this hierarchy explicitly, she alludes to it by sug-
gesting that complicit masculinities keep the dominant form of masculinity (hegemonic mas-
culinity) in power because they aspire to attain or at least mimic it; the “subordination of 
non-hegemonic masculinities” (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005: 846) also clearly implies a 
hierarchical structure.

Marginalized masculinities are said to categorize men subordinated by the hegemonic 
form of masculinity because of their race or class, and Connell (1995: 80) distinguished 
them from the “relations internal to the gender order.” Finally, highlighting homosexual 
oppression as distinct, Connell labeled the masculinities of gay men as “subordinated,” 
suggesting they were “the most conspicuous” (p. 79) form ‒ “subordinated to straight men 
by an array of quite material practices” (p.  78). These categories provided an effective 
framework for understanding the hierarchical stratification of men in Western society in 
the 1980s and 1990s.

Connell envisioned the social organization of these loosely defined categories of masculin-
ity as a structural mechanism for the reproduction of patriarchy, even though there exists scant 
empirical evidence or conceptual logic to support this position (Demetriou 2001; Grindstaff & 
West 2011). New (2001), for example, suggests that patriarchy is much more complicated than 
Connell suggests. Hegemonic masculinity theory therefore offers a one-dimensional answer 
to a complex problem that has multiple social roots (Bourdieu 2001; Ferree & Hess 2002), 
and this is why almost all sociologists employing hegemonic masculinity theory have looked 
solely at the intra-masculine stratifications, and the gendered behavior component.

So, if we are to use hegemonic masculinity theory to understand the social dynamics of 
the two vignettes presented at the beginning of the chapter, we need to focus on the intra-
masculine stratifications present among these men. We need to examine to see who has 
hegemonic power ‒ not just social dominance ‒ and how others emulate that power to be 
like them. We need to understand the experiences of the gay men (and gay athletes) through 
a framework of subordination and oppression.

While we see hegemony at play in Blake’s vignette, inclusive of the subordination of 
homosexuality, we do not see how hegemonic masculinity theory can explain Eric’s vignette. 
There is no apparent hierarchy in popularity ‒ it was a Korean, Buddhist, feminine cross-
country runner elected homecoming king (see also McCormack, 2011b); there is no dis-
crimination according to sexual identity, with gay males socially included and their identities 
oftentimes celebrated; and there is no discursive marginalization of men that “subordinates 
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non-hegemonic masculinities” (Connell  & Messerschmidt 2005: 846). We contend that 
inclusive masculinity theory will therefore be more useful in theorizing this vignette.

Eric Anderson and inclusive masculinity theory
When I (Eric) developed inclusive masculinity theory (Anderson 2009, 2012c) I came from 
the position that hegemonic masculinity theory had been a fantastic way of understanding 
masculinities in the 1980s and 1990s ‒ including my experiences at school, first as a clos-
eted gay student and then as a running coach (first closeted, then open). Yet in my research 
on gay athletes (Anderson 2002), I found their experiences to be a challenge to hegemonic 
masculinity theory ‒ they were more positive than I was expecting and hegemonic masculin-
ity theory predicted. Further research on heterosexual college athletes years later (Anderson 
2005b) confounded the assumptions of machismo and homophobia among male youth as 
well. I  started to realize that the high levels of homophobia of that period that I  suspect 
many scholars thought were inevitable were historically situated and contingent on a number 
of social factors. In order to understand the intersection of masculinities and homophobia, 
I realized we needed to account for the effect of how homophobia changes.

In order to understand the shifting nature of homophobia, I created the concept “homo-
hysteria” (Anderson 2009, 2011a, 2013b). Homohysteria refers to a “homosexually- 
panicked culture in which suspicion [of homosexuality] permeates” (Anderson 2011a: 7), 
and has also been defined as the fear of being socially perceived as gay (Anderson 2009). 
I argue that, in order for a culture of homohysteria to exist, three social factors must coin-
cide: 1) the mass cultural awareness that homosexuality exists as a static sexual orientation 
within a significant portion of the population; 2) a cultural zeitgeist of disapproval toward 
homosexuality; 3) cultural disapproval of femininity in men or masculinity in women, as 
they are associated with homosexuality.

When levels of homophobia are high in a homohysteric culture, boys and men go to great 
lengths to demonstrate they are heterosexual. In other words, they have to prove that they 
are not gay. And this is done through distancing themselves from things perceived as gay or 
feminine (because of its conflation with homosexuality for males). Thus, boys eschew femin-
ized terrains, behaviors, and emotional expressions (Pollack 1999); they buff up or support 
sport teams in lieu of their own physicality (Plummer 1999); they talk in explicitly sexual 
and misogynistic language (Thurlow 2001); they avoid feminine entertainment choices, 
clothes, or sports (Francis 1999); and they adopt homophobic attitudes and marginalize those 
suspected of being gay (Kimmel 1994). It is this last characteristic that is most effective in 
securing masculinity because the greatest fear is being thought of as gay (the subordinated 
masculinity in Connell’s language).

However, as homophobia declines, the stigma associated with homosexuality also reduces. 
This has the effect that boys and men care less about whether they are socially perceived as 
gay (McCormack & Anderson 2010); promotes the legitimacy of bisexuality (McCormack 
et al. 2015); and as they are less motivated to avoid a “gay” identity, homophobia loses its 
power to regulate masculinities. In the absence of this policing mechanism, boys are permit-
ted to engage in a wider range of behaviors without ridicule. This will include softer choices 
of clothes and the ability to work feminized jobs (Roberts 2014); softer expressions of friend-
ship and emotional intimacy (Murray and White 2015; Robinson et al. forthcoming); the 
ability for boys to dance together on the dance floor without being thought gay (Peterson & 
Anderson 2012); and being able to befriend people from various social groups (McCormack 
2012, 2014).
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Exemplifying some of these new-found freedoms for straight male youth, Anderson and 
McCormack (2015) show that out of 40 British male undergraduate athletes studied at one 
university, 37 had cuddled in bed with another straight male, holding them for hours in bed. 
Research on straight male undergraduates kissing each other (in a non-sexual but nonethe-
less lip-to-lip way) in Australia shows it to occur at 30 percent (Drummond et al. 2015), 
10 percent in the US (Anderson 2014). This figure rises to 89 percent in the UK (Anderson, 
Adams, & Rivers 2012).

And as straight boys become friends with gay peers, they further undo their homophobia 
(Anderson 2011). McCormack (2012: 63) describes this as a “virtuous circle of decreas-
ing homophobia.” Exemplifying this, research has recently shown (Magrath et al. 2015) 
16- to 18-year-old near-professional-level soccer players in England support having gay 
teammates, and would physically stand up for one if he were being bullied even if he per-
sonally did not like the gay teammate. Even those who deliver sport, the teachers and adults 
from older generations, are recognizing the decline in homophobia among teenagers today 
(White & Hobson 2015)

So, looking at the runners of 2013 in the second vignette, we see that they have lost their 
homophobia: being friends with gay students, espousing pro-gay attitudes, making their gay 
coach a T-shirt that says “two dads are better than one.” They are free to pursue their own 
interests and make friends with whom they like (whether it be from the band or football 
team). They wear pink, talk about their clothes, and cuddle with each other. Absent are physi-
cal domination and discursive marginalization that almost all masculinity scholars described 
as occurring in the 1980s and 1990s. Present instead is a broadly horizontal ordering of 
masculinities where popularity is determined by a host of variables that are not prescribed by 
one’s masculinity (McCormack 2011b).

Because I do not see a hegemonic stratification with the boys in this Southern Califor-
nia school, I argue that there is no strict social hierarchy ‒ instead there exists a clustering 
of non-vertical masculinity types, including football jocks, runners, band-members, preps, 
goths, emos, and computer geeks. I find these groupings are also comprised of black, white, 
Asian, Mexican, and other ethnicities/races, alongside sexual minorities and heterosexuals. 
Even though some are “cooler” than others, these popularity rankings are shorn of the domi-
nating and damaging practices of homophobia, violence, and misogyny.

My argument is that there is little doubt that inclusive masculinity theory explains the 
social dynamics of these youth better than hegemonic masculinity theory (Anderson  & 
McCormack 2016a). Still, these findings I report upon (from dozens and dozens of studies 
in the US and UK) may not reflect the culture everywhere in the West. Hence, hegemonic 
masculinity theory is still utilized by some. For others, they still use hegemonic masculinity 
theory because the theory itself has become hegemonic.

The origins of a hegemonic theory
The original power and continued endurance of hegemonic masculinity theory comes from 
the fact that it was a very effective theory in understanding the social dynamics of men in the 
1980s and early 1990s. The 1980s marked an apex of homophobic attitudes in the Western 
world (Loftus 2001). General Social Survey data from 1988 documents that 81.8 percent of 
American respondents indicated homosexual sex was always or almost always wrong, up 
from the 1970s. Gay men were socially feminized and overtly stigmatized by mainstream 
society (Nardi 1999). It is the historical and cultural specificity of this time ‒ specifically 
the exceptional levels of homophobia in most Western cultures ‒ which made hegemonic 
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masculinity theory particularly suited to understanding the social organization of stratified 
masculinities (Grindstaff & West 2011).

Western homophobia of the 1980s is attributable to the rise of moralistic right-wing poli-
tics, the politicization of evangelical religion, and the AIDS crisis (Loftus 2001; McCor-
mack & Anderson 2014a, 2014b). Crucially, because the social perception of homosexuality 
is determined by behavioral actions and social identifications, rather than ascribed character-
istics (like skin color socially identifies “race”), heterosexuality had to be continually proved 
and reproved. This meant that young men of this generation went to great lengths to demon-
strate that they were not gay (Mac an Ghaill 1994). They deployed homophobia against those 
who violated requisite gender norms, and esteemed masculinities remained within narrow 
gender boundaries that precluded emotional intimacy and physical tactility (Derlega et al. 
1989; Floyd 2000). This zeitgeist required homophobic attitudes and aggressive behaviors 
(Kreager 2007; Plummer 1999) if young men were to approximate the hegemonic form of 
masculinity and distance themselves from being thought gay.

Hegemonic masculinity theory was therefore largely successful in describing intra-masculine 
stratifications because it powerfully and pragmatically captured the masculine zeitgeist of the 
era in which it was conceived (Anderson 2009). Supported by a growing body of empirical 
research, hegemonic masculinity theory soon became the primary way of analyzing all mas-
culinity issues to the point that the theory itself seems to have become hegemonic in the new 
sociology of masculinities scholarship by the turn of the century. Even scholars who did not 
explicate the theory nonetheless drew upon it (e.g., Plummer 1999).

The centrality of homohysteria to masculinity
Primarily fearing gay stigma, boys (gay and straight) in the 1980s and 1990s rigidly policed 
their gendered behaviors to best approximate orthodox masculinity, something Pollack 
(1999) describes as attempting to be “a real boy.” He suggested that, in an attempt to displace 
homosexual suspicion, boys learned at a very young age not to ask for help, to hide weak-
ness, and disguise fear or intimidation. They learned that they must fight when challenged 
and that they must sacrifice their bodies for the sake of the team. Pollack called these mecha-
nisms a “boy code,” which he maintained puts boys and men into a gender straitjacket that 
constrains not only themselves but everyone else. He argues that this reduces us all as human 
beings, and eventually makes us strangers to ourselves and to one another.

Athleticism was the primary axis of masculine stratification among school-aged boys, 
even though athleticism has little practical value in modern society outside the athletic arena. 
The most athletic boys occupied the top positions within the masculine hierarchy, and the 
least athletic the bottom. Every elementary or high-school male knew that the more athletic 
they are, the more popular they will be. High-status boys stand to gain considerably from the 
hierarchy as they earned social prestige and secure resources for themselves.

Boys with the most masculine capital were provided with many social privileges, includ-
ing near immunity from homosexual suspicion. This effect was largely a product of the asso-
ciation between athleticism and masculinity. Because masculine capital is achieved through 
athleticism, and because masculinity is thought to be incompatible with homosexuality, it 
followed that athletes must not be homosexual. Another way to examine this is to say that 
the better the athlete was – and the more masculine the sport he played – the less homosexual 
suspicion there was about him. Thus, American football players are provided near-immunity 
from homosexual suspicion, while band members are inundated with it. From the top of the 
hill, the male was able to marginalize others by using homonegative language, and his deri-
sion is legitimated because he has earned the respect of his peers.
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Surprisingly, boys at the top of the masculine hierarchy were actually provided more lee-
way to transgress the rigid gender boundaries, because few other boys would be willing to 
challenge their sexuality for fear of social or physical reprisal. This phenomenon is also 
found when it comes to homoerotic activities between heterosexual men. The more masculine 
capital one maintained, the more homoerotic activity they seemed able to engage in without 
having their sexuality questioned. For example, Michael Robidoux’s ethnographic research 
on professional hockey players (2001) showed that they are permitted homosocial play that 
many would code as homoerotic. Both in Robidoux’s and Anderson’s research (2005a, 2008, 
2009), this homoerotic play is expressed at a number of levels. For example, it is found 
in towel-snapping and wrestling, but it is also found in more homoerotic activities. Robi-
doux found that hockey players often grabbed each other’s testicles, and Anderson found this 
among water-polo players as well (2005a). Additionally, in Anderson’s own experience as a 
collegiate coach, he found a great deal of mock intercourse between heterosexual men.

While the masculine hierarchy is mainly built via athleticism, consistent association with 
femininity or with things considered to be associated with gay males are important determi-
nants in the downgrading of one’s masculine capital, whether the association is real or per-
ceived. Sociologist David Plummer (1999) pointed out that an accusation of homosexuality 
was the primary manner in which to verbally marginalize another male. He maintained that 
homophobic terms came into currency in elementary school, even though the words may not 
yet have sexual connotations. Still, he posited that these terms were far from indiscriminate, as 
they tapped a complex array of meanings that he says were precisely mapped in peer cultures.

Young boys who slipped out of their bounded zones may have been able to recoup some 
of their masculinity and be reabsorbed back into the masculine arena by deflecting the suspi-
cion of homosexuality onto another boy. A higher-status boy, for example, who transgresses 
gender boundaries, might call a lower-status boy a “fag” in an attempt to displace suspicion. 
By negatively talking about and excluding members who are presumed gay, boys delineated 
their public heterosexuality, while collectively endorsing hegemonic masculinity. In such 
a manner, the marginalized attempted to gain power and control by marginalizing another, 
almost as if it were a game of “tag, you’re it” with the “it” being the label of homosexuality. 
More so, in certain highly masculinized social locations, demonstrating one’s heterosexuality 
was not sufficient to maintain an unambiguous heterosexual masculinity. In these locations, 
such as within football culture, it was also important to show opposition and intolerance 
toward homosexuality (Anderson 2005a).

Because homosexuality was (and likely still is to some degree) equated with femininity, in 
order to avoid accusations of homosexuality, boys also acted vigilantly to adhere to behav-
iors coded as the opposite of feminine at all times, something described as “femphobia.” 
Should boys transgress these boundaries, they were quickly reminded of their transgression 
through a litany of homophobic and misogynistic scripts. Sociologists McGuffey and Rich 
(1999: 116) showed, for example, a case in which older boys observed a seven-year-old cry-
ing and said that he will “probably be gay when he grows up.” To these young boys, being 
soft and/or emotional was a quality associated with females, and a boy possessing such char-
acteristics must subsequently be gay. In this manner, a homosexual accusation marginalized 
boys, and their status as a marginalized boy is then naturalized through their association with 
other marginalized people.

Highlighting the vicious nature of homophobic discourse and the use of stigma in the 
policing of masculine behavior in a highly homohysteric time, once a boy was labeled as 
gay, few other boys would associate with him. The stigma of homosexuality brought with it 
a guilt-by-association fear that the stigma would rub off onto those not already marginalized. 
In this aspect, homosexuality was looked upon as a contaminant, similar to the childhood 
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notion of “cooties.” Thus, after I came out of the closet as an openly gay high-school coach in 
the highly homohysteric early 1990s, my athletes were frequently perceived as gay because 
they had a gay coach. Also illustrating the contaminant effect, McGuffey and Rich (1999: 
116) quoted a nine-year-old boy yelling, “I don’t care if I have to sit out the whole summer 
’cause I’m not going to let that faggot touch me!” Making boys contaminated in this way 
sent a strong warning to the other boys not to act like a girl, or they would be isolated and 
ostracized by their male peers.

Hegemonic masculinity in jock-ocratic school cultures
The above section described the use of athleticism and homophobic and sexist discourse in 
order to stratify men in a king-of-the-hill-style competition for the upper rungs of a mascu-
line hierarchy. Much like the game, where the most dominant male occupies the top of the 
hill and physically pushes weaker boys down it, the contestation for masculine stratification 
was routinely played out on flat sporting fields and courts in the institutions of both sport and 
public education where sport, through physical education, is made compulsory and those on 
sporting teams have their associations glorified publicly. This type of school environment is 
something Eric calls a “jock-ocracy,” because the high-school (and often university) culture 
is stratified around athletics, not academics.

In a jock-ocracy, boys that score the most touchdowns, goals, or baskets symbolically 
occupy the top of the hierarchy, and they often naturalize their status by marginalizing other 
males with homophobic and misogynistic discourse. Those who are softer, weaker, or more 
feminine are regarded as homosexual and are normally relegated to the bottom of the strati-
fication, or cast out from masculine terrain altogether. Boys who reside at the top of the mas-
culine hierarchy (that is, those with the most masculine capital) are required to maintain their 
social location through the continuous monitoring of masculine behaviors, in order to assure 
complicity with masculine expectations at nearly all times. As mentioned before, a continu-
ous process of homosocial patrolling occurs by both self and others, as boys who deviate 
are routinely chastised for their aberrant behavior through homophobic and misogynistic 
discourse. Michael Kimmel (1994: 122) describes these processes by saying, “Masculinity 
must be proved, and no sooner is it proved than it is again questioned and must be proved 
again – constant, relentless, unachievable, and ultimately the quest for proof becomes so 
meaningless that it takes on the characteristics, as Weber said, of a sport.”

The system of using athleticism to stratify men along an access of power is described as 
hegemonic because it is maintained not only through the real and symbolic forces of those 
who occupy the upper tiers, but through the willing participation of those who are subor-
dinated. A high-school jock-ocracy provides a clear understanding of the process of mas-
culinity as hegemonic oppression because ancillary players (those possessing subordinated 
forms of masculinity) keep this volatile framework in place by lauding social merits onto 
the kings of the hill, literally cheering them on. Women, adult men, and other marginalized 
boys pay tribute to them by supporting them in the very arena that they struggle to maximize 
their influence – athletic competitions. The epitome of this is when women cheer for male 
athletes, relegating themselves to symbolic subservience, and when a student body votes a 
football player as homecoming king. The public celebration of masculine domination makes 
hegemonic masculinity a popular identity to adopt and therefore ensures compliance by other 
males seeking such admiration.

The praise of these kings by individuals and their institutions naturalizes and legitimizes 
the power of those who control the jock-ocracy. However, as an operation of hegemonic 
oppression, the system is not necessarily understood in this context. Rather, hegemonic 
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processes conceal the legitimating of power upon athletes via myths of school pride. The 
subordinated members of school culture do not view their cheering as praise for the so-called 
elite and powerful men who dominate and subordinate. Rather, they view it as cheering for 
“our school.” Perhaps this system is also maintained because cheering for “our team” elicits 
hopes that the school’s kings (in-group) will beat another school’s kings (out-group). In 
this manner, even the marginalized can take solace in the fact that their institution is more 
masculine than the others, gaining them symbolic masculine capital via association with 
dominance.

Even if the home team fails to win, men symbolically align themselves with the athletic 
prowess of their heroes, by association as a spectator, and are encouraged to equate their 
own masculinity with that which devalues femininity and homosexuality. This association 
can be seen in the common language spectators use to describe an imagined affiliation with 
the athletes of a team: “my team lost” or “our team was amazing tonight.” This is a process 
by which all men gain symbolic power over all women when some men beat all women at an 
athletic event or prevent women from competing against them in the first place. By associat-
ing with men, even men who cannot beat women gain power because their gender won. This, 
in essence, is one link between homophobia and sexism. Homophobia keeps all men in line, 
so that all men can benefit from the privileges of patriarchy.

Rapidly decreasing homophobia
The aforementioned description of masculinity in a homohysteric zeitgeist will likely 
ring “very true” for readers who were born before the 1990s. However, central to Eric’s 
theory of homohysteria is homophobia. Homophobia is what kept the whole social 
mechanism in place.

The US is an exemplar of this shift. There is an overwhelming body of quantitative and 
qualitative evidence that suggests that cultural homophobia began to decrease in 1993, and 
has rapidly decreased ever since (e.g., Baunach 2012). Keleher and Smith (2012: 1324) 
show that all demographic groups have become more tolerant and, importantly, that they 
became more tolerant at the same rate, arguing that, “we are witnessing a sweeping change 
in attitudes toward lesbians and gay men.” Studies continue to show this progression toward 
inclusivity (Twenge et al. 2016), and it is correlated with a liberalization of attitudes to non-
marital sex (Twenge et al. 2015).

Decreasing homophobia also encapsulates decreasing biphobia (Anderson & McCormack 
2016b; Anderson et al. 2016; Anderson, Scoats, & McCormack 2015). Not only has this 
made bisexuality more legitimate, but it has rapidly expanded the sexual behaviors available 
to heterosexual males. Exemplifying this, Branfman, Stiritz, and Anderson (2017) show that 
millennial-aged heterosexual men have disassociated male anal sex from homosexuality, 
and begun exploring their own anal sexual desires and pleasures. Around a third of college-
aged straight men have been shown to stimulate their own anus.

Significant to social theory, a substantial and growing body of newer work eschews hegem-
onic masculinity theory as a way of theorizing the social dynamics of boys and men’s lives 
today (e.g., Adams 2011; Duncanson 2009; Flood 2008). For example, McCormack (2013), 
Bartholomaeus (2012), Swain (2006), Dean (2013), and dozens more argue that hegemonic 
masculinity does not capture the social dynamics of teenage or pre-teenage boys.

It’s not just decreasing homophobia that has been impactful in radically changing domi-
nant notions of masculinity. Recent decades have brought a lessening of orthodox views and 
institutional control of all types of gender, sexual, and relationship types, in North American 
and Western European cultures (Twenge et al. 2015). This is made evident in the growing 
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percentage of people who engage in non-marital sex (Twenge et al. 2015), the social and 
legal permission for divorce, what some would suggest is a lessening of the traditional dou-
ble standard for heterosexual intercourse (Bordini & Sperb 2013). Most important to inclu-
sive masculinity theory is the expanded social and political landscape for gays and lesbians.

The impact of these shifting cultural attitudes – the increasing loss of our puritan senti-
ment – is perhaps best illustrated by examining teenagers. For example, whereas teenagers 
once traded baseball cards, today they trade digital pornography clips. The internet provides 
anyone the ability to instantly access a display of sexual variety. Here bodies fuck (predomi-
nantly for straight and gay men’s pleasures) in all combinations, styles, mixtures, manners, 
and video quality. We are not necessarily critiquing this; instead, we think it provides what 
some feminists concerned with pornography have been calling for all along: not an abolition 
of pornography, but an explosion of the subjectivities of differing kinds of people in por-
nography (Ellis et al. 1990). Gone is the expectation of heterosexual missionary sex (Segal 
1994). The internet has sparked a sexual revolution. How this relates to decreasing stigma 
about homosexuality is a related matter (McCormack & Wignall 2016).

Today’s porntube.com generation see, early and often, sexual images that arouse or enter-
tain them: whether accidentally or intentionally, our students tell us that they view video clips 
of gays, lesbians, and others once stigmatized by the Victorian cult of heterosexual boredom. 
Often a heterosexual cannot find his preferred images of heterosexual intercourse without 
filtering through the images of the acts once so socially tabooed. Curiosity of the other, or 
perhaps a desire to simply see what others enjoy, tempts the heterosexually minded young 
male into clicking on the link, watching what their fathers despised so much. The internet, 
we propose, has therefore been instrumental in exposing the forbidden fruit of homosexual 
sex, commodifying and normalizing it in the process (McCormack & Wignall 2016). This, 
combined with a strategic and political bombardment of positive cultural messages about 
homosexuality through media directed at youth (Morris & Anderson 2015), has sent a mes-
sage that while homosexuality is okay, homophobia is not.

What happens to the traditional, conservative, orthodox version of masculinity when our 
culture of homohysteria decreases? What implications might this have on men who were 
once forced into a narrow ascription of masculinity? We argue that the existence of inclusive 
masculinities means that there is an awareness that heterosexual men can act in ways once 
associated with homosexuality, with less threat to their public identity as heterosexual. This, 
Eric shows, has socio-positive effects for straight men, gay men, and women as well.

Inclusive masculinity is therefore as much about the equal inclusion of gay men as it is 
about the inclusion of straight men’s femininity. Moreover, there are other socio-positive 
variables that come from decreased homohysteria. Eric shows (Anderson 2014) that inclu-
sive masculinities also lead to decreased sexism. Inclusive masculinity theory also main-
tains that the gendered behaviors of boys and men will be less differentiated from girls and 
women in periods of diminished homohysteria. In other words, inclusive masculinity theory 
maintains that in periods of diminished homohysteria there will be a reversal of what gender 
scholars sometimes describe as the separation of gendered spheres (see Chapter 1). In such 
a culture, the differences between masculinity and femininity, men and women, gay and 
straight, will be harder to distinguish, and masculinity will no longer serve as the primary 
method of stratifying men.

How jocks made inclusive masculinities possible
Eric early wrote that in highly homohysteric times, team-sport jocks both produced and 
benefited from homohysteria. The idea was that they were so homophobic, so masculine, 
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that they could not possibly be thought gay. With this immunity from homosexual suspi-
cion, boys and men who had enough masculine capital were actually permitted to touch 
each other and bond emotionally. The sporting exception was not so because team sports 
were locations friendly to homosexuality; quite the opposite: sport was suffused with 
such high degrees of homophobia that it built heterosexual insurance for the jocks that 
played it. Accordingly, the only reason the guys in a football huddle could wrap their 
arms around each other was because they operated under the belief that homophobia had 
excised all gay players and even homosexual desire from sport. Thus, the performing of 
gender-transgressing acts was both a symbol of a fag (for one group) and the symbol of a 
heterosexual jock (for another).

As we then showed, since 1993, homophobia has been on a rapid decline, replaced by 
more inclusive attitudes, particularly among youth. Team-sport athletes began living in less 
homophobic cultures, and as they did they increasingly expanded the range and severity 
of their same-sex physical and emotional interactions. They used their masculine capital 
to purchase heterosexual capital, so that they could do semi-sexual things with each other 
(like kissing and cuddling) without being thought gay. When one is less concerned about 
being thought homosexual, one is free to do things that are socially coded as belonging to 
the terrain of homosexuals. Then, as more heterosexual men started to do these behaviors, 
including non-athletes, they stripped the homosexual connotation away from them. This has 
created a virtuous circle of expanding, acceptable, behaviors for young men to engage in, 
without homosexual suspicion.

Thus, whereas sport used to define a particular, conservative type of “hegemonic” mas-
culinity, jocks can no longer be stereotyped. To assume athletes are homophobic, stoic, or 
emotionally or physically alienated from other men would be to pre-judge them: it would be 
an act of prejudice. In fact, in many ways the twenty-first-century jock is ahead of his non-
athletic peers. In all of Eric’s studies on the topic (Anderson 2014) he finds that jocks express 
love to one another more than non-athletes do; that they engage in more kissing and cuddling 
with other men. Thus, it is the heterosexual capital that jocks used to defy their own rigidly 
imposed masculinity culture that ultimately betrayed that code and permitted more expres-
siveness and tactility. Once homophobia began decreasing, jocks exhibited a wider range of 
behaviors, pushing into terrains that were homosexualized and feminized. In other words, 
they continued to use their heterosexual capital to make these spaces acceptable for men to 
occupy. This next meant that less masculinized men could follow suit. In short, jocks made 
it okay to love and touch other men.

Being a jock still brings an allure of heterosexuality, and that ‒ just as it did in the 1980s ‒ 
permits young heterosexual male jocks to exhibit an even greater terrain of expanded behaviors. 
The multiple investigations of jock culture in this book make it fairly clear: it is gay-friendly 
jocks who have the credibility to step into homosexual gendered terrain which makes it safe 
for others to follow, de-stigmatizing homosexuality in the process and opening a gate for men 
to identify as metrosexual (at first) and, more recently, “mostly heterosexual” instead of exclu-
sively heterosexual (Anderson 2014). Whereas old-school masculinity theorists once described 
team-sport athletes as extremely homophobic and gender conservative, this is not the case 
today. This, then, brings us full-circle back to Eric’s vignette.

Applying inclusive masculinity theory
The American high school that I (Eric) taught at in 1990 was near-perfectly theorized by 
Connell’s theory. This was a social world in which a group of men (mostly football jocks) 
ruled over all others. Those who did not fit this model did their best to approximate it, looking 
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up the hierarchy. While those at the top could use some of their masculine capital (Anderson 
2005a) to engage in some homoerotic banter as a form of expressing their heterosexuality, 
all other forms of same-sex intimacy (physical or emotional) were taboo; their enactment 
brought physical punishment and social retribution (Pollack 1999). During this time, nothing 
could be worse to an adolescent male than to be thought a fag (Anderson 2000).

But Connell’s theory does not seem to apply to this team today. Dozens of ethnographic 
studies, authored by Eric and many other researchers, show that young men adopt inclusive 
attitudes toward homosexuality, and that they associate much more freely with symbols that 
were once coded as homosexualizing of men. As they do, those symbols lose their homo-
sexualizing power. This means that even homophobic men can adopt softer gender codes. 
Take, for example, the color pink. In the 1980s, pink was for girls, and boys who wore it were 
labeled fags. Today, pink, purple, and lavender are popular men’s dress shirt colors without 
homosexualizing the wearer. In England, we even see boys riding pink bicycles. Pink no 
longer homosexualizes a male in any of these contexts; not unless a guy’s bedroom looks as 
if it were hit with a Barbie bomb.

There is no definitive checklist of cultural attributes that define hegemonic masculinity 
compared to one of inclusivity, but in an attempt to give some specific behavioral traits we 
provide below some trends that will emerge when homophobia is socially unacceptable:

• same-sex emotional intimacy (bromances);
• same-sex physical intimacy (touch, kissing, cuddling)
• an expansion of desirable male bodies (i.e.; today thin and muscular boys are sexualized);
• an expansion of acceptable gendered behaviors (men today can sit with their legs

crossed);
•	 an expansion of gender-acceptable fashion, music, sport, gaming, and mass entertainment;
• avoidance of fights;
• homophobic intent is removed from homophobic/gay/homosexualized discourse;
• less sexism;
• a reduction of the “one-time rule of homosexuality” permitting gay sexual experiences

without being culturally homosexualized.

Inclusive masculinity theory, then, argues that there will be a relationship between these 
behaviors and the social organization of masculinity types. In a culture of extreme homohys-
teria boys will align, vertically, in a homophobic-hegemonic stratification similar, or perhaps 
identical, to the one Connell alludes to, while restricting the above-mentioned categories 
to what is perceived to be heterosexual. But, in a culture of inclusivity ‒ when a “so what” 
attitude exists around male homosexuality, as it does on the team Eric coaches in the second 
vignette ‒ a vertical, hegemonic, stratification of masculinity types will not exist. Instead, 
multiple masculinity types will proliferate without hegemonic dominance. We don’t pre-
scribe the exact social arrangement of them, but they will not be vertical.

Conclusion
With this chapter, we have shown that masculinity is a socially constructed display of men’s 
gender; and that it has varied greatly in just the last few decades. Throughout the 1980s 
(particularly) and the 1990s, homophobia was rife, and young straight men wishing not to 
be thought gay distanced themselves from gay suspicion by acting in macho and homopho-
bic ways (Anderson 2014). Perhaps nowhere is this more salient than in the way gay male 
athletes were treated when Eric published his first research on the topic (Anderson 2002), 
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compared to his latest work in Out in Sport (Anderson, Magrath and Bullingham 2016). In 
this analysis, we show gay men moving from sporting pariahs to culturally celebrated icons 
(Kian & Anderson 2009; Kian et al. 2015; Kian et al. 2013; Murray et al. 2016).

With this chapter, we also hope to have provoked a critical reflection of the theory that has 
dominated masculinities studies for over a quarter century. We hope to have shown a healthy 
respect for the theory/concept of hegemonic masculinity, as it transformed our understanding 
of the multiplicity of masculinities, and their consequences nearly three decades ago; while 
simultaneously arguing that its usefulness is now germane only to cultures, or organizational 
cultures, that retain high degrees of homohysteria ‒ the way America did, overall, in the 
1980s, and the way it may still in certain Western locales today.

For the most part, however, younger masculinity scholars are seeing matters differently 
because they are generating different results in their empirical work (Anderson & McCor-
mack 2016). This leads us to suggest that inclusive masculinity is a more apt tool for modern 
research. For example, we cannot determine that the men of the team described at the beginning 
of this chapter in Eric’s vignette at best “tolerate” gay men the way Connell and Messerschmidt 
(2005) claim they do; nor can we determine just what race it is that is to be marginalized on that 
team. We cannot determine which religion is associated with hegemonic masculinity, and thus 
thrusting its non-believers into the category of complicit masculinities. More so, we find no 
evidence of any group of males ‒ any archetype ‒ dominating with the presence of hegemony 
at this school. And without hegemony, there can be no hegemonic masculinity theory. It is, after 
all, a hegemony-based theory. New times require new social theories.



Jenny’s story
I (Eric) was a very young coach, maybe just 
19, when the high-school district I  coached for 
decided that it made sense to have the boys’ track 
team (coached separately) compete at the same 
time (in dual meets against other schools) with 
the girls’ track team. Until this time, my high-
school’s boys’ team might stay at home to com-
pete against the “Warriors” while the girls’ team 
traveled to compete on the Warriors’ home turf. 
Combining the competitions, so that they all took 
place on just one track at the same time, was 
thought a way of saving the school district money 
because it would cut transportation costs in half. 
There was, however, much outrage among the 
other coaches (all male) on my team.

The official rationale for my fellow coaches’ 
anger was that competing both teams simultane-
ously would slow the meet down, adding perhaps 
two extra hours per meet. However, this logic 
failed me. While it was true that the meet would 
last longer, it would also cut in half the amount 

of meets that we had to prepare for. Setting up the track, organizing the officials, the timers, 
setting up tarps, tents, a public address system, and so on took far more than two hours per 
meet. According to my logic, having the girls combined with the boys either meant that there 
would be twice as many coaches to help, or we would only have to set up for a meet half as 
often. This seemed a smart idea.

I sensed that my colleagues’ resentment came instead from having to compete with girls. 
Proving my point, one coach finally said, “It will kill boys’ track. Nobody wants to watch 
a fat girl struggle around the 3,200.” Although I was a young coach, something went off in 
my head. That’s not right, I thought. From my perspective, not only should the two teams 
compete together, but they should train together as well.

A few years later, several of my athletes were accepted into one of the most prestigious 
high-school track meets in the United States. Here, I was surprised to see that Jenny, who ran 
for our girls’ team, was admitted into the mile. We knew she was a fairly good miler, but she 
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was not in the same comparative league as my boy runners. Still, on this day, Jenny improved 
dramatically, dropping her mile time down to 5:26. After her race, one of the boys on my 
team said, “Imagine how good she could be, if she could be coached by you?”

The women’s distance coach was not an expert, and fortunately for Jenny, he was 
therefore open to doing whatever it took to help Jenny improve. When I  approached 
this coach with the suggestion that Jenny train with the guys, he was open to it. The 
following week Jenny’s coach asked the other girls on his team what they thought of it. 
While some thought it was good for Jenny (therefore supporting it), most did not. To 
them, Jenny was a girl. They therefore maintained that she should train with the girls. 
Eventually, a compromise was struck so that Jenny could train with my boys two days 
a week. After a few weeks of running with the guys, Jenny was one of the fastest milers 
in the nation.

Jenny’s success was amazing, and Stanford University was interested in her. If she could 
run this fast the following year (her last year of high school) Stanford indicated that they 
would give Jenny a full scholarship. Jenny was ecstatic, her parents were elated, and all 
seemed in place for Jenny to earn a scholarship to one of America’s most prestigious univer-
sities. Unfortunately, matters soon changed.

The following cross-country season, the school hired a new coach for the girls’ distance-
running team. Although she came with very little history of success, she did not permit Jenny 
to train with my team. We tried to negotiate with her, couching my arguments not in the 
weakness of her coaching, but instead suggesting that there were no girls on Jenny’s team 
to push her, and that Jenny needed to be with the boys for this. The new coach did not see 
matters this way. She maintained that she had a responsibility to keep Jenny with the other 
girls, so that Jenny could force them to run faster. We tried to explain to her that in distance 
running, talent is the most important factor; that the other girls were just so much slower than 
Jenny that it was impossible for them to catch her. We stressed that Jenny had much at stake 
here. Her parents could not afford to send her to Stanford, and that in the best interest of the 
athlete, Jenny belonged with the boys.

Refusing to allow Jenny to train with the boys even one day a week, we took the matter 
to the school’s principal. His response, “The girls’ team has a coach, and it is not you.” We 
took the matter to the school district, but they sided with the principal. Jenny’s parents even 
threatened to sue the school district, arguing that their child had special needs because of her 
exceptional abilities. They argued that there was a highly successful coach, with fast male 
runners that could help her with those needs. They lost, and Jenny was forced to train with 
the girls’ team.

However, because she had fought to run with the boys, she was marginalized by the other 
girls on the team. Now, Jenny had no training partners, and a well below-mediocre coach. 
She got slower, and Stanford stopped calling.

I’m not much one for rules, particularly when they inflict harm upon an athlete. We there-
fore volunteered to coach Jenny privately, at a location away from the school, after my team 
had finished their practice. The plan was simple, because the workouts Jenny’s coach gave 
her were far below her abilities: later that night we would meet under cover of darkness to 
train. We would not be able to have her train with my boys, because they did a hard workout 
during school practice, but I would run with Jenny myself. Jenny began to improve and all 
was working well. Until her coach found out.

In response (vengeance), her coach upped Jenny’s training, so that she would be too tired 
to train with me. She also encouraged the other girls on the team to shun Jenny. Jenny, one of 
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the best milers in the nation, became so marginalized and disenfranchised that she ended up 
transferring schools. She never earned that scholarship.

Jenny’s story is not unique. Women all over the country are denied the opportunity to 
improve their performance because they compete on gender-segregated sporting teams. 
These women are, however, denied more than just the ability to perform better. They are also 
denied the ability to befriend men in ways they may not otherwise be able to. It strikes me 
as odd that we tout team sports as worthy pursuits because they build team spirit and teach 
the skills necessary in modern life. Last I  checked, modern universities, workplaces, and 
families are usually comprised of both men and women. If sport teaches us teamwork, does 
it not make sense to learn the type of teamwork that will be required in “real life”; the kind 
of teamwork where both men and women work together?

Jenny’s story shows that women can be as insistent on sex segregation in sport as men 
are. In this case, Jenny was welcomed by the boys’ team; the sexism came from the female 
coach and female teammates. This highlights that sport is a mutually agreed upon system of 
discrimination. Ultimately, however, it is a system that benefits men as a collective more than 
it does women. As long as women believe that feminism is about separatism, we all miss out 
on a vital opportunity to bring the genders closer together.

Sex segregation in sport
The hidden process of gender segregation has been documented from early childhood 
(Thorne 1993) throughout adulthood (Williams 1995), but it is something made much more 
visible in sport. Largely a product of both men’s and women’s socialized desires, men and 
women occupy separate spaces in the sporting world (Hargreaves 2002). Few other institu-
tions naturalize the segregation of men and women so near perfectly as does team sport. 
While occupational sex segregation is declining in other institutions (Rotolo  & Wharton 
2004), formal and traditional reasoning has left team sport a largely unexamined arena of 
gender segregation (Caudwell 2003). While this segregation has many male-driven purposes, 
it is important to note that feminist separation also occurs in sport.

One can certainly understand feminist desire to play sport away from men, particularly 
because women are protected from the violence of male athleticism in gender-segregated 
sport (Kreager 2007; Smith 1983). Female-only settings also appear to empower women and 
to provide them with female solidarity in a setting free from men’s intimidation and harass-
ment (Fielding-Lloyd & Meân 2008). But the ethos surrounding separate sporting programs 
is much more institutionalized than simply a matter of women desiring to play separately. In 
the wider context, Fielding-Lloyd and Meân (2008: 37) suggest that separatist policies “can 
hinder gender equity as they reproduce and produce difference.” This is the product of men 
producing and reproducing their own privilege over women. And the privilege men maintain 
from segregated sport extends far beyond the institution of sport.

When boys are socialized into sport for the perceived “character-building” benefits, they 
also construct a language specific to sport; language that earns them human capital. Boys and 
men learn to bond, relate to each other, work, and solve problems all without the presence of 
girls and/or women in sport. And, because sport is gender segregated, it means that women 
are excluded from the domain in which this language and way of relating is learned. Women, 
therefore, have a harder time acquiring the cultural codes and behavioral conducts deemed 
necessary to impress masculine gatekeepers in other social institutions that are dominated 
by men (Cameron 1998). This is something gatekeepers (those who do the hiring) code as 
“skills.” Additionally, it has been suggested that in learning mutually shared characteristics, 
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backgrounds, interests, experiences or knowledge, co-membership is established between 
the gatekeeper (male) and the job candidate (also male), instigating a comfort level for both 
parties and enhancing solidarity and positive feeling towards one another (as discussed in 
Chapter 5). In accordance with this interaction, it is perceived that gatekeepers (particularly 
within the sports industry) seek out candidates with similar sporting backgrounds, experi-
ences, and knowledge to themselves (Kanter 1977), as they believe that their own sporting 
careers have prepared them well for their job and assume those who display similar levels of 
social and masculine capital would be best suited to the job they have on offer.

Thus, men’s gender segregation (and dominance) in sport helps translate into men justify-
ing their privilege in the work world. This is even true of the work world that relates to sport 
(presented later in this chapter).

We argue that the separation of the sexes in sport maintains a hegemonic stranglehold 
on our abilities to think differently, to imagine a better model of gender integration in sport 
(Anderson 2008c). This is because sport is naturalized through notions of “opposite” pheno-
types and myths about boys’ elevated levels of innate aggression and athletic advantage over 
girls (Butterfield & Loovis 1994). Thus, collectively, sex segregation in sport is grounded in 
notions of separate worlds for boys and girls.

But there are serious costs associated with gender segregation other than career progres-
sion. In the gender-segregated arena of sport, men are not introduced to the athletic abilities 
and sexual/gendered narratives of women. Instead, in the homosocial world of men’s team 
sport, males are socialized into an ethos in which women are devalued as athletes and valued 
as sexual objects. Bereft of alternative gender narratives, masculinity remains predicated 
in anti-feminine, sexist, and (frequently) misogynistic thinking. Without having women as 
teammates, men fail to learn of women’s sexual narratives, they fail to learn of their athletic 
abilities, and they fail to learn of women’s leadership capabilities. This later leads to men’s 
advantage in employment in corporate life (Joseph & Anderson 2015).

I (Eric) have spent a good part of my academic career examining the socio-negative 
aspects of gender segregation in sport (Hargreaves & Anderson 2014). But perhaps the most 
illuminating research I have conducted on this considers male ex-high-school football play-
ers; men who were not able to make their university football teams because of the decreasing 
opportunity structure upon which sport is built (Chapter 2), and ended up competing for their 
university’s co-ed cheerleading team, instead. Findings from this research lead me to sug-
gest that, in the gender-segregated arena of sport, the extreme regimentation and inordinate 
amount of time required to excel often deprives men of experiences outside of the athletic 
arena, where they might otherwise be introduced to the athletic abilities and sexual/gendered 
narratives of women. Instead, in the homosocial world of men’s team sport, males are social-
ized into an ethos in which women are valued as sexual objects and devalued as athletes 
(Curry 1991; Schacht 1996). This is made more possible because there are no women to 
contest these narrow understandings, and also because coaches are recruited from a pool of 
ex-athletes who matriculated through the same system.

Essentially, I suggest that because team sports are nearly compulsory for American youth, 
young boys are indoctrinated into a masculinized, homophobic, and sexist gender regime 
from early childhood – an institution they cannot easily escape. Even if boys are fortunate 
enough to enter a gender-integrated sports team when young, by the time they reach high 
school, gender segregation is the norm, as it was for Jenny and the boys on my team. Addi-
tionally, the demands of competitive sport often consume such quantities of time that it also 
structures men into off-field social networks of teammates – positioning them into a near-
total masculine institution (as discussed in Chapter 7).
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Bereft of alternative gender narratives, and desiring social promotion among their peers, 
boys and men are more willing to subject their agency to orthodox masculinity – which 
remains predicated in anti-feminine, sexist, and (frequently) misogynistic thinking. In this 
aspect, segregation on the field is complicated by the effect of a near-total institution off 
the field. But data from my cheerleading research clearly shows that when these same men 
become familiar with the experiences of women (in the gender-integrated sport of cheerlead-
ing), almost all adopt a new gender strategy that looks more favorably upon women (none 
downgraded their position on women). While some of this change may occur because of the 
liberalizing attitudes of university life in general (Ohlander et al. 2005), I attribute much of 
their reconstruction to the gender-integrated sport of cheerleading.

In co-ed cheerleading, the time constraints of training and travel structures athletes into 
mixed-sex social networks, at least part of the time. Here, men are likely to have conversa-
tions with women about sex, gender, sport, and life – the kind of conversations they were 
often unable to have in a homosocial culture such as football. In partaking in these conversa-
tions, informants not only open themselves to hearing of the multiple narratives of women, 
but they also learn to see them as worthy and competent athletes, teammates, coaches, and 
leaders. In cheerleading, even men who were once highly sexist are able to socialize and 
develop cohesion with women as participants of equal agency and responsibility for team 
performance and outcomes – something that works against gender stereotyping. Coupled 
with a more inclusive institutional and organizational setting (something I  was not able 
to achieve with Jenny’s coach), these men are led to undo much of their separatist, sexist 
thinking.

The findings of my cheerleading research, however, stand out as odd compared to other 
research showing that the integration of men and women does not always deter gender ste-
reotyping (Harvey & Stables 1984; Jackson & Warren 2000). I, however, suggest that team 
sports may be uniquely effective in reducing gender stereotypes precisely because they 
necessitate that men and women work together for the accomplishment of victory. In other 
words, for once, I am highlighting a way that sport could (but does not) help promote virtue.

My argument makes logical sense: men relying upon women to obtain their athletic goals 
will look more favorably upon women. The findings of my cheerleading research indicate 
that the gender-integrated nature of cheerleading may therefore help disrupt the reproduction 
of orthodox masculinity among men in gender-segregated team sport.

I do not claim gender integration to be a panacea for the sexual, social, ethical, and 
gender-related problems associated with sport; men’s team sport is far too entwined with 
other masculinist systems and institutions for that. Furthermore, my research does not 
address what effect gender-desegregating team sport might have on female athletes, par-
ticularly considering that women have been shown to be subordinated by men within 
other integrated terrains (Britton & Williams 1995). Nor does my research address how 
gender-integrated team sport might impact upon the number of socio-positive attributes 
that Sabo and his colleagues (2004) correlate with women’s sporting participation. But 
whereas dominant ideology maintains that gender segregation is valuable because it shel-
ters women from men’s violence, I question whether violence against women might instead 
be promoted through sporting segregation. If gender segregation in sport is even partially 
responsible for men’s violence against women then my research should serve as a call for 
further academic inquiry into the effects of gender-integrating sport.

Still, it is recognized that gender-desegregating sport is a politically charged proposi-
tion, and I am aware that among traditionalists of sport the potential implications of these 
findings may not be received favorably. But only by examining both sides of this question 
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might we come to a better understanding of the impact gender segregation has on athletic 
culture. Hegemonic perspectives that value gender segregation in sport – whether they 
be masculinist or feminist in origin – should not stop us from academically examining 
a counter-proposition. As Frye (1999: 361) says, “If you are doing something that is so 
strictly forbidden by the patriarchs, you must be doing something right.” One thing is 
certain, without gender integration competitive, organized, team sport continues to benefit 
men, in their cultural, patriarchal, rule over women.

Pierre Bourdieu and patriarchy
Patriarchy (men’s cultural and institutional dominance over women) is the norm in most 
societies. Although a few, rare, matriarchal societies have existed – including some Native 
American societies – the power and privilege that men maintain over women is ubiqui-
tous, profound, and mundane. Men take up more space in co-ed settings, and they are often 
thought smarter, more competent, funny, or generous. Men’s rule gives them elevated wages 
over women, a faster route to promotion, and a better piece of the pie. Patriarchy, of course, 
runs all the way to the top of the power structures, as men dominate and control all-important 
institutions for creating both policies and cultural beliefs; thus, men control politics, religion, 
education, entertainment, news, and so on.

Women sometimes maintain strength in the institutions that clean up after men’s doings, 
like childcare, teaching, social work, nursing, and other care-providing occupations (Wil-
liams 1995). Women also take notes for powerful men; they do their shopping and wash their 
clothes and homes. But what is interesting about patriarchy in contemporary society, despite 
the fact that women now attend college/university at the same rate as men, is that women 
continue to vote for men. Thus, women contribute to their own oppression. This means that 
patriarchy is not just overt (forced) rule; it is hegemonic oppression.

Illustrating this, with each new class of students I (Eric) have (and my classes are equally 
representative of men and women) I try a simple experiment. We rush into class late, and loudly 
announce, “Sorry I’m late. Listen up, I need you to quickly divide yourselves into groups of 
five, and elect a leader.” By instructing my students to configure themselves into groups of 
five, I assure that the gender split cannot be equal. And because men almost always sit next to 
men, and women with women, the chances are that most of the teams will be strongly gendered 
one way or another. What is interesting about this exercise is that when a team is comprised 
of all men, they almost always pick the tallest male in the group to be the leader; when the 
team is mixed (to any degree) they almost always pick a male to be the leader. Occasionally, if 
there is only one male in the group of five, they will pick a female leader, but the general rule 
is that men and women almost exclusively pick tall men to be their leaders. This highlights the 
embeddedness of patriarchy. We gave them no clue as to what qualities this leader might need 
to possess for the “game.” Accordingly, if picking a leader were a random process, one would 
expect 50 percent of the leaders to be men and 50 percent of the leaders to be women. But it’s 
not. This highlights the hegemonic aspects of patriarchy: men and women mutually agree that 
men are to lead women, and not the other way around.

In the 1970s, several general theories addressing patriarchy (men’s institutional privilege 
and cultural domination over women) were advanced (Rubin 1975) concerning domination 
of one group by another via economic, social, and cultural hierarchies. But the origins of 
men’s dominance are multifaceted.

Pierre Bourdieu was one of the most influential social theorists of his generation. 
Trained mainly as an anthropologist, he suggested that patriarchy is likely produced by an 
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interlocking system of cognitive oppositions and social patterns in families, schools, and 
the state, all of which are grounded in the opposition of the dominant male and submissive 
female (Bourdieu 2001). It is the interlocking system of cognitive categories and objective 
social differences that produce the (false) perception that there are deep-seated differences 
between the sexes. This is something that Mariah Burton Nelson (1994) aptly points out in 
her book The Stronger Women Get, the More Men Love Football.

Connell’s (1987) notion of hegemonic masculinity (Chapter 7) addresses the issue of patri-
archy, too. She suggests that the purpose of having one hegemonic archetype of masculinity is 
not just about stratifying men along a continuum of diminishing returns. She suggests that the 
current hegemonic form of masculinity contains sexist and misogynistic tenets in order to help 
men maintain their patriarchal privilege over all women. Non-hegemonic men may pay (or lose 
out) for not maintaining the characteristics associated with the elite form of masculinity; they 
may even be harassed, bullied, or exploited because of it. Nonetheless, with everyone looking 
“up” to the dominant version of masculinity, simply being male permits all men to benefit from 
the marginalization of all women. This is something Connell calls the “patriarchal dividend.”

In other words, all men invest in their symbolic (hegemonic) form of dominating mascu-
linity, so that they might hold up this version as symbolic proof of their right to rule. This is 
why Connell does not develop a process of hegemonic femininity. Instead, she suggests that 
because men are collectively positioned over women in society, the elite form of femininity 
is best described as emphasized femininity.

Hegemonic masculinity helps maintain patriarchy, because while all men are stratified 
below “hegemonic masculinity,” all women are stratified below all men. Men’s rule over 
women is maintained by the few elite dominants who essentially show that men’s dominance 
over women is natural, and right. Because some men (the pros) beat all women (in, say, foot-
ball) it sets up the illusion that all men are superior. This, I suggest, is one reason that men do 
not want women playing in the same teams as them, and is why sport remains one of the most 
segregated institutions in Western culture (not even the military is as gender segregated). By 
preventing women from playing with men, we maintain the illusion that all men are better 
than all women (Burton Nelson 1994). By segregating women away from men, women can-
not establish leadership positions (think team captain) over men.

Bourdieu (2001) describes the need to highlight how a social movement committed to 
“symbolic subversion” can erode men’s privilege. Bourdieu suggests that gay men (who are 
so marginalized in Connell’s theorizing that they are hardly considered within the terrain 
of masculinity) possess the unique circumstances necessary toward undermining masculine 
orthodoxy. Bourdieu believed that the gay male maintains the ability to invisibly gain access 
to male privilege, so that he can then become visible (as gay) with full citizenship. In other 
words, Bourdieu saw the gay male as being able to penetrate masculinized terrains while 
closeted, to raise their worth among men, and then to come out as gay, exposing the fallacy 
upon which the system is built. Thus, he thought the gay male was uniquely positioned to 
align with feminists in a terrain or progressive coalition politics to attack male dominance 
materialistically, symbolically, and domestically.

While this may have real saliency in sport, Bourdieu’s point seems to ignore the actual 
history of gay liberation politics. The connection between masculinity and sexism has been 
trumpeted since the 1970s, yet the alliance between gay and feminist groups has been tenu-
ous, at best. The potential for gay liberationist ideas of undermining patriarchy, we argue, has 
also passed. This is because, by the mid- to late 1970s, much of the radical impulse in gay 
liberation had been eclipsed by a more pragmatic approach to the obtainment of civil rights, 
which focused on individual rights and lifestyle alternatives – an assimilationist approach. 
Gay marriage (which we favor) serves as a perfect example.
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This, however, is not to suggest that gay men do not still pose a threat to heteromasculine 
dominance. We suggest that one arena in which gay men maintain considerable agency is in 
sport. Accordingly, we agree with Connell (1987, 1995) in that hegemonic masculinity helps 
reify and reproduce patriarchy. We also agree with Burton Nelson (1994) that sport symbol-
izes and legitimates this dominance. And we agree with Bourdieu (2001), in viewing male 
dominance from a historical materialist (radical feminist) perspective. Ultimately, however, 
we think that patriarchy is just much more complex than can be addressed with any one sin-
gle theory. Oppression comes in many forms, and has many different etiologies.

Bourdieu (2001) suggests that males also suffer under a patriarchal culture. This is 
because they have to respond to collective expectations of being male. Thus, males become 
mastered by their own dominance. New (2001: 729) adds that, “Men may have conflicting 
interests in relation to the gender order. While men are frequently agents of the oppression 
of women, and in many senses benefit from it, their interest in the gender order is not pre-
given, but constructed by and within it.” She adds, “Since in many ways men’s human needs 
and capacities are not met within the gender orders of modern societies, they also have a 
latent ‘emancipatory interest’ in their transformation.” Yet, Bourdieu implies that even if 
men wished to reject their lot, they would be inhibited from doing so. This is because of their 
deeply socialized gender patterns.

Women’s status in sport
In 2009, the Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation (WSFF) published their first paper as 
part of the commission on the future of women’s sport. This paper was entitled “Trophy 
Women? Why a balanced business board is good business for sport?” The paper provides 
figures on gender proportions in sports leadership from the WSFF’s yearly Sports Leader-
ship Audit, the most accurate and extensive of its kind in the UK. The results of this audit 
suggest that at present there exists “a leadership crisis” (WSF 2009: 3) in the sports sector. 
The WSFF therefore states that “sport is failing in its core business: performance.” Under-
representation of women at a senior level means that sport is ill-equipped to understand and 
engage with 51 percent of the population.

In the US, women’s sporting participation has increased since the 1972 passage of Title 
IX (McDonagh  & Pappano 2008). Today, women are well represented as participants at 
the lower levels of sport. However, women’s representation dramatically decreases in the 
professional ranks, particularly among the sport that captures media interest (Burstyn 1999). 
Also since the passage of Title IX, the percentage of women that coach women’s teams have 
decreased to 42.4 percent. Conversely, males are hardly ever coached by females. Acosta 
and Carpenter (2006) show that less than 2 percent of men’s collegiate teams were coached 
by women in 2006, but in 2016 that number increased only to 3.5 percent (AcostaCarpenter.
org). Latest figures can be found at Acosta and Carpenter’s website, where they update them 
yearly (AcostaCarpenter.org).

In the UK, Sportcoach research (2004, as cited in Claringbould & Knoppers 2008) shows 
that 81 percent of all qualified coaches (at all levels of sporting participation) are men, and 
shows that women are far less likely to have a presence at higher levels of sports organizing 
bodies, too. For example, they show that in the Netherlands Olympic organizing body, just 
14 percent of the employees are women. Even when women do make it into sport manage-
ment, they are likely to be placed in marginalized positions (Whisenant et al. 2002).

The Tucker Center, based at the University of Minnesota, runs yearly statistics on the per-
centage of women’s teams that are coached by women. In their 2016‒2017 study they show 
that there were a total of 444 head coach positions of women’s teams from 62 institutions 
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playing at the NCAA level 2. Women held just 170 of the 444 (38.3 percent) head coaching 
positions across five Division-II conferences. In their 2015‒2016 study of women’s teams 
at the D1 level, they found that out of a total of 967 head coaches (from 86 institutions) the 
percentage of women head coaches was 41.1 percent. Matters seem to be even worse at the 
high-school level of play. The Tucker Center shows that of 4000 Minnesota high-school 
coaches for girls’, boys’, and co-ed sport teams for the 2013‒2014 academic year, 21.4 per-
cent are women. Thus, less than half (42.1 percent) of girls and very few boys (1.9 percent) 
are coached by a female head coach.

Similarly, Lapchick and colleagues (2006) have also shown that sport media is run mostly 
by and for men. For example, they surveyed more than 300 US daily newspapers, finding 
that men comprised 95 percent of sports editors in newspaper sports departments, 87 percent 
of assistant sports editors, 93 percent of columnists, 93 percent of reporters, and 87 percent 
of copy editors/designers. David Nylund (2007) found that 80 percent of sports talk-radio 
hosts are men. Accordingly, Farred (2000: 101) describe sports talk radio as “overwhelm-
ingly masculinist,” and Smith (1983: 1) calls it “an audio locker room.”

What this suggests is that despite the gains of feminism and the mandates of Title IX, 
there has been little change to the gatekeeping practices of the occupations within the sport 
industry (Fielding-Lloyd  & Meân 2008). Accordingly, Knoppers and Anthonissen (2005: 
1) write, “Despite at least thirty years of research and policy making directed primarily at
women . . . and regardless of changes in the way managers do their work, senior management 
[in sport] is still primarily a male preserve, numerically and culturally.” Moreover, the litera-
ture on sport, coaching, and members of the sport media complex highlight that not only are 
members of these occupations over-represented by men, but that they are occupied by highly 
masculinized men (Bruening & Dixon 2008).

Longitudinal research (every five years over the past 25 years) shows that women’s sport 
coverage on television newscasts is shockingly low (about 2 percent); normally animals get 
more television coverage (Cooky et al. 2015). Although the last quarter century has seen a 
dramatic movement of girls and women into sport, this social change is reflected unevenly 
in sports media. Their research even shows that women are represented less in today’s sport 
than in the past. The study also reveals some qualitative changes over time, including a 
decline in the once-common tendency to present women as sexualized objects of humor 
being replaced by a tendency to view women athletes in their roles as mothers. Their analysis 
highlights a stark contrast between the exciting, amplified delivery of stories about men’s 
sports and the often dull, matter-of-fact delivery of women’s sports stories.

However, the sexual and gendered composite of sport and its ancillary organizations is 
of more than just academic interest. The manner in which people are recruited and retained 
in sports stakeholders’ positions is a matter of political and social concern (Cunningham 
2008; Fielding-Lloyd & Meân 2008). Burstyn (1999) and others (Bryson 1987) argue that 
while sport is widely regarded as being outside the dominant political and social Western 
institutions, the masculinist account of power and patriarchy that it promotes is also central 
to the constitution of political power. Accordingly, sport as an idealized practice of mascu-
line power and privilege has profound social consequences outside the sporting arena (Sage 
1990). This, perhaps, is why men and women in my classes (who are all athletes) choose men 
to lead. One cannot help but wonder whether if these women (trained to have higher self-
esteem through sport) elect men, non-sporting women would, too? And if they elect them in 
my class, would they not also elect them in the working world?

Teamwork, discipline, hard work, and sacrifice are characteristics that are thought syn-
onymous with business, too. Thus, the self- and forced segregation of females from males in 
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sport means that men and women are schooled in different institutions. Here, one sex is left 
severely lacking in valued training and social networking. Clearly, women have a hard time 
competing with the type of masculine and social capital that sport yields, not because they 
lack male genitalia, but because they are formally segregated from boys and men in sport. 
In this manner, what is learned in sport is reproduced outside of sport: people who learn 
homophobia, sexism, and conservative forms of masculinity in sport learn cognitive patterns 
and leadership styles that then spill over into other institutions. Those who do not learn the 
cultural codes and behavioral conducts of sport (women, openly gay men, and others) do 
not impress upon the masculine gatekeepers their worthiness of occupational performance. 
Water-cooler questions are organized around “What sport did you play?” and not “What 
differing voice can you bring to this institution?” This helps explain patriarchal dominance 
and the over-representation of heterosexual men in positions of power, aside from willing 
homophobia and misogyny.

Supporting this, Howe’s (2001) research into the professionalization of rugby highlights 
how institutional norms are highly influential in recreating identities among players on and 
off the pitch. Similarly, Parker (2001: 61) suggests that everyday routines construct mas-
culine identities through official and unofficial norms, including a “professional attitude.” 
These studies illustrate the power of social capital in constructing a certain type of valued 
individual for the leadership market. They signify the social connections and norms of rela-
tional cooperation that are embedded in trustworthiness of cooperation for mutual benefit of 
orthodox achieving men (Putnam 1995).

What we are suggesting here is that some senior managers may strategize to keep women 
and openly gay men out of positions of power themselves, but it is much more likely that the 
institutionalization of sexism and homophobia operates in a more insidious manner. We sug-
gest that even well-minded, gay-friendly feminist men can unwillingly reproduce the culture 
of masculine privilege in sport and other institutions: sexism occurs not just because hetero-
sexual men decide that they do not wish women to join their club. We must instead look to 
the micro-, meso-, and macro-layers of the social institutionalization of men’s privilege in 
sport if we are going to understand how men’s privilege is reproduced elsewhere.

In other words, while some might strategize to keep women and gay men out, it is more 
likely that the gatekeepers choose individuals that have social and masculine capital – fac-
tors that they assume will make a heterosexual and sporting man “the best man” for the job. 
Gatekeepers (often ex-sportsmen) are likely to consider that their former sporting histories 
have well prepared them for their current occupation. Accordingly, New (2001: 736) sug-
gests that, “The best ‘man’ could be anyone who might not threaten the ways of being and 
doing with which they are comfortable.” Women and openly gay men might actually come 
to the workforce with a different perspective.

Further marginalizing women through 
homophobia and sexual harassment
For decades, women’s sport has been trivialized and marginalized by a sexist culture, and 
women who participate in it are often socially ostracized (Coakely 2004). Today, through 
legislation, the advocacy of the Women’s Sports Foundation, and declining cultural homo-
hysteria, millions of girls and women play competitive, organized sport. However, women 
are still subject to multiple types of abuse, much of it by their coaches.

For example, the high percentage of men coaching women often leads to sexual harass-
ment and sexual abuse. The Women’s Sports Foundation suggests that sexual harassment, 
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and even sexual assault, is a significant problem in school and open amateur sport settings, 
and that it often goes unreported because athletes are afraid that either their complaints will 
not be taken seriously, or that they will hinder their careers by making a report.

Sexual harassment occurs among both male and female athletes, partially because coaches 
have immense control over their athletes’ lives, inside and outside of sport. Coaches control 
their athletes, grow to take on important roles in their athletes’ lives, and this makes it more dif-
ficult for athletes to report harassment. Brackenridge and Kirby (1997) suggest that sub-elite 
athletes are most at risk for this, because they have spent years climbing the sporting ladder, 
but have not yet made it. Novices can drop out with more ease, and highly successful profes-
sional athletes develop more independence, but it is the sub-elite group that is most vulnerable.

Perhaps a more common type of sexual harassment, however, is the homophobia and 
masculine-phobia that comes with women’s sport, from male and female coaches, as well 
as female players. Almost all females participating in sport find that their sexuality is called 
into question (Kwiatkowski 1998), particularly in sport that is associated with more roguish 
pursuits, like rugby. In fact, a 1994 NCAA survey found that 53 percent of women’s college 
athletes and 51 percent of women’s coaches and administrators were concerned that their 
involvement in sport would lead others to assume that they were lesbian.

In an attempt to distance themselves from lesbianism, heterosexual female athletes often 
express their gender in hyper-feminine ways. This is something Felshin (1974) calls the 
“apologetic,” and it has remained largely unchanged for as long as women have been com-
peting in sport. Griffin (1998) categorises eight ways in which women perform the apolo-
getic: 1) silence; 2) denial; 3) promotion of a feminine heterosexual image; 4) promotion of 
a heterosexy image; 5) search for heterosexual-only space; 6) attacks on lesbians; 7) prefer-
ence for male coaches; 8) acknowledgement of but disassociation from lesbians. Accord-
ingly, although it is lesbians who largely created the legal and social space for women to 
play sport, heterosexual teammates often (not always) show antipathy toward them (Sykes 
1998). Lesbian athletes can find themselves othered in an already othered group (for more on 
othering see Chapter 10), stigmatized for being both female and lesbian. This environment 
leads coaches to use negative recruiting (in which high-school recruits are warned against 
competing for another college team because of the “high rates of lesbians” on it), and this 
creates a hostile environment for all involved.

Clearly then, there are many similarities between gay male and lesbian athletes: the most 
significant is the compulsory heterosexuality required of each. Heteronormativity sets up 
clear demarcations as to how men and women are supposed to act, who they are allowed 
to love, and what sexual subjects they are permitted to speak of publicly. If an individual 
transgresses these scripts, punitive measures are enacted; namely, one’s sexual orientation 
is called into question, whether it be as lesbian or gay. In this manner, homophobia polices 
gender roles (Anderson & Bullingham 2015; Griffin 1998; Pronger 1990).

But there are additional difficulties for lesbian athletes. In men’s sport, when a gay male 
athlete comes out, it does not generally homosexualize the others on his team (Anderson 
2005a). For example, there is currently an openly bisexual rugby player at my (Eric’s) uni-
versity (on the top team), but nobody assumes that other men on the team are gay or bisexual 
because one is. Conversely, one of my other heterosexual female students plays for the wom-
en’s rugby team; yet she reports that although there are less than 10 percent lesbians, all of 
the women are perceived as being lesbian because of their involvement with the sport. This 
can create extra hostility toward lesbian athletes.

For example, I was once listening to a master’s degree student talking about how she and 
her three friends were “victimized” by homophobia when she was younger. “Everyone was 
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wondering if we were lesbian, and we were not.” The student then said, “So when we won 
our trophy, we went up to the front and said, ‘and by the way, we are not lesbian.’ ” This poor 
graduate student did not know how to react when I stood and told her that she had commit-
ted a sick act of homophobia. From her perspective, she was victimized by those assuming 
she was lesbian. From my perspective, she was defensively denouncing lesbianism, further 
silencing and stigmatizing an already othered group. The situation clearly highlights how 
homophobia in sport hurts both gay and straight women.

Not all teams are homophobic, however. There are many teams that embrace their lesbian 
players. Teams in which straight and lesbian women live together, play together, and com-
plement each other’s lives (Anderson & Bullingham 2015). Griffin (1998) suggests some 
variables that make a team more inclusive. She suggests that the attitude of the institution 
for which the athletes play is important. She also suggests that an increased emphasis on 
winning will result in a decreased acceptance of gay athletes on a team, as increased pres-
sure seems to call for increased homophily. Still, the attitudes of the coach are likely to be 
important.

Interestingly, while one might expect the presence of a gay or lesbian coach on a team to 
help legitimate lesbian athleticism, openly lesbian coaches seem to find themselves victim-
ized by a silencing of their sexual orientation, and they in turn, by complying to the culture’s 
heteronormative mandates, continue to propagate their own silence (Ripley et al. 2012). It 
is also quite common for younger lesbians (who are more out and proud with their identity) 
to face hostility from their closeted lesbian coaches (who act out aggression in their frus-
tration). Sadly, these coaches fail to recognize that keeping lesbian sexuality in the closet 
is vitally important to normative heterosexuality, which reproduces discrimination against 
lesbian women.

Modern experiences of lesbian athletes
While older research only describes recreational sports climates as either hostile or condition-
ally tolerant (Griffin 1998), Rachael Bullingham’s investigation of 40 lesbian athletes who 
were playing openly on sports clubs in England (Anderson, Magrath and Bullingham 2016) 
found that, opposite to what older research found, open and inclusive environments across a 
range of sports throughout England existed. The participants in her research described being 
friends with heterosexual teammates on and off the field; and they argued that their sexuali-
ties did not matter. Cathy explained, “I count my heterosexual teammates as more than team-
mates. I count them as friends. They ask about how my partner is doing; they ask how I am 
doing; they are caring.” These findings mirror Fink et al.’s (2012) results on American les-
bians in collegiate sport, who showed that supportive teammates help with positive change.

In Bullingham’s research, the inclusivity toward lesbian athletes was not dependent on the 
number of lesbians on a team, either. Heterosexual teammates were not concerned with how 
many of their teammates were gay. This, we argue, reflects decreasing cultural homohysteria 
around women’s sport: Today’s heterosexual female athletes do not worry about being 
thought lesbian for having openly lesbian teammates. In Bullingham’s research, Claudia 
(who was the only out lesbian on her team) said, “It is the most straightest club that I have 
ever played for. But it’s also very welcoming.” Angelica discussed a similar scenario, “Of all 
the rugby teams I’ve played for, this one is the straightest. But nobody cares that I’m lesbian. 
We are all in the state of being grown up enough to deal with that.”

Similarly, a number of openly lesbian athletes in her research were out of the closet along-
side multiple other teammates. Despite the presence of these out athletes, they did not receive 
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backlash from their heterosexual teammates. Their teammates did not ask them to hide or 
silence their sexuality. Instead, their straight teammates seemed unconcerned whether people 
thought they were lesbian or straight.

Highlighting the lack of homophobia on their teams, some athletes were more open about 
their sexuality with their teammates than they were with their colleagues at work. Jennifer 
explained her positive experience in sport, “Yeah and probably more so than anywhere like 
work or anything else. I feel really comfortable being myself.” Tamara had a similar experi-
ence, “I don’t even bat an eyelid. Like at work you’d always think twice.”

When questioned about homophobia on their teams, the lesbian athletes were unable to 
locate any. Some found describing their acceptance difficult to verbalize, as they had not 
experienced any negativity. Acceptance was seen as normal: Comments like “I get treated like 
any other person” were common throughout Bullingham’s research. Mia, for example, said:

I keep getting picked to be on teams, and I haven’t been pushed away. I haven’t been 
sworn at or anything like that. I haven’t been isolated. I think you are more likely to be 
isolated for being a douche or being grumpy than being lesbian.

The welcoming environment for lesbian athletes was extended to partners, too. Thus, unlike 
previous research on lesbian athletes in 2002 (Anderson & Bullingham 2013), inclusion of 
lesbian partners was normal for these British athletes. They described how their partners 
were not only asked about but they were invited to social events and welcomed into the team. 
Brooke (the only lesbian player on her team) recounted a story from a sports tour:

When we were on tour, the people I shared a room with probably spoke to my girlfriend 
more than I did. Any time she rang they wanted to chat with her. They would run and 
answer the phone and talk her about what we’d done in the day, and then pass me over 
after they had a chat with her.

Bullingham then asked how she felt about her teammates speaking to her girlfriend and if 
she found it strange:

No, I liked it! Because, not that I would have any reason for them not being OK with it, but 
it is a very clear overt way of showing their support and you know their acceptance of it.

These results may not be generalizable to all lesbian athletes, but they do show considerable 
progress compared to the experiences of older lesbians in sport.

Violence and rape against women
As discussed in Chapter 3, male team-sport participation may be responsible for violence 
outside of sport in disproportionate numbers compared to men who do not play team sports. 
In this section, we examine how team-sport athletes seem to be at least partially responsible 
for the promotion of violence against women.

When examining violence of men against women, it is theorized that the anti-feminine, 
sexist, and misogynistic attitudes that are socialized into male athletes (Muir & Seitz 2004; 
Schacht 1996) might spill over into actual violence against women. Indeed, male team-sport 
athletes have been shown to objectify women – often viewing them as sexual objects to be 
conquered (Schacht 1996). Kreager (2007) suggests that this socialization of men into team 
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sport might also influence symbolic, domestic, and public violence against women. Expli-
cating this, in Jill Neimark’s Out of Bounds: The Truth about Athletes and Rape, team-sport 
athletes from highly masculinized teams (football, basketball, and lacrosse) were responsi-
ble for gang rape in second highest number, behind fraternities. Furthermore, Crosset and 
his colleagues (1995) show that while student athletes make up only 3.7 percent of the men 
at Division 1 universities, they are responsible for 19 percent of sexual assault reports to 
campus Judicial Affairs offices. Crosset (2000) has also shown that football, basketball, and 
hockey players are responsible for 67 percent of the sexual assaults reported by student ath-
letes, although they only comprise 30 percent of the student athlete populace.

These findings are complicated by a number of variables, and do not in and of themselves 
prove that competitive team-sport athletes commit more violence against women. It is also 
hard to put a finger on team-sport participation, because most youths play team sport at some 
time. Of course, one undocumented concern we maintain is that even if team-sport athletes 
are not responsible for elevated rates of violence against women, their propensity to inflict 
harm when they are violent is raised through their muscularity, and ability to block pain – 
something sport does teach.

To more holistically interpret the relationship between collegiate and professional male 
team-sport athletes and sexual assault, we can examine structural and socio-cultural factors 
that surround the male team-sport environment and broader society. The social and economic 
incentives of an organization to protect their brand, the deep inter-connectedness of sport 
with institutions such as universities, and sex segregation are structural constructs that form 
modern-day sport; high cultural capital, consumer demand for sport, and toxic masculinity 
are cultural factors that can be theorized to contribute to higher instances of sexual assault 
among male team-sport athletes.

We do not claim that male team-sport athletes are inherently more likely to commit sexual 
assault, or that (even in highly masculinized sports such as soccer) these athletes are neces-
sarily prescribing to orthodox masculinities, because increasingly they are not (Magrath, 
2016). Instead, the internal and external structures of sport, at high level, can be theorized 
to create the kind of environments where sexual abuse and rape can more easily occur, by 
facilitating the proliferation and normalization of harmful cultural factors such as the objecti-
fication of women, unrestricted privilege, and the relinquishing of control and responsibility.

The structures of sport in universities and the professional world facilitate the manifesta-
tion of socio-negative cultural traits that contribute to higher instances of sexual assault (and 
lower instances of conviction) among athletes. Understanding these structures may help us 
better understand why student athletes make up only 3.7 percent of the men at Division 1 
universities, but are responsible for 19 percent of sexual assault reports to campus Judicial 
Affairs offices (Crosset et al. 1995). It may help us understand why after being convicted 
of raping a 19-year-old woman, ex-Sheffield United player Ched Evans only served half of 
his sentence ‒ two and a half years, far less than the average sentence of eight years. It may 
help us to understand why the Florida State Chief of Police and dean of students colluded to 
stop investigations of Florida State University American football player Jameis Winston for 
sexual assault; why authorities failed to properly investigate the case for almost a year after 
the alleged attack; and why the university agreed to settle a Title IX lawsuit by the alleged 
victim, Erika Kinsman, for $950,000.

The prestige and money tied to universities and professional sports teams create strong 
incentives for the organizations to protect themselves, and suppress allegations of miscon-
duct that might hurt the universities reputation and financial well-being. Indeed, this seems 
to be endemic amongst American universities. There is no better way of learning about the 
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relationship between the identity management of an institution, and its throwing female rape 
victims under the bus to protect their identities, than watching the 2015 movie The Hunting 
Ground (available on Netflix). It is one of the most important sport-related documentaries 
that we have ever seen.

The movie also takes a sociological stance, not explicating but alluding to how social 
movement theory explicates the will of organizations to want to reproduce and protect them-
selves; they will go to lengths to suppress threats that may undermine their legitimacy, such 
as reports of sexual assault. This may happen through administrative hurdles, negligence on 
the part of staff (who find myriad ways to reconcile their organizational bias), the shutting 
down of allies for sexual assault victims, and deep pockets to navigate litigation with.

In professional sports teams, and American collegiate sport alike, powerful financial 
resources help back the best lawyers. David Cornwell, who successfully defended Jameis 
Winston, has also defended many other professional athletes in trouble with the law, includ-
ing Pittsburg Steelers quarterback Ben Roethlisberger, twice accused of rape. Relatedly, 
jurors simply don’t want to believe that the athletes they esteem commit crimes, and so 
find ways to delegitimize the narrative of the victim. This fact is reflected in the statistics: 
in 1995, domestic violence cases involving athletes resulted in a 36 percent conviction rate, 
as compared to 77 percent for the general public. One study found that out of 141 athletes 
reported to police for violence against women between 1989 and 1994, only one was disci-
plined by league officials (O’Hear 2001). While this number has increased, it remains low 
today (Withers 2010). So, while there is evidence to suggest that the responsiveness of police 
and prosecution to assault complaints regarding athletes is comparable to the general popu-
lation, there is a pro-athlete bias on the part of jurors (Withers 2010). All the while, many 
universities and professional sports organizations are directly or indirectly pouring resources 
to protect their athletes, these organizations themselves, coaches included, are raking in mil-
lions of dollars from the very game those athletes make happen; the players can thus effec-
tively be seen as economic assets that need to be protected.

A significant barrier to victims reporting sexual assault is the believability factor for vic-
tims, and the victim blaming they may receive after reporting. In the famous Kobe Bry-
ant and Jameis Winston cases, among a plethora of others, the alleged victims constantly 
received death threats and abuse from people who believed the women to be attempting to 
exploit the high-profile athletes. Sufferers of abuse are often subjected to victim blaming ‒ 
the onus of responsibility falls upon them, not the sport idol; this for having allowed them-
selves to be in a position where they might have become sexually assaulted, or for having a 
certain way to have elicited sex. They are also often shamed as being “sluts” or for having 
“made it up.” This was notable in the case of Ched Evans’s victim, who had to move houses 
five times after being repeatedly named on social media (Owton 2016). Notwithstanding 
the fact that 67 percent of all sexual assault goes unreported, or that only 2‒8 percent of 
allegations of sexual assault turn out to be unfounded (Heenan & Murray 2006; Lisak et al. 
2010; Lonsway et al. 2009), there is immense psychological difficulty in trying to combat 
high-level athletes, with their highly paid lawyers, institutions, and fan base behind them. 
Highlighting this, unsurprisingly many alleged victims of sexual assault have rather dropped 
their cases or reached plea deals.

Further, the high cultural capital these athletes possess makes it hard for victims to report 
abuse, as high-profile athletes are revered by not only by the organizations they make money 
for, but by fan bases, who have an intense emotional attachment to the logo the athlete carries 
on their jersey. The elevated status of athletes on college campuses also allows them easy 
access to parties and alcohol, increasing the incidence of situations where sexual assault is 
more likely to occur.
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As professional and especially collegiate male athletes gain high amounts of cultural 
capital and the privileges and perks that come with that capital, they are more easily 
likely to believe they can get away with more than the average person, and may more 
easily diffuse responsibility for bad behavior. In Is There Life After Football? Surviving 
the NFL, the authors refer to this as “relinquishing responsibility and control” (Holstein  
et al. 2014). William Rhoden describes the exploitation of talent of young players as their 
selves are distorted as a product of “the sports-industrial complex” (Holstein et al. 2014). 
As athletes come to see themselves as special, they often come to expect special treat-
ment, and “lose sight of conventions, rules, and regulations by which almost everyone 
else abides.” The documented recruitment tactics of many elite university teams also sets 
the stage for male athletes internalizing privilege, and reflects the lengths sports institu-
tions will go to make a good economic investment. Among elite male athletes and coaches 
generally, the power, wealth, and glory afforded to them might more easily allow a would-
be abuser to have the confidence to “groom” (psychological manipulation with the intent 
of preparing a young person to engage in sexual acts) a victim, as described regarding 
abusive coaches towards female athletes (Brackenridge  & Fasting 2002; Fasting et  al. 
2004; Owton & Sparkes 2015).

As documented in Louisville’s Division 1 Basketball team, from 2010 to 2014 the pro-
gram hired strippers and paid for sex during on-campus parties while recruiting players. 
“Hostess” programs at universities such as Oklahoma State, Alabama, and Tennessee have 
been documented to have female students take recruits around campus ‒ ostensibly as tour 
guides, but because their presence implies the lure of sex and female attention. In 2013, 
Sports Illustrated reported that between 2001 and 2011, some members of an all-female 
recruitment group had sex with visiting high-school football players during their recruit-
ment trips. Effectively, many college programs have set up sexual economies, where they 
lure in the best players they can with the promise of sex. Not surprisingly, the promise of 
women as a tool to recruit athletes has led to demonstrably disastrous results. In 2001, three 
women reported that recruits at the University of Colorado had raped them; the athletes 
were never charged, ostensibly because they believed the consent had been pre-secured by 
a third party. Sexual assaults have taken place by recruits on campus visits in hundreds or 
thousands of cases. These athletes internalize the message that women are commodities, 
reproducing patriarchy and the objectification of women, and this socialization is directly or 
indirectly sanctioned by sports organizations. Again, this dynamic can be partially linked to 
the economic incentive structure and physical structure of campus life, as well as to cultural 
expectations about women; the better athletes an organization can get, the better that organi-
zation does financially, and college campuses provide ample opportunity for sexual abusers 
to engage with co-eds, especially under the influence of alcohol.

As we showed earlier in this chapter, the internal structures surrounding collegiate and 
professional sports teams that may assist in facilitating higher instances of sexual assault 
reflect external norms. Sex segregation is considered standard protocol in most team sports, 
and is established relatively early in life. Instead of grouping youth sports teams by weight, 
size, and ability, we segregate by gender and age, without paying attention to the vast diver-
sity of physicality between members of the same gender and age. Because society heav-
ily values sport, and believes social good is derived from sport, it has heavily entrenched 
sport in physical education programs and even the university system in the US. Instead of 
focusing on physical fitness and formal education about the body, society has placed sport 
competitions at the center of its focus. Furthermore, these sports competitions place a heavy 
emphasis on winning. In the US, this is most evident in that winning in university-sanctioned 
sports is tied to economic gain. Consumers value the entertainment university team-sport 
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athletes provide, and so reflect that value in the money they pay to buy team merchandise, the 
hours spent watching collegiate athletics, and the taxpayer dollars they allow spent by public 
universities on those sports teams (with the exception of a few schools, the vast majority of 
universities lose money in funding their sports teams).

Consumers do not tie their money to how well those athletes perform in school, how fit 
they become or help others become, or how much they learned from training in their sport 
almost 50 hours a week in some cases ‒ they tie their money to watching spectacular athletic 
feats, and hoping for their team to win. Now, structures often reflect culture, and vice versa, 
and there is nothing necessarily wrong with valuing winning. However, the structure and cul-
ture of sport could be changed to reflect the ability of all genders to work together for a com-
mon cause; for example, basketball teams from the PE to university level might require that 
boys and girls play on the same teams. This integration could, theoretically, create a more 
equal power dynamic in the way society values men and women athletes, and teach men the 
value of respecting women outside the insular microcosm of sport as well as within it. How-
ever, few explore those possibilities, and internal structures of universities and professional 
sports teams do not allow for them. Thus, external cultural norms and expectations about the 
roles of men’s and women’s bodies inform structures that may facilitate an environment in 
which sexual assault might more easily occur.

There is one more aspect to the battery and sexual assault of women; it comes in the form 
of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE). CTE is a neurodegenerative disease that has 
been recently been brought to the forefront of sports world, notably for its discovery in 90 
of 94 brains of former and deceased NFL players, and its link to concussion and traumatic 
brain injuries (TBIs). However, CTE can affect athletes from a whole range of sports and 
may not be immediately diagnosable, as it is associated with concussive as well as repeated 
sub-concussive hits to the head (such as heading the ball in soccer) that may not produce 
noticeable harm in the moment (Baugh et al. 2014).

The link to violence against women (and men) comes in behavioral features of CTE, 
such as aggression, impulsivity, and explosivity (Baugh et al. 2014), and can be theorized 
to increase the propensity of ex-professional athletes to engage in sexual assault or sexually 
inappropriate behavior. Some research has already shed light on the correlation between 
sexual abuse and traumatic brain injuries (Simpson et al. 2013), and domestic abuse and 
traumatic brain injuries (Stern 2004). In a three-month study by researchers in Australia, 
almost 9 percent of patients with traumatic brain injuries exhibited some form of sexually 
inappropriate behavior (Simpson et al. 2013). While these behaviors were accompanied by 
other “challenging behaviors,” and occurred as a part of “a broader pattern of more general 
disinhibited or dyscontrolled behavior, they did seem to be a consequence of brain injury 
to the researchers, since none of the subjects had premorbid histories of sexual behavior” 
(Simpson et al. 2013).

While there is currently not enough research to adequately measure the true impact trau-
matic brain injuries and diseases that may arise from them have on sexual assault, traumatic 
brain injuries should continue to be studied as a possible risk factor on the sexual violence 
(and violence generally) that permeates much of the sports world. It is for this reason that 
in Football, Culture, and Power, Daniel Morrison and Monica Casper (2016) view CTE not 
only as a physical brain injury, but as a construct of “masculinity and money, bodies and bru-
tality, spectacle and showmanship, health and self-image” (p. 27). In this view, CTE itself, 
and the violence that may arise from its manifestation, is inextricably tied to the cultural fac-
tors that lead to bodies colliding violently in the name of health and fitness.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, we hope to have shown that the system of reproducing the masculinized 
nature of sport and its ancillary occupations and organizations is much more than just cultur-
ally hegemonic; it is also structural. Not just structural in the sense of a social, historical, and 
institutionalized pattern, but literally structured by codified rules of segregation, reminiscent 
of the same rules that once formally segregated blacks from whites. It is a resilient system 
that, despite the gains of second-wave feminism that characterize the broader culture, repro-
duces multiple forms of discrimination against women.

Sex segregation in sport helps the entire institution of sport to reproduce itself as an 
extremely powerful gender regime. Because almost all boys are socialized into this institu-
tion in their formative years, they learn cognitive patterns and gendered behaviors that they 
carry with them into their adult years and into other institutions as well. Here, they discrimi-
nate against women in hiring practices and other social matters of equality.

We described men’s rule over women as patriarchy, and used Bourdieu (2001) to theorize 
how men have continued to dominate women in most of the important institutions in our 
culture. Dominance, of course, comes in many forms. This chapter highlighted the perva-
siveness of the cover-up of sexual assault against women by institutions that are heavily 
invested in their products (athletes). So that, quite literally, women’s bodies become the 
sacrifice for men’s glory and corporate profit. But it is important to remember that the sys-
tem by which men reproduce their dominance in sport (or any other social institution) is not 
seamless. Women continue to make grounds at undoing formal sexism and the institutionali-
zation of men’s privilege. In sport, women have made considerable progress in gaining the 
right to play, albeit in their own segregated sporting spaces. Lesbian women have been, more 
recently and increasingly, accepted into the female-sport fold, and women are beginning to 
use the legislative processes, along with shaming, to combat the abuse of their bodies at the 
hands of mostly team-sport athletes.

We propose that, as it stands, however, sport remains instrumental in maintaining cultural 
patriarchy. It is a place where boys and men still “learn” to symbolically dominate women. 
We propose that it is time to gender-integrate community, youth, and school sporting teams.

What impact gender integration might have on sexual assault and rape against women is 
not yet known. It is hoped that by introducing women to men as teammates, it will engen-
der respect for their desires and abilities. This may help offset a current culture of rape and 
protection of rapists in American university systems. Even without these changes, however, 
it is evident that colleges act too much like total institutions. This is to say, like the military, 
they tend to have their own proceedings and investigations. It is our argument that this ena-
bles universities to protect their reputations over the rights of women to protect their bodies. 
Sexual assault and rape are crimes that should be reported to the police, foremost. We hope 
that all involved in sport will cease to protect star athletes from sexual crimes they have com-
mitted, and call the police instead.



The Phinizy story
Erich Phinizy is a white, het-
erosexual male. He ran high-
school cross-country for Eric 
in the mid-1990s, and has quite 
an interesting story about start-
ing one of the nation’s first gay‒
straight alliances. As a straight 
male, he certainly accounted 
for the privilege he had,  
and promoted social justice 
toward sexual minorities with 
it. It was in college, however, 
where his privilege of a differ-
ent source would be tested.

Erich sat in class, the first day of a new semester, and the professor took attendance. 
“Phinizy,” she said. Erich replied, “Here,” simultaneous to another saying the same. Now, 
Phinizy is a highly uncommon surname. Erich looked to the other student, a black male, with 
absolute surprise. The other Phinizy returned the surprised look.

After class, the two Phinizys got to talking. They shared much in common, including 
studying English. They became fast friends. Still, they could not escape the novelty of shar-
ing a last name; and this would lead to a discussion that ended the friendship.

What the two Phinizys learned about each other was that the black Phinizy came from 
a long line of impoverished Phinizys. The black Phinizy was the first in his family ever 
to attend university. The white Phinizy, however, grew up in an area of affluence, Orange 
County, California, so much so that he never truly bothered to consider his wealth. The 
black Phinizy grew up sharing rooms, and the white Phinizy had his own, in a very large 
house. Erich had never before bothered to consider how that expensive house came into 
his family. 

Next, in talking to each other, both Phinizy boys realized that, in just a few generations, 
their families came from the same part of the country ‒ Phinizy, Georgia. It was here that 
they realized that their acquaintance was not just of two strangers sharing the surname, but 
that their family histories were intricately tied together. The great-grandfather of the white 
Phinizy owned slaves, who took his surname.

The black Phinizy did not hold anger toward the white one. After all, it was not his fault 
that his great-grandfather was a slave owner. Where matters grew more difficult for the 
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Phinizys’ friendship, however, concerned the legacy of that slavery on each of their families. 
It was a legacy that affected both; and left Erich with critical questions.

The white Phinizy family passed down wealth, generation after generation. The black 
Phinizy family had none to pass down. They lived in poverty. Thus, in what was then the 
current day (1990s), the white Phinizy lived in a house that he was sure to inherit, and with 
parents that paid for his university. The black Phinizy had none of that.

This then led to questions. Because the Phinizy family originally made its wealth from the 
immoral practice of slavery, should that existing wealth be shared, or perhaps given entirely 
to the descendants of the black Phinizy family? The situation brought a great deal of guilt to 
Erich. Of course, at the time, he could not do anything about it, even if he desired. The house 
was his mother’s until he inherited it. But why should Erich have that wealth? What did he 
do to deserve it? Why should it not be shared with the descendants of those who made that 
wealth? It was this type of questioning that led to the demise of the friendship. The two boys 
got along very well in all other capacities; but the history of their shared relations proved too 
difficult. The black Phinizy felt angry about his lot in life, compared to the white Phinizy; 
and the white Phinizy felt guilty, but powerless about it.

After telling this story to my classes, I next ask them what they think Erich Phinizy should 
do after he someday inherits that house. Attitudes range from “give it entirely to the black 
Phinizy” to “it’s not his fault, he gets to keep it.” Interesting, there is often a divide; black 
students feeling he should give or share the wealth of the house, and white students not.

Racism in Anglo-American sport
Racism does not exist for black men in sport alone. We have chosen to focus on it here, how-
ever, because of its long history, and because the lessons applied to the experience of black 
men in sport also seem to apply to other races (Volz 2013). Prior to the abolition of slavery 
in 1863, black sport participation was severely limited. Slaves played games amongst them-
selves (Wiggins 1977, 1980a, 1980b), and were selected to participate in boxing matches 
against fellow slaves for the pleasure of the white audience, or to serve as jockeys for white-
owned horses (Sage 1990), but there was little status and no pay for these positions. After 
slavery’s abolition in 1863, prevailing racist attitudes made it difficult for blacks to partici-
pate in the white-owned professional sporting leagues. For example, white boxers refused 
to fight black boxers, and although black athletes had begun to make progress by playing in 
major league baseball in the 1880s, that progress was stifled by an 1888 “gentleman’s agree-
ment” amongst major league club owners not to sign black players.

In response, during the 1920s and 1930s black athletes began to organize and compete 
in their own “Negro” leagues in the sports of baseball, football, and basketball. By the end 
of the 1930s, “Negro” leagues spread to boxing and track, and participant numbers in these 
leagues grew dramatically (Ashe 1988). Perhaps the most eventful moment was the signing 
of the first black baseball player, Jackie Robinson, to the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1945. But 
a more important milestone came in 1954 with the United States Supreme Court decision 
of Brown vs the Board of Education. The landmark decision prohibited racial segregation 
in America’s educational facilities. This, combined with the growing commercialization of 
sport, led white schools to recruit talented black athletes.

In the 1960s, black athletes were vital to the operation of the black social revolution in 
the US. Perhaps no better an example of the revolt of the black athlete can be found than 
Harry Edwards’ orchestrated demonstration during the 1968 Mexico Olympics, in which 
gold medalist Tommie Smith and bronze medalist John Carlos offered the now-famous 
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clenched-fist, black-power salute. This event heightened America’s awareness of the racial 
issues that pervaded its society.

Today, an initial examination of professional sport appears to show little discrimination 
against black athletes. In fact, blacks are overly represented in football, baseball, and basket-
ball. However, there is much research to suggest that racism still pervades American sport. 
In 1967, Harry Edwards coined the term “stacking” to refer to the racial segregation that 
occurs in sport. This is not the same type of segregation that keeps women from playing with 
men, but it is a cultural segregation that maintains that blacks and whites (or other races) are 
overly represented in certain playing positions. Blacks, for example, are only represented 
in any real numbers in just a very few sports (American football, basketball, athletics, and 
boxing). Stacking suggests that black athletes may need to be better than their white counter-
parts in order to make team selections. In other words, there are few black benchwarmers. If 
someone is a mediocre player in professional sport, you can count on the fact that he is white.

Although there are many examples of racial stacking in many different sports, the quarter-
back position is one of the best examples. In 2003, the ratio of white quarterbacks to black 
quarterbacks was 80 percent to 20 percent; conversely 90 percent of all starting wide receiv-
ers, cornerbacks, and tailbacks are African American (Woodward 2004). Much of stacking 
is theorized to occur via an underlying assumption that black athletes are not such intelligent 
players as white athletes. They are therefore not awarded roles that hold a high responsibil-
ity for the outcome of the game, such as quarterback, goalie, or pitcher/bowler. This was 
established in a study done in (1970) by Loy and McElvogue, where it was found that white 
players were more likely to play “central” positions and African Americans were more likely 
to play “peripheral” positions. “Central” positions are positions that require decision-making 
and interaction, while “peripheral” positions require less intellect and decision-making, and 
more reaction.

Recent research (Volz 2015) even shows that, using data from the 2001 to 2009 National 
Football League (NFL) seasons, when controlling for injury, age, experience, performance, 
team investment, backup quality, and bye weeks, black quarterbacks are found to be 1.98–
2.46 times more likely to be benched. In other words, when a black quarterback makes a 
mistake, he is twice as likely to be benched compared to a white quarterback. Evidence is 
also found that black quarterbacks face less discrimination in areas with a larger percent-
age of black residents. Additionally, it has been observed that when white quarterbacks are 
benched, the team improves by more than when black quarterbacks are benched. This pro-
vides evidence that there is a cost to this discrimination.

Other research by this same author (Volz 2013) shows the impact of race on the like-
lihood of former Major League Baseball players becoming managers. Finding that black 
former players are 74 percent less likely to become managers at the major league level than 
observationally equivalent white former players. It is also observed that former catchers and 
shortstops are the most likely to become coaches or managers. Historically, black players 
have been underrepresented at the catcher and shortstop positions and overrepresented at the 
outfield positions. This provides evidence that historical differences in position played may 
have contributed to the relatively small number of black managers in Major League Base-
ball. Equivalent findings exist for Hispanic players. They are 66 and 69 percent less likely to 
coach in the major leagues and manage in the minor leagues than observationally equivalent 
white former players.

Because of the underrepresentation of racial minority athletes in these central positions, 
young black athletes playing the central positions in their formative years often choose to 
try out for other positions in college, in order to maximize their chances of making the team. 
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This is a process known as “self-stacking.” Furthermore, black athletes are less likely to 
be hired to management positions, because they have not provided the same opportunity 
as whites to prove their intellect and leadership in the central positions as players. Hence, 
blacks are seriously absent in coaching and managerial positions in most professional sport.

Rimer (1996) found that African Americans and Latinos who do get hired as coaches have 
had longer, and better, careers than white coaches, suggesting that they have to be signifi-
cantly better than their white counterparts to be hired. If someone is a mediocre coach, he/she 
is probably white. Thus, the tenets of stacking occur in both players and those who coach/
manage the players.

There are no recent counts on the race of players and positions played in any sport. This 
exists for many reasons, including the fact that there are more minority types, more overseas 
players, and other factors that make it hard to conduct research on. For example, the NFL 
is (again) converting quarterbacks to wide receivers and defensive backs. But this may be 
due to the real physical abilities of the players and the desire of coaches to keep them on 
the team because they are such great athletes and they are already committed to two to three 
quarterbacks. The issue that confounds any comparative data over the years is the influx of 
European and other foreign players in the NBA, Latinos and Japanese players in MLB, and 
to a much lesser degree Samoans and Latinos in the NFL along with mixed-race players in 
all the sports. The NFL remains the most “US-centric” of all the sports. Also, there have 
been major strategic changes in all the sports, and these have implications for positional skill 
requirements. So it is messy to conduct research on stacking today.

Further evidence of discrimination in sport comes from Richard Majors’ (1990) descrip-
tion of “cool pose.” Majors proposes that black men in the United States have accepted the 
dominant definition of masculinity in America, but have limited success in most institutional 
spheres. Whereas white men are provided the opportunity to prove their masculinity in the 
institutions of education, politics, and business, blacks are not. These social conditions have, 
over the years, produced frustration that has resulted in “black men channeling their creative 
energies into the construction of unique, expressive, and conspicuous styles of demeanor, 
speech, gesture, clothing, hairstyle, walk, stance, and handshake” (Majors 1990: 111).

We add to this discussion, however, that while decreasing cultural racism has led to 
increased sporting integration in sport, black sporting prowess might also help reproduce 
stereotypes of black citizens as overly aggressive. In other words, sport might, at one level, 
help reduce prejudice among teammates (see the next section), while at the same time repro-
ducing racist thinking at a societal level.

We are particularly concerned about sport and its ability to other. It is one thing to have two 
split groups of white kids overvaluing their own members (when they are artificially split), but 
sport teaches us to view the opposing team as the enemy, and it teaches us to look for differ-
ences or faults with other teams, or to create them if they do not exist. Thus, in sport, we teach 
kids that it is okay to judge others via group affiliation. How, then, does this play into demo-
graphic group affiliation when a team that is mostly black plays a team that is mostly white?

This also plays out in national rivalries – soccer wars. In 1970, following a World Cup 
match, 2,000 people were killed in a war between Honduras and El Salvador, a war begun 
by rivalries of fans (Eitzen 2003). The point is that sport builds cohesion among a group or 
nationality of citizens, but this has a cost. We argue that the development of cohesion is often 
more about the out-grouping (the development of hatred) of others than it is about learning 
to love members of your own group.

Evidence of this was found in Eric’s research on the Navajo. Recall that these athletes (and 
their community) took particular pride in beating white teams. But how do they feel about 



144  Sport’s use in subordinating racial minorities

white teams when they lose to one? And how do white teams feel about Navajo teams when 
they lose to one? This might even expand into notions of ethnocentrism: we learn not to like 
“their type,” because their type is preventing us from achieving our goals.

In other words, we expect people not to make or reproduce stereotypes about others in 
work, family, education, and other social settings, yet we accept the generalizing of others 
when involved in sport. Does this then mean that the Olympic Games promote ethnocen-
trism, instead of unifying the world?

Although outside the scope of this book, this (quickly) brings us to the concepts of CORF 
(casting off reflected failure), and BIRG (basking in reflected glory). In short, sport fandom 
provides us an opportunity to associate with the dominants. Because unlike sports participa-
tion, in fandom we can choose who we “support.” Thus, when a team is winning, people 
wear the shirts and proudly proclaim themselves, say, Manchester United fans. But when 
Arsenal is winning, things change. Sport permits us to change our allegiance, to always shift 
our loyalties and our identities so that we can associate with the winners, so that we can 
identify with the in-group and feel better about our (make-believe) category membership. If 
a team wins, we bask in that glory, feeling proud of our team association. If they lose, we cast 
them off, “they are not my team.” John F. Kennedy said this best – “Victory has a thousand 
fathers, but defeat is an orphan.”

The message we present here is complicated. This is because prejudice runs at the personal 
(self), organizational (team), and cultural (societal) levels. Prejudice also exists in the form 
of bias that goes unconscious to the individual. The development of prejudice, and even 
simple racial thinking, is a highly complex process. At one level, sport might be useful for 
breaking down prejudice (as when white and black members compete together in pursuit of 
a common goal), but on another level it might also reproduce prejudice.

Gordon Allport and contact theory
The question of othering (and the potential for reifying stereotypes and engendering hatred) 
that sport brings is influenced by research that suggests that sport might be useful in helping 
reproduce prejudice between groups. Key to this theory, however, is that members of these 
groups must work together, on the same team.

In 1954 Gordon Allport wrote The Nature of Prejudice. It remains one of the most influ-
ential publications in the field of inter-group relations, being called a “brilliant and accurate 
statement of the eclectic causes and possible cures of prejudice” (Aronson 1978: 163), and a 
work that presents a lasting paradigm for the study of this topic (Pettigrew 2008). Allport’s 
work receives this praise because it provides a balanced, clearly organized, and integrative 
account of the extensive but conceptually fragmented research on ethnic hostility in the US 
during the first half of the twentieth century. Allport’s emphasis is on multiple causations of 
prejudice, suggesting that it would be a serious error to ascribe prejudice and discrimination 
to any single, “taproot, reaching into economic exploitation, social structure, the mores, fear, 
aggression, sex conflict, or any other favored soil. Prejudice and discrimination . . . may draw 
nourishment from all these conditions, and many others” (1954: xviii).

Allport’s interpretations of diverse findings of prejudice framed the analysis for later 
advances in theory concerning prejudice. His ideas on explaining how stereotypes are 
acquired and maintained anticipated constructs that are currently guiding research. It was 
(as stated in the last section) written during a time in which it was believed that racial ten-
sions were fueled primarily by prejudice, most of which was “a product of the fears of 
the imagination” rather than a realistic competition between groups’ resources (1954: xv). 
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The implication until then was that prejudice was the central problem of majority‒minority  
relations, the fundamental cause of social, political, and economic inequalities between 
groups, and the most formidable barrier to change in the status quo. Allport, however, argued 
that discriminatory behavior was more often a matter of individuals conforming to group 
or social customs, and that it was not normally an expression of ingrained hostility or deep 
personal conviction shaped by prejudice. Thus, one’s discriminatory behavior might change 
when new rules of conduct are introduced by a legitimate authority.

Emerging as a social theory during the civil rights era, the primary notion of Allport’s 
contact theory is that, under the right conditions, contact between groups in conflict dimin-
ishes inter-group prejudice. The theory was initially applied to issues of race and racial 
integration; consequently, numerous early studies utilized contact theory to demonstrate the 
positive effects of inter-group contact across racial categorizations (Kephart 1957). More 
recently, empirical studies have also found that contact theory can apply to homosexuality 
as well (Eskilson 1995; Herek 2002; Herek & Capitanio 1996). McCann et al. (2009), for 
example, suggest that among the numerous ways social attitudes toward homosexuality 
are socially upgraded, social contact with sexual minorities plays an important role. These 
studies suggest that, when the homosexuality of a friend is revealed, homophobic men 
are forced to quickly reevaluate their impressions of someone they had previously viewed 
positively. In other words, once they understand that a friend is gay, they experience an 
“awakening of new ideas,” which challenges the preconceptions they had of homosexuality 
(McCann et al. 2009: 211).

I (Eric) argue that contact theory was at play in the cheerleading research described earlier 
(Jeff’s story). When men played only against other men, they maintained views about women 
that were challenged (and changed) after competing in a sport that was gender-integrated.

Contact theory is, however, more complex than it might first appear. Allport (1954) pro-
posed four necessary conditions for inter-group contact: 1) equal status among groups within 
the situation; 2) common group goals; 3) cooperative interaction; and 4) authoritative sup-
port. According to Allport, without these conditions, social contact might actually have the 
undue effect of reinforcing social prejudices and stereotypes. Thus, he argued that positive 
contact (incorporating elements of the four optimal conditions) is required to negate social 
distance and challenge stereotypes.

More recently, however, Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) postulate that not all of these 
conditions are essential for reducing prejudice. While they suggest that these conditions 
might form a “package” that best facilitates the effect, socio-positive effects can also 
be achieved with just one condition. Also, in 2008, Pettigrew added a fifth variable: the 
importance of self-disclosure in cross-group relationships. When applied to homosexual-
ity, for example, this means that it is not just about knowing a homosexual that counts 
in reducing homophobia; what is really important is the ability to talk to the individual 
about sexuality (self-disclosure). Again, I (Eric) found this important in men’s unlearning 
of their sexism in befriending female cheerleaders, too.

But whereas contact between members of one group (say race) may vary under one team, 
it more often reproduces hatred than reduces it. This is because, more often than not, when 
races mix in sport, they oppose each other. The Navajo team is made almost exclusively 
of Navajo players, and the white teams they play are made almost exclusively of white 
players. Thus, not only are the conditions that Allport suggests are necessary for reducing 
racial tensions not met, but they are exacerbated. We argue that one race prevents another 
race from acquiring their goals. Coaches and athletes frequently express ill feelings toward 
one’s competitor, as they have been socialized into an in-group/out-group perspective that 
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is predicated upon establishing the other team as the enemy. Rather than viewing competi-
tors as agents in cooperation to bring out the best in individuals and groups, other teams are 
viewed as obstacles in the path of obtaining cultural and economic power. In order for me to 
win, you must lose.

This makes sense when the distribution of goods is predicated upon one’s victory. Sport 
is political because it is about the distribution of the power that comes with winning, and 
politics rarely makes for cohesion between disparate groups. Worse, in order to tap into this 
power, sport, especially contact team sport, teaches us that it is okay to commit violence 
against another. Violence in the name of victory is acceptable because victory is the symbolic 
method by which masculinity (particularly) is distributed in a postindustrial culture. When 
this violence (physical or symbolic) is used against another team, we easily generalize that 
“all” of the members of a team are deviant.

Ultimately, we suggest that when sport is structured so that people of various colors, abili-
ties, sexualities, or gender play together (on the same team), it might reduce prejudicial 
thinking through Allport’s notion of contact theory, but when teams of differing demographic 
backgrounds play against each other, it has the opposite effect.

Institutional discrimination against inner-city black youths in the US
Native Americans are not the only people to suffer at the hands of a white ownership society. 
A short history of the treatment of African Americans might read like this: America’s found-
ing fathers adopted a constitution that legalized slavery in 1776 (although slavery was part of 
American culture since 1625). Over these centuries, Americans made the “land of the free” 
a very rich nation, off the backs of slave labor. When Abraham Lincoln finally administered 
the emancipation proclamation in 1863, it came three years into the Civil War, casting doubt 
on American folklore of the Civil War being fought over slavery. And unlike other survivors 
of government-induced atrocities, no reparations were given to the living survivors of slav-
ery or to their descendants. None received the promised 40 acres and a mule. The Emancipa-
tion Proclamation did not end slavery, the 13th Amendment did.

Without a means of production, without owning capital (land, factories, or resources) 
newly freed black slaves survived by hiring their hourly labor to the owners of industry. 
Here, under capitalism, they were more free, but Jim Crow laws still discriminated against 
African Americans, and covert racism made life very difficult for them. They were insti-
tutionally discriminated against through their lack of resources. Thus, African Americans 
became ghettoized, living in squalor, paying rent on buildings owned by white people, and 
working in white people’s homes, farms, and factories.

In the US today, African Americans finally have full legal equality with whites, but there 
still exists a great deal of cultural and economic inequality. Much of this can be traced to 
the fact that white America made its wealth off black labor, and that they have passed this 
wealth down, often tax free, through generations. This was the story that we exemplify with 
the Phinizys.

Poverty has left much of the African American community with no inherited capital. With-
out capital, and facing various forms of cultural discrimination, many young people try to 
make it out of poverty through sport. Here, athletes who do make it out help reproduce the 
image that “you, too, can achieve in sport (or rap music) and make it out of poverty.” But this 
is far from reality. The myth, of course, is held in place by the very few who do.

When most fail, and without inherited privilege, education, or other forms of social capital, 
the selling of drugs becomes alluring. Despite the fact that blacks only make up 12 percent 
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of the US population, they account for 70 percent of US prisoners, mostly because of drug-
related crimes. Here, they are sentenced to federally mandated prison terms that came into 
existence as part of Reagan’s “war on drugs.” Judges have no discretion in reducing these 
sentences, so drug offenders often remain in prison longer than murderers. Here, they pro-
vide cheap labor and call-center employees for white-run companies: a new form of slavery.

Sport is certainly not responsible for the reproduction of neo-slavery, the ghettoization 
of a disenfranchised people, or the violence that plagues inner-city communities. But one 
must wonder if sport does not greatly contribute to the reproduction of this poverty through 
two central mechanisms. First, by serving as a central distractor from academic excellence 
that might get more inner-city youths to top-quality universities. At university, black youths 
would not only benefit from the education, but they might make social contacts that would 
help them achieve a rewarding career (networking).

Finally, inner cities represent areas with significantly elevated rates of violence, particu-
larly concerning gangs. One cannot help but wonder whether the in-group/out-group men-
tality (Chapter  10) and illegitimate violence that organized competitive team sport teach 
youth do not help escalate this violence. As outlandish as it might sound to a sport-loving 
nation, one must wonder if there would be as much violence among youth if our culture was 
obsessed with theater or dance, and not violently pushing one’s self through other men in 
order to score against them.
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CJ’s story

My best friend CJ and I (Eric) share one very 
common trait. We are both perpetually com-
ing out of the closet. For me, whenever I meet 
someone new, the question is: how/when do 
I  come out as gay? Every time I  meet a new 
guy, for example, it is only a matter of time until 
they try to bond with me by pointing out a sexu-
ally attractive woman, or asking if I  am mar-
ried. For CJ, it is different. He wonders whether 
this new person will detect that he walks with a 
slight limp, and if he is wearing shorts he knows 
that until he comes out, the other person will 
be wondering what happened to him. This is 
because of the obvious metal foot that is suc-
tioned on from just below his right knee. You 
see, my friend CJ lost a foot to bone cancer. And 
just as I  will have to come out to new people 
until the day I die, so will he have to tell people 
how he lost his foot.

I first met CJ when I was teaching at the Uni-
versity of California, Irvine. Here, I befriended many of the distance runners on the team. 
I would have loved to run with them, to serve as a volunteer assistant coach; and judging by 
the number of athletes on the team who came to me for running-related advice, I would have 
been very well received among the athletes on the team. There was only one problem. One 
day, I happened to be traveling on the same airplane as the runners, when one of my favorite 
students, Jules, said to the head running coach (in the airport lounge), “Hey, Eric Anderson is 
here.” The coach responded, “I sure hope that faggot isn’t sitting next to me.” This answered 
my question as to why the coach did not want my voluntary assistance with his team. Thus, 
my involvement with the runners on the UC Irvine cross-country team consisted of contact 
with the players away from their official training.

I had advised runners on many issues for several years, and whether their coach liked it or 
not, a good number of them signed up for my classes. One day, Jules came to me to tell me 
a story about a freshman named CJ. “He was a good runner in high school,” Jules said about 
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his teammate, “and we all love him. The only problem,” he went on to tell me, “is that CJ 
went undiagnosed with bone cancer for quite some period of time.”

The only way an athlete at UC Irvine could be excused from official training was to have 
the team’s doctor examine him. This particular team’s doctor missed a telltale sign of bone 
cancer (a star-shaped pattern on the X-ray) and instead continued to tell CJ that his pain was 
caused by a stress fracture. His coach, more interested in winning than seeing his athlete 
healthy, urged CJ to run races on this stress fracture, despite the obvious pain that it caused. By 
the time CJ realized his problem was worse than his coach or doctor accounted for – seeking  
the help of a more qualified physician – it was too late. The new physician recognized the 
star-shaped pattern immediately, and within a few days CJ had his lower left leg cut off. 
Months of chemotherapy, and several surgeries later, CJ was (and remains) cancer-free.

This story (and it is not over yet) immediately highlights several problems with orthodox 
thinking in sport. First, it clearly makes salient that the coach’s homophobia prevented him 
from having a well-qualified volunteer coach. This same homophobia also caused serious 
tension with Jules that same year when he came out as bisexual. However, the story also 
highlights the problem of a total institution. Because the athletes were required to see a phy-
sician within the system (an individual who undoubtedly feels pressure to pass athletes into 
playing), CJ’s condition went undiagnosed. Meanwhile the cancer spread. Yet, the problem 
with sport for CJ doesn’t end here. The exclusivity of competitive, organized sport would 
generate yet another shocking turn in CJ’s story.

CJ was immediately fitted with an artificial running leg. Although CJ knew that his dream 
of being a top-notch university distance runner was over, he nonetheless desired to remain 
part of the team – to continue to compete for and train with his friends. The only problem 
was that CJ’s coach never returned his calls. The coach symbolically told him that he was not 
interested in having him on his team anymore.

Now, I certainly do not intend to convey, with this story, that all coaches are this bla-
tantly evil. They certainly are not. However, I do intend to relate that many of the socio-
positive aspects of sport we espouse (team cohesion, developing a sense of loyalty to sport, 
etc.) are often traits that are valued because they help the coach win. And, when a coach 
wins, he/she is socially, emotionally, and sometimes professionally (including financially) 
rewarded. So, although CJ’s loyalty to his team influenced him to endure extreme pain in 
several races, the loyalty was not returned. Once CJ was no longer a top-notch performer 
he was discarded by his coach – like a racing greyhound who has no use to its owner after 
his racing days are over.

Fortunately for CJ, however, there is something of a happy ending to his story. Jules was 
crushed by CJ’s rejection. He therefore asked if I would be interested in meeting CJ, with the 
aim of having me coach him. I told Jules that I would love to, and that I liked CJ the moment 
I met him. I found him bright, funny, liberal, and passionate about continuing with the sport 
he loved. Together, he and I began the long process of learning to run on an artificial leg.

There were, of course, many setbacks (including the fact that his stump was severely swol-
len); however, exactly one year from the day CJ was diagnosed, we managed to run a mile 
race on the track, in front of his cheering family and friends. By the end of the second year, 
CJ was beating me in road races, and he broke a few world records for his particular division 
of Paralympic running as well. Perhaps CJ’s running chapter was best summarized when he 
finished his first marathon in 3:23. We have coached hundreds of athletes to win major cham-
pionship meets, but I have never been more proud of anyone than I was of CJ that day. In the 
final meters he outkicked me and I saw him stop at the finish line, take his artificial foot off, 
and hold it up for the cheering crowd to see. He then hopped across on one foot.
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Today, CJ teaches high school in inner-city Los Angeles. I have had the pleasure of seeing 
my runner become an amazing and inspiring teacher.

On one hand, CJ’s story highlights the ugliest side of organized, competitive team sport. 
Here, men and women are excluded based on group membership categories of all types. 
When CJ was part of the able-bodied group (with sufficient athletic talent) he competed 
for the men’s grouping of other able-bodied athletes. But when CJ lost a leg and became a 
member of a disabled male group, there was no place for him to compete at UC Irvine. He 
would have been a competitive runner on the women’s team, but his possession of a penis 
somehow prevented this from happening. CJ was shut out of this level of organized, competi-
tive sport. His bodily characteristics no longer aligned with the manner in which athletes are 
categorized and included.

On the other hand, CJ’s story also shows how less organized sport, in this case road racing, 
can be used to build confidence, repair lives, and bond people with different life histories.

Jay’s story
Jay, 21, is unique because he is both transgender (female to male) and a Paralympian. For as 
long as he can remember, he has always been male. He wasn’t necessarily seen as male by oth-
ers, and was assigned female at birth, but this did not stop him from achieving a male identity.

Jay is currently in his final year of his bachelor’s degree at a large university in Pennsyl-
vania. He is today very proud to say that nobody is aware of his gender history. He has large 
muscles, a working penis (which inflates by pressing one ball to pump it up and the other to 
let it down) and can appear naked in front of others without their knowledge that he used to 
have a female body. This is known as stealth, and while not all trans people desire to pass as 
cisgender (when one’s body and gender identity match), it is important to Jay. But it hasn’t 
always been this easy.

His male identity can be linked back to as early as age five, when he asked his mother 
when he would grow a penis. He was upset and confused when she informed him that this 
would not happen. He always assumed that he would grow up to be male. Jay loved rough 
sports. He cut his hair as short as his mother would permit, and played with the boys.

PE was a confusing time for him though. He was forced to partake in “girly” sports and 
was jealous that the other boys could play aggressive sports. Even around aged ten, Jay still 
could not comprehend that his body was that of a female. He recalls taking his shirt off at 
recess once, like the other boys, in order to play soccer on a hot day. He was surprised that 
the teacher asked him to put it back on.

Jay loved his sport, but he was also limited in it. From a young age, he also had a physical 
disability, which meant that he could not run particularly well. He would be in immense pain 
when pressure was placed on his foot and these problems worsened as he aged. Despite this 
limitation, he was selected to compete in many regional and national competitions – in the 
female division of his sport (which is not stated in order to protect his anonymity). He even 
achieved multiple gold medals at the national level. This started to bother Jay’s conscious. 
He knew that he was male, and felt that it was unfair for cisgender females to have to com-
pete against him, even though his body was also female. He thus quit the sport.

Puberty, aged 13, helped Jay better understand his gender identity and sexuality (he’s 
attracted to women so is heterosexual). He came out as trans to his grandmother, and sought a 
medical appointment with a gender expert. It was this meeting that helped him begin the very 
long road to transitioning. It was also during this time that he learned to stand up for himself. 
If his parents, teachers, and coaches would not protect him: he knew that he would have 
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to advocate for himself. For example, he refused to wear a skirt for sporting competitions. 
And, despite his foot’s health worsening as he aged, he continued to excel at representing the 
school in a variety of sports. He was also an accomplished swimmer, but when competing for 
his team at the regional level, the organizers demanded he wear a full women’s bathing suit. 
Jay was too uncomfortable with this, so he dropped out of swimming.

Jay formally transitioned at 17, identifying publicly as male, and losing the support of his 
family. Once he turned 18 began the surgeries to transition physically. Testosterone helped 
make Jay motivated to get himself back in shape, and he hit the gym. Chest surgery gave him 
confidence to use the male locker room. Bottom surgery took multiple surgeries, over a few 
years. Simultaneous to this, his foot’s health deteriorated, and he entered Paralympic sport, in 
stealth, as a male. The only person he told about his gender history was his coach, because he 
was technically taking a performance-enhancing drug (testosterone), although it did not give 
him any advantage over other competitors. He also had to file paperwork with the organiza-
tion to this effect. Still, those he competes with are unaware of his gender history.

Jay is currently training for the Tokyo 2020 Paralympics. He lives a completely stealth 
life, and it is for this reason that I provide anonymity with his name in this vignette. Jay is 
extremely happy being male, and he does not identify as transgender, personally or socially. 
Jay is male. End of story. However, Jay does identify as a Paralympian. He still has some 
anxiety, particularly concerning whether, as a highly accomplished Paralympic athlete, the 
media will find out about his history and broadcast it against his wishes. Still, he feels posi-
tive about the future of trans athletes, and he is overjoyed to finally have his parents’ love and 
support back in his life. He hopes to one day make them proud, by winning a gold medal.

Categorizing and dividing
Like race, gender, and sexuality, disability is a socially constructed paradigm, as one can-
not say just where disability begins or ends. CJ is technically disabled, but he is still a faster 
runner than most. Highlighting the difficulty in problematizing what a disability is, CJ once 
ran a disability race in New York. He finished the five kilometer race around Central Park in 
second place, behind a runner who was missing three fingers. While that might outrage you, 
it brings up the question of where a disability begins. If CJ’s competitor was missing four 
fingers, five, his hand, the lower part of the arm? Where does a disability begin? And if one 
is able-bodied but less naturally talented, is this a disability? Today, my 49-year-old body has 
a hard time keeping up with CJ. Am I disabled because my heart won’t pump as fast, and my 
muscles fatigue quicker than his?

The same categorization/classification difficulties emerge with race. Is Tiger Woods 
black? His heritage is a mixture of white, African American, Native American, and Chinese. 
So what is he? And while this may only be a question of interest to us when sporting teams 
were segregated by race, Tiger Woods might have found himself rejected by both white- 
and black-run sporting organizations 50 years ago. This classification system also relates to 
gender. Quite simply put, there is no such thing as male/female. Instead, multiple types of 
gendered humans exist (Fausto-Sterling 2000).

In August 2009, 18-year-old Caster Semanya won gold in the track and field in the World 
Athletics Championships in Berlin. However, a “sex” test later “confirmed” that she is both 
a man and a woman (a hermaphrodite). At the time of writing, it is not clear what the official 
governing body of the sport will do with her. She identifies as a woman, but maintains bio-
logical advantages (including three times the elevated testosterone levels of the female aver-
age) that give her an advantage compared to other women. But don’t all elite female runners 
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have an advantage over non-elite? Who, I ask, should she be able to run with? Is it fair to put 
her with other “women,” or with “men”?

What about a male who has genital surgery and takes hormones to become female (MTF)? 
Like Thai champion kick boxer Parinya Charoenphol/Nong Toom who underwent surgery to 
become a female (MTF), but is still better than all the men. Which division does she belong  
to? Would you change your mind if after the surgery and hormones she was only as good as 
the average woman?

These artificially constructed categories affect more than just one’s sporting performance. 
The history of the way we have treated sexual minorities, racial minorities, women, and 
those whose bodies that don’t look “normal” is horrific. For example, a century ago in the 
United States it was not uncommon for sports clubs to deny access for individuals with a 
disability. Public bathrooms, theaters, swimming pools, and other facilities were segregated 
by race, gender, and disability (Faye & Wolfe 2009).

Unfortunately, many governing bodies and sports systems continue to perpetuate the false 
premise that separate, segregated opportunities for sport, leisure, and cultural activities by 
persons with a disability are both desirable and equitable. We (of course) do the same for 
gender, but there is less outrage about this. This is not to suggest that there is not great joy 
to be had in sport that is exclusively designed for people with disability, or even joy for 
gays and lesbians to compete in their own organized competitions – certainly women enjoy 
competing in their own segregated space – but it is to suggest that the artificial boundaries 
of inclusion and exclusion are socially constructed. In the case of disability sport, questions 
of eligibility concerning what type of disability a participant must have, and whether or not 
it is substantially different in rules and practice from so-called able-bodied are open to many 
different perspectives (Faye & Wolfe 2009). In the case of gender, it asks questions (without 
definite answer) about one’s psychological identity, body parts, hormone levels, and chromo-
some configuration. So where does CJ compete? Clearly he was no longer “fast” enough to 
help the men’s team win, but (unlike with sex segregation in sport) should he then be permit-
ted to run with the women?

Questions of how one divides teams are seriously complex. And we do not have all of the 
answers. However, keeping Jenny from Chapter 8 running with the boys simply because she 
was a woman is the same as denying CJ the right to run with the girls, simply because he is 
a boy. Our argument is designed to critically interrogate sport for dividing people based on 
artificially constructed categories of male/female, ability/disability, race, and/or sexuality. 
Yet this, sadly, is the history of sport – it is also the history of modern humanity.

In this chapter we examine how competitive, organized team sports are used to create a 
sense of “other,” in order to artificially boost the perception that people fit into neat catego-
ries. We also examine how sport pits groups against each other. This sense of “in-group” 
and “out-group” serves to divide communities and reify stereotypes of those we perceive 
as being different. Thus, this chapter examines how sport takes our cultural penchant for 
in-group and out-group and builds on this to produce or reproduce stereotypes and hate – all 
based on team affiliation. It describes how sport teaches us to out-group (and therefore often 
hate) members of other teams, simply because of their sporting affiliation. Sport, we argue, is 
an arena in which it becomes acceptable to generalize about the character, ability, or morality 
of others.

Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory
Social identity theory, developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979), was originally developed to 
understand the psychological basis of inter-group discrimination. It has its roots in Tajfel and 
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colleagues’ earlier desire to identify the minimal conditions necessary to lead members of 
one group, an in-group, to discriminate against another, an out-group. According to social 
identity theory, we all maintain a personal sense of self, but we also maintain other personal 
identities, which correspond to our group memberships. So, when I (Eric) ran track for my 
high school I identified at one level as Eric Anderson, but at another level I identified as a 
member of the Huntington Beach High School track team, as an American, and (privately) 
as gay. Different social contexts therefore trigger us to think (and therefore feel and act) on 
other group memberships, whether they be team, work, family, religion, sexuality, race. or 
national origin. Thus, we all have multiple social identities; we all have internalized group 
memberships.

Social identity theory asserts that group membership creates a sense of in-group self- 
categorization, which leads to an enhancement of a sense of our group’s worthiness. However, 
this enhanced self-image comes at the expense of the out-group. Turner and Tajfel (1986) show 
that the mere act of individuals categorizing themselves as group members is sufficient enough 
to lead them to display in-group favoritism. In other words, all people need to do is be ran-
domly placed in a group, and they begin to take on an in-group/out-group mentality.

Highlighting this, in 2005 I was on an American reality television program, The Real Gil-
ligan’s Island. At the start of the filming, in Cancun, Mexico, the 14 contestants were forced 
to endure a three-day camera-operator strike (Marxism in action). While we waited for more 
camera-operators to be flown in from Los Angeles, we spent 24 hours a day with each other, 
isolated in an area no bigger than a basketball court.

Subgroups (cliques) began to form. They were based on mutual interest and/or sexual 
attraction. However, once the new camera crews showed up, and the “game” officially began, 
the producers divided us into two teams. The teams began to compete, and within just a few 
hours animosity toward the other team developed. The friendships gained in the old cliques 
helped stay off an othering for a while, but ultimately alliances became solidified based on 
the artificial selection of team membership. It seemed we were learning to hate each other for 
no apparent reason other than the fact that we were divided into two teams.

There are of course more scientific studies than my reality TV experience, but I  had 
to somehow gloat that I have done reality television! In one study Tajfel (1982) assigned 
schoolboys to meaningless groups. In dividing the students, care was taken to account for 
history of conflict, personal animosity, or interdependence. The schoolboys were then asked 
to assign “points” to anonymous members of both their own group and the other group. In 
other words, this was not a competition; no team would emerge as a winner. Boys were 
simply asked to assign “points” (the higher the better) to other boys. The conclusion: boys 
awarded more points to people who were identified as “in-group members,” even though 
these categories were artificially constructed and meaningless. In other words, they dis-
played in-group favoritism.

Tajfel and Turner (1979) suggest that in-group favoritism occurs because, after being 
categorized by a group membership, individuals seek to achieve positive self-esteem by 
positively differentiating their in-group from a comparison out-group. We feel better about 
ourselves when we feel good about our social groups, and the way we get to feel good about 
our groups is by negatively judging other groups.

According to Tajfel and Turner, prejudice is therefore a strategy for achieving and main-
taining a high self-esteem.

Because of this, we pay more attention to criteria that make our group look better than 
the other group, ignoring evidence to the contrary. This quest, for what Tajfel and Turner 
call positive distinctiveness, means that people’s sense of who they are is defined in terms of 
“we” rather than “I.” We look for faults in others, without examining our own. On the reality 
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television show, this manifested when my team began to look for problems, character faults, 
or disagreeable behaviors with members of the other team – and the other team did the same.

I lost a crucial competition (raft building) and was kicked off the island. But when, for 
the Hollywood premiere, we were reunited some months later, I found that my joy in the 
reunion was not matched by the other contestants. This is because I left the show before the 
teams really began to pick each other apart, and thus the majority of memories I retained 
were from our three days before the games began. However, the longer the other contest-
ants battled team-to-team, the more entrenched their hatred toward each other grew. The 
“reunion” was characterized by group infighting, shunning, and even threats of lawsuits. The 
question I therefore ask is: if this can occur among individuals who were previously friends 
one must ask what might occur in sport, where groups battle for precious few goods (victory 
and prestige)?

One sport-related study (Levine et  al. 2005) found men who strongly identified as 
fans of one particular English football (soccer) team and subjected them (without their 
knowledge) to an experiment in which they witnessed a runner fall and hurt his ankle. 
When the runner (an actor) was wearing the T-shirt of the same football team the test 
subject supported, they were more likely to help than when they were wearing the T-shirt 
of another football team.

However, social interaction theory also highlights that competing groups can become 
cohesive, if they face a larger, outside threat. If the cast of my reality television show were to 
suddenly find themselves involved in a hurricane, they would likely forget about their group 
membership and help each other survive (they might go back to squabbling later). Highlight-
ing this, the same researchers tried their football jersey/injury test slightly differently. Before 
exposing the football fan to the injury scene, the researchers asked them to fill out a question-
naire about football in general. They were told that the researchers were examining the good 
sides of sport, suggesting that other researchers only examine the bad aspects of football 
fandom. Thus, the researchers attempted to reduce inter-group conflict between football fan 
groups by posing a larger threat. When these men were exposed to the same injury scenario, 
they helped men who were wearing the T-shirt of the opposing team in higher rates. The 
authors of this study (Levine et al. 2005: 451) conclude:

In the first study, recognizing the signs of common group membership in a stranger . . . 
leads to the increased likelihood that bystanders will intervene to help those in distress. 
However, they also show that group memberships are not fixed or inevitably salient. 
In [the second study] previous intergroup rivalries become submerged within a more 
inclusive or common categorization. Those who were previously identified as out-group 
members are now extended the benefits of group membership.

Tajfel and Turner (1979) identify three variables whose contribution to the emergence of in-
group favoritism is particularly important. The first is the extent to which individuals identify 
with an in-group; the second is the extent to which the prevailing context provides ground 
for comparison between groups; and the third is the perceived relevance of the comparison 
group, which itself will be shaped by the relative and absolute status of the in-group. Indi-
viduals are likely to display favoritism when an in-group is central to their self-definition 
and a given comparison is meaningful or the outcome is contestable. In subsequent studies 
of in-group bias, others have shown that the tendency to favor in-group members is likely 
culturally specific, and it should also be highlighted that maintaining in-group bias is not 
necessarily the same thing as maintaining prejudice.
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What we are interested in, however, is how in-group/out-group processes might be 
enhanced in sport and transferred outside of sport. Explicating this, in an example of two 
girls who share many in-group features (race, age, and gender), is Ellen’s story. Ellen and 
her best friend Kathi were childhood friends – at least until they were picked to play on 
opposite soccer teams at age 13. Until this time, the girls had played several years together 
as teammates.

Sadly, as each girl’s team accelerated toward their championship meet, they grew to view 
each other as “others.” This was influenced by teammates who saw their opposition through 
a lens of “the enemy.” Their coaches contributed to the erosion of their friendship as well. 
As a university student today, Ellen mourns the loss of her friend. Even though they still 
live in the same town, she feels there is too much animosity between them to reach out and 
redevelop the friendship. Essentially, sport broke them apart. If sport can do this for two 
friends, what might sport be able to do for athletes of differing color? Here, racialized beliefs 
(regardless of how false) can be intensified.

Minority stress theory
Jay’s narrative highlights several layers of life challenges: surgeries and disabilities hindered 
him, but more painful was the social marginalization. Jay experienced multiple forms of 
prejudice related to his gender identity, from denial of ability to compete in the gender cat-
egory he felt comfortable in, to mockery of his appearance, and, at times, the abandonment 
of his parents. These types of experiences can have a significant negative impact on one’s 
emotional health.

While there is less research studying the experiences of transgender people (see Ander-
son & Travers 2017 book on transgender athletes, Playing Against Gender, for an exposé of 
this on sport), academics have studied the nature and effects of prejudice and discrimina-
tion against sexual minorities for several decades (Burke & LaFrance 2015). This research, 
mostly conducted on gay men, has shown that their lives have often been defined by social 
marginalization (Herek 2004). Minority stress theory is one way of understanding the dam-
aging consequences of being a sexual minority (Meyer 2003). It contends that sexual minori-
ties experience chronic stress that stems from stigmatization in the broader culture, including 
psychological burdens distinct from heterosexual populations. This is supported by a body 
of research highlighting elevated psychosocial problems for sexual minorities compared to 
heterosexuals (D’Augelli et al. 2010; Morris et al. 2014).

The prejudice against sexual and gender minorities has largely been conceptualized as 
homophobia (Weinberg 1972). Research on homophobia has tended to focus on: 1) the prev-
alence of homophobic attitudes and behaviors among individuals and within institutions;  
2) its negative impact on sexual minorities; 3) the mechanisms by which it is reproduced; and 
4) the impact on heterosexuals. While the term is not without its limitations, it has proven 
effective in analyzing a range of attitudes and behaviors that pertain to the negative treatment 
of sexual minorities (see McCormack & Anderson 2014a).

One of the key benefits of the term homophobia is that it refers to both attitudes and behav-
iors. Given that public attitudes play a key role in determining legislation, homophobia has 
historically been enshrined in public policy. Attitudes are thus vital, yet researching them is 
complex, as they can pertain to sexual acts, individuals and sexual identities, personal moral-
ity and civil rights (Avery et al. 2007).

Herek (2004) argues that the term homophobia helped change the framing of anti-gay 
prejudice by “locating the ‘problem’ of homosexuality not in homosexual people, but in 
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heterosexuals who were intolerant of gay men and lesbians” (p. 8). Transphobia and biphobia 
have more recently been added to the social lexicon in order to explicate their differences. 
This is particularly true since research shows that minority stress theory seems to impact 
upon bisexual and transgender people more severely than it does gay and lesbians (Ander-
son & McCormack 2016). Still, research has regularly examined the experiences of sexual 
minorities as a homogeneous group; often failing to recognize important differences both 
within and between lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people.

This is significant because research indicates that heterosexuals may have more negative 
attitudes toward bisexuals than gays or lesbians (Herek 2002), and that bisexuals suffer dis-
crimination from gays and lesbians as well as from heterosexuals (McLean 2008). Bisexual 
youth have also been found to experience higher levels of harassment and suicide ideation 
than their lesbian and gay peers (Pompili et al. 2014). Exemplifying this, in the recent analy-
sis of Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) data from 2005‒2010, across 
seven states, Gorman et al. (2015) found that bisexual men and women have worse rates of 
self-reported health compared to both heterosexual and gays and lesbians. In fact, gay men 
reported better rates of health than straight men.

Transgender issues are really only coming to the forefront of our academic and social 
consequences now, but research on transgender people in Austria shows that their mental 
health is negatively impacted: (a) discrimination, (b) access to hormones and/or surgery,  
(c) a lack of community connectedness (Riggs et al. 2015). This perfectly exemplifies Mey-
er’s Minority Stress Theory.

Conclusion
Perhaps the most pervasive myth about team sport is that it teaches athletes to work 
together, “as a team.” This sense of common strife is thought to unite players in team 
cohesion. This cohesion and struggle is then thought to reduce prejudices among players. 
The primary purpose of this chapter, however, was to highlight that in order for members 
of one sporting team to unite, they must be united in opposition to the players of another 
team. While this struggle might temporarily unite players of a particular team in competi-
tion, it is often the case that a team’s demographics represent the demographics of the 
locations from which they are comprised. Thus, it is more likely that white teams will 
end up competing against Navajo teams, or black teams will end up competing against 
Hispanic teams, than whites and Navajos, blacks and Hispanics will play together on the 
same team.

Worse, because of positive distinctiveness, individuals end up making generalizations 
about the “character” of the entire other team. When two teams compete, all it takes is for 
one member of the opposing team to cheat, for the entire opposing team to be brandished 
“cheaters.” Sport, therefore, maintains the ability to reinforce rather than break down stereo-
types. If, for example, a stereotype exists that men of one particular race are violent, and one 
member of that race commits violence in the sporting context, it reproduces this stereotype 
for all those on his team (and often by extension, to his race).

This chapter did not discuss much sport at the international level, and how international 
games, particularly the Olympics, also divide nations. However, we suggest that if we were 
serious about the Olympics bringing nations together, athletes would march into the Olympic 
venue according to their sport, not their nation. What the Olympics really reflects is symbolic 
warfare.
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Collectively, whether we are discussing youth or Olympic sport, it seems to me that the in-
group/out-group nature of sport (something we as human beings already fall too easily into) 
makes it more likely that teams will end up hating each other, rather than appreciating each 
other’s contribution to the sporting competition. Sport is unique in this aspect. We therefore 
suggest that two teams of youth, posed to battle in a team sport, should instead lower their 
weapons (bats and balls) and organize a musical instead.



11	 Changing sport

The primary purpose of this book has been to critically examine sport, and to put forth 
empirically supported, theoretically based arguments that highlight the ways in which sport 
reproduces a great deal of social harm. The purpose of the text was to serve as counter-
evidence to the socially positive, but unscientifically supported claims that we all to often 
hear about sport. We are not alone in this endeavor. Revered sport sociologist Professor Jay 
Coakley (2016: 1) recently wrote:

Fueled by anecdotal evidence, the personal testimonies of athletes, stories circulated 
through popular culture, and the pronouncements of physical educators and coaches, 
the belief that sport participation produced positive development among youth became 
a taken-for-granted cultural truth in most Western societies. This belief has gone hand-
in-hand with the assumption, often made and seldom questioned, that sport is essentially 
pure and good and that all who participate in it share in that purity and goodness.

Credit: Noah Carr
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This belief promotes the seldom questioned perspective that sport is essentially pure and 
good and that, as Coakley, (2016: 1) writes, “all who participate in it share in that purity 
and goodness.” Today, people across the world accept this essentialist belief to such a 
degree that they seem to have unlimited expectations for what sport can accomplish for 
people. It is for this reason that citizens and governments both emotionally and finan-
cially invest in them. Without accounting or evidence, and in many cases even without 
reason, the product of their time and financial investments is not measured. Investing 
time or capital into sport is essentially throwing money into a fountain and hoping the 
wish will be granted.

However, when one takes a hard look at the evidence, it becomes obvious that sport does 
not live up to the hype. In many cases, sport accomplishes precisely the opposite of its expec-
tations. Throughout the chapters, we have aimed to raise your critical consciousness about 
sport. We demonstrated that:

1	 Sport does not build character (at least not in the way we assume that it does).
  2	 Sport does not promote substantial educational or socioeconomic attainment for the 

underprivileged.
3	 Sport does not reduce prejudice.

  4	 Many types of competitive, organized sport not only fail to promote one’s health, but 
can also cause a great deal of injury, disease, brain trauma, and early death.

5	 Sport is an arena in which youth are trained to follow the instructions of elders without 
thinking for themselves. This opens them up to emotional and physical abuse.

6	 The structure of sport influences coaches to abuse their athletes (through too much train-
ing and risking of their athletes’ health) in order to win.

7	 Sport teaches participants to sacrifice their health, education, and other life chances for 
the sake of moving up through its ranks.

8	 In sport, we learn to commit violence not only against ourselves, but learn to accept that 
violence committed against others is an acceptable “part of the game.”

9	 Because sport remains a socially valued institution (which nearly compels all youth to 
participate) they “learn” that the sexes are not equal enough to compete together.

10	 Men (particularly) sometimes learn the attitudinal positioning of homophobia (although 
considerably less so today), sexism, and anti-femininity.

11	 Gender segregation in sport helps reproduce patriarchal privilege.
12	 Gender segregation in sport also provides men with social capital and formal networks 

that help them (and not women) gain occupations within and outside of the sporting 
industry.

13	 Sport reproduces a “good old boys” network that privileges white, heterosexual, able-
bodied men in many capacities.

14	 The embeddedness between professional and collegiate sport leads to the denial and 
dismissal of sexual assault against women.

15	 The long-term impact of head trauma in sport may lead to not only depression, drug 
use, loss of memory, cognition, reaction time, bowel control, and pain, but also violence 
against men and assault against women.

16	 Sport teaches us to hate our competitors, to view them as standing in the way of our 
success.

17	 Sport discriminates against those who do not fit the athletic mold, and it sometimes 
(formally or informally) excludes those with disability or those who come out as sexual 
or gender minorities.
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18	 Sport helps reproduce class inequality, particularly by offering false hope for those in 
economic disparity.

19	 Sport is used to teach a modern (lower-class) workforce the requirements that employ-
ers wish of their employees in a capitalist economy. In sport, these same youths are also 
being trained to value the attributes of soldiering and extreme risk-taking.

20	 There are a plethora of other arguments against sport that we have made in this book. 
And we could have critiqued professional sport harshly, too – the commercialism of it, 
the way it exploits many of its players, the way it promotes a masculinized, warrior-like 
nation.

21	 We might equally have examined international competitions and the Olympics for not 
only bankrupting the cities that host them, but for (re)producing nationalism as well.

Accordingly, the exercise so far has been largely an academic investigation into the problems 
of sport in society.

While we argue that our criticisms of sport mostly go unrecognized, something is nonethe-
less happening in youth culture that is leading to sport participation rates falling (Coakley 
2016); and they are falling fast. The Aspen Institute uses United States National Institutes of 
Health data to show that sport participation is falling for children aged six to twelve years. 
In 2008 just 30.2 percent of children played sport 151 days or more a year and in 2016 that 
number is down to 26.6 percent. The same trend is found for older children and adolescents. 
In 2008, 42.7  percent of 13- to 17-year-olds played sport 151 days a year, and in 2016 
that number is down to 39.3 percent. Importantly, this measure covers some 55 different 
activities.

When we examine participation rates of the types of sport we critique in this book, mat-
ters are even more striking. For example, tackle football is down from 3.7 percent of six- to 
twelve-year-old children playing in 2008 to 2.7 percent of children of that age group playing 
the sport today. In America, basketball, baseball, and soccer participation is also down. The 
percent of children who play multiple sports is also down, from 2.2 in 2008 to 1.89 in 2016.

These statistics appear to be offset by some research showing that the raw numbers of 
people playing these sport has increased; but the overall population has also increased. For 
example, in the United States 853,000 boys played high-school football when the population 
was 202 million (that’s 0.004 percent of the population); today 1,085,000 play high-school 
football, but the American population is 324 million (that’s 0.003 percent of the population). 
In the United Kingdom, Sport England shows that rugby union has maintained participation 
numbers of about 250,000 people over the past eight years, but that football (soccer) has 
decreased over the last eight years, despite the population growing. Moreover, they show 
that the types of sports and exercise that are increasing are not team sports: they are cycling, 
running, swimming, and tennis.

Concerning parents, data from an ESPN-commissioned survey of a nationally representa-
tive sample of parents in the US, as found on the Aspen Institute’s 2015 Project Play Report 
(AspenProjectPlay.org), indicated that 70 percent of the parents were concerned about the 
time commitments and costs required for their children to play sport, and over 80 percent of 
parents with children old enough to play organized sports were concerned with the quality or 
behavior of youth-sport coaches (Farrey 2014). Thus, decreasing participation numbers are 
a result both of children being more interested in other activities, and their parents agreeing.

It appears to us that sport, as we commonly conceive it, is not as popular as it used to be. 
And while sport sociologists in the past decade have almost entirely failed to examine the 
experiences of children playing sport, so that we cannot say this with any scientific basis, 

www.AspenProjectPlay.org
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it seems to us that one of the reasons is that society no longer needs the type of masculine, 
docile, self-abusing children that it once did. The cultural esteem for sport might still exist 
on Superbowl Sunday, but the ubiquity of sport in children’s lives is increasingly less, except 
for when mandated in PE. We contend that if sport does not change, evolve, it will end up 
being viewed as an archaic institution, reminiscent of the twentieth-century culture in which 
it was propagated.

Part of us feels that the structure upon which we play sport is so antithetical to health and 
happiness that we ought to say nothing, and just let sports wither into antiquity. However, 
because we consider ourselves public sociologists, we cannot feel good about ourselves if we 
leave this book as just a critique of sport. We feel compelled to also use our understanding of 
the way sport operates in society in order to postulate ways upon which we can improve the 
socio-positive outcomes of sport and reduce the socio-negative. We do not have answers for 
all of the problems that plague sport, and we are aware that our culture’s obsession with sport 
will prevent this from happening. However, only in speaking about the ways we can improve 
sport will our voice be heard. In the sections that follow, we therefore suggest ways we can 
make sport a more positive institution.

Remove elements of the game that cause head trauma
Given what we now know about the impact of concussive and multiple sub-concussive blows 
to the head on short- and long-term brain health, we as sport scholars can think of no more 
urgent change to sport than to remove or change elements of the game that lead to the brain 
rapidly deaccelerating in the skull. This means replacing the tackle in American football and 
rugby with touch or tag; prohibiting soccer players from heading the ball; prohibiting the 
catcher from blocking the plate from the charging third-base runner in baseball; removing 
the penalty corner in hockey and replacing it with a power play; changing fight sports so 
that a shot to the head costs the offending athlete an immediate loss; and taking appropriate 
measures in other sports.

For many sports, these changes will not significantly alter the game. For example, in the 
game of soccer, removing the header will not radically change the game; in fact, children 
don’t even begin heading the ball until age 11, so will they really miss this if they never get 
to? For some sports, the advantages of removing the head-trauma component will bring 
about other, serious advantages. As we discussed in Chapter 4, removing tackling in rugby 
and American football will permit mixed sex, ability, and weight levels of play. The sports 
will be faster, promoting trimmer bodies, and more inclusive as insurance premiums will 
drop and smaller children can play.

We are also aware that, at the time of this writing, no single recommendation (perhaps 
apart from gender-integrating sport) will raise such ire among our readers. People are heav-
ily socialized into liking the sports that they grew up watching. They will make arguments 
like, “If kids don’t learn to tackle, how will professional players learn? And that will destroy 
the sport I love to watch.” This is true, and it will. But the question remains: what is more 
important, your enjoyment of watching grown behemoths destroy each other, or millions of 
children’s health?

We also maintain, without reservation, that enrolling children into sports with high rates 
of head trauma is child abuse. We, as a society, agree that children are not capable of making 
decisions about their health until they are of a certain age. They are not permitted to: smoke, 
drink, use marijuana, vote, drive a car, consent to safe oral sex, join the military, take out 
a loan, drop out of school, or even work a part-time job. All of this is because we do not 
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believe that children maintain the cognitive capacities to understand risk and comprehend 
their future. We would thus consider a parent arranging oral sex (with a condom so it’s 
physically very safe) for their kid child abuse. This is because we fear that children will be 
emotionally harmed when they are older. We fear that they are not cognitively capable of 
understanding sex. Why, then, is the same logic not applied to sport? Is not traumatic brain 
injury at least as bad as what might go wrong if children are given the right to vote? Once 
we begin to view concussive sport in this perspective, and stigmatize parents for enrolling 
their children into such abusive regimes, we will stem the tide of harm that comes from them.

Revise how coaches are recruited, trained, and evaluated
Coaching as a profession stands out as unusual in that a bachelor’s degree is not required. 
One cannot counsel patients without an MA or PhD, one cannot practice medicine without 
a medical degree, and one cannot cut hair without a state-certified license. Without a similar 
institutionalized system of training, measurement, and accreditation for coaches, there is lit-
tle opportunity to evaluate or reform coaching practices outside of team victories. Thus, if 
a coach is a good technical coach, and wins meets, there is little reason for him to alter his 
coaching style, even if he is abusive. In fact, the structure of sport promotes abuse. Accord-
ingly, sport is full of men (and fewer women) who predicated their identities as athletes, and 
who were therefore drawn to coaching as a mechanism to remain within the field. Here, they 
are provided with a phenomenal amount of power.

As described in Chapter 2, these powers are legitimate, coercive, reward, expert, and refer-
ent. While it is not necessary to understand exactly what and how each of these powers oper-
ates, it is important to understand that few other occupations/professions offer individuals 
the ability to associate with all five types (Jones et al. 2004).

Clearly, coaches use reward power by offering players social promotions, more playing 
time, or public praise, and they use coercive power in punishing athletes with the opposite. 
Coaches establish their legitimacy in the eyes of their athletes primarily through having 
“come up” through the system, often as successful players first, and then by producing qual-
ity athletes. This legitimacy, coupled with the title “coach,” is then thought (often errone-
ously) to make one an expert, as coaches are assumed to possess the technical knowledge 
beneficial to advancing athletes’ careers. In other words, a person does not need to be an 
expert in order to maintain expert power, they only need be perceived as an expert.

As we have discussed, coaches most often lack the qualifications, knowledge, and skills 
to be a safe and effective coach. Finally, coaches sometimes gain the respect of their athletes 
through referent power because athletes desire to accomplish the same feats, times, or levels of 
play, or because they look to the coach as a mentor or parental figure. This is the “Look what 
sport did for me” attitude. Unfortunately, with young athletes looking up to the coach, the coach 
maintains a great deal of power in socializing individuals into a particular belief system. Thus, 
as gatekeepers, coaches maintain a great deal of sway in determining the social outcomes of 
sport. The combination of these five powers quite nearly gives a coach absolute power. When 
one adds these powers to the institutional autonomy coaches are given, it is a recipe for danger.

This absolute power leads to a plethora of coach-related problems, including sexual, emo-
tional, and physical abuse. In their study of abused professional athletes, Kelly and Wad-
dington (2006: 153) found that “no matter how abusive or violent the manager’s [coach’s] 
behavior may be, his authority was not to be questioned and those who did question it were 
punished, in this case by being withdrawn from the games.” Jones and colleagues (2004) 
suggest that a coach’s power surpasses any other profession, which ultimately encourages 
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conformism (Hughes  & Coakley 1991), obedience (Tomlinson  & Yorganci 1997), and 
dependence (Cense & Brackenridge 2001).

In his 1997 study of adult athletes physically abused by their coaches, Phil Doorgachurn 
(www.coachabuse.com) finds that the adult male athletes he studied suggested that their 
coaches believed that they were more qualified in diagnosing and curing injuries than reg-
istered health professionals (c.f., Toftegaard Nielsen 2001). He gives an example of how 
one coach undermined medical professionals, by stating that they were wrong, and that the 
athlete needed to return to training despite severe medical warnings not to. Athletes are com-
pelled to follow these directions, even against the advice of professionals, because if they 
do not, they lose favor in their coach’s eyes and may lose valued playing positions, playing 
time, and their coaches’ esteem.

Summarizing this, within competitive team sport – and from a very early age – athletes are 
only selected to the next level of play if they adhere to the orthodox tenets of sport, where 
they are influenced by the top-down modeling of the near-total institution. Finally, the insti-
tution itself excludes input from those not within its dominant framework. Thus, this system 
is more than just culturally hegemonic, it is also structural. Not just structural in the sense of 
a social, historical, and institutionalized pattern, but literally structured by codified rules of 
segregation, reminiscent of the same rules that once formally segregated blacks from whites.

Changing the system will not be easy. This is because there needs to be a requirement 
to obtain a bachelor’s degree qualification in coaching. However, even where such degrees 
exist, few of their graduates go on to coach. This is because the clear majority of coaching 
positions do not provide a subsistence level of income, let alone enough to pay a mortgage 
and have the occasional vacation. Thus, the vast number of coaches come from an army of 
volunteers. And although these volunteers may be well-meaning, they are not necessarily 
capable of understanding the complex ways in which sport can cause a great deal of social 
damage. Because they are volunteers, they usually require little to no training. Most do not 
maintain training in behaviorism, counseling, small group dynamics, and other topics that 
are necessary in order to effectively, and positively, lead a group of athletes into a healthier, 
happier, and more confident existence. Even when children’s health is at stake, sporting 
organizations fail. In the UK, the Rugby Football Union does not require its coaches to have 
a level one coaching certificate, first aid, or concussion training. To be a rugby coach in Eng-
land there are no qualifications, except a clean criminal record.

Without the ability to train coaches (and pay them what teachers earn), we cannot expect 
them to have a bachelor’s degree in coaching education. This means that we normally rely 
upon weekend certification courses. These courses are far too insubstantial. Most tend to 
focus on “how not to get sued.” We suggest that we need to implement a standardized way of 
objectively, anonymously, and fairly evaluating coaches. At the moment, if a coach applies 
for a paid coaching position, he/she is evaluated on two basic merits: 1) their performance 
accomplishments as an athlete; and 2) their team’s win/loss record. There is no system-
atic way of evaluating the graduation rates of a coach’s athletes, the level of socio-positive 
impact the coach had on the players, or any other socio-positive measurement. But if we 
had, perhaps at each unique level of coaching, a standardized form for coaching assessment, 
measured and cumulated by an independent body, we could ask to view a coach’s “report 
card.” Just like a student graduates with a grade point average in the US, or a degree clas-
sification in the UK, coaches should also have a user-rating.

But this is not the only measurement of a coach’s ability. Another problematic situation 
with coaching is that coaches are relatively unsupervised. For the most part they operate 
alone, without independent observation. Even if they have an assistant coach, it is more 
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likely that the two will collude on their behaviors and approaches to coaching rather than 
critically reflect upon each other’s performance.

Our thesis is that coaches need to be observed and monitored. Thus, having (for example) 
a paid official, trained in coaching education (or a sport psychologist or sociologist) super-
vise a coach for a week’s training might help identify problems and promote solutions. This 
design would not only police coaches for their errant behaviors (although it would also do 
that) but it is also designed so that the coach might have a hands-on professional with whom 
to discuss his or her particular coaching styles. In other words, what we need are “super-
coaches” – men and women who are not concerned with whether a coach trains a team to 
victory, but one that examines how a coach trains his or her players for life. This would at 
least partially address the problem. If we believe strongly in the socio-positive aspects of 
sport, then we should also be willing to pay for it.

Create and regulate passports
We also believe in the notion of a coach’s passport, or coaching license. Just as a driving test 
forces people to periodically be re-tested, so would the license. For instance, we discussed 
brain trauma in Chapter  4, and the science related to brain trauma is continually growing 
(McCrory et al. 2013); a coach would need updated concussion training to keep their license 
valid. They would, perhaps biannually, study the latest on child development, ethics, sports 
medicine, injury prevention, pedagogy, and social issues related to sport. A coach’s role is not, 
and never has been, solely focused upon just sport, and therefore coaches need the support and 
education to aid them in this vocation. The passport would help coaches work across the sector.

Part of the problem within the current systems is the fragmented approach of training. 
Even in the UK, where Sports Coach UK works with educational awarding bodies and sport 
governing bodies to create qualifications, there is limited portability in training. As such, 
coaches often will be asked to do training courses for each sport. Likewise, those who have 
coaching degrees often must undergo introductory level sport-specific training certificates. 
We would like the passport to be comprehensive, evidence-based, and across sports. This 
way training will be mapped and prevent unnecessary duplication.

A coach’s passport would also permit coaches who have been sanctioned for abuse (of any 
sort) to have it permanently recorded on their coaching license. That way, a coach kicked out 
of his job in Ohio for punching an athlete won’t be able to get a job in Florida. He will have 
to show his coaching license, which will be scanned and reveal his past.

In addition to a coach’s passport, there should also be a player’s passport. This will allow 
the various organizations in the sporting landscape to communicate and monitor an athlete’s 
progress. With many children playing multiple sports, in different contexts, sometimes there 
is a breakdown in communication between schools, clubs, and varying sports. The playing 
passport would allow coaches to put alerts on a player if they had a worry, for instance in 
the case of concussion. A coach would simply flag online that the player is believed to be 
concussed and this would prevent them from participating in school PE, or other community 
sport, and could notify the parents that the young person requires a checkup by a doctor. It 
would prevent over-playing, over-training, and playing while injured, and would be a chan-
nel of communication between the various stakeholders in youth sport.

Contesting gendered binaries through gender integration
As gay, pro-feminist sociologists, allow us to indulge you in just a moment of hyperbolic ste-
reotyping. You are walking down the street alone, where you see coming from the opposite 
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direction either a) ten men; b) ten women; or c) five men and five women. Considering the 
possibility of fear, which group scares you the most? Statistically speaking, of course, you 
would be wise to fear the group of ten men the most.

Now, consider a scuffle breaks out over a call on the pitch, which group arrangement 
above is most likely to result in individual violence, or even a team brawl? Again, the choice 
is that of all men. It is partially for these reasons (and so many more) that we, and others, 
suggest we need to gender-integrate sport (McDonagh & Pappano 2008).

The results of Eric’s research lead us to some general conclusions concerning the gender-
segregated arena of sport. Here, we suggest that the extreme regimentation and inordinate 
amount of time required to excel at sport often deprives men of experiences outside of the 
athletic arena, where they might otherwise be introduced to the sexual/gendered narratives 
of women. Instead, in the homosocial world of men’s team sport, males are socialized into 
an ethos in which women are valued as sexual objects, devalued as athletes, and masculin-
ity is predicated in opposition to femininity. This is made more possible because there are 
no women (or openly gay men) to contest these narrow understandings. But it is also made 
possible because coaches are recruited from a pool of ex-athletes who moved up through the 
same system. Essentially, we argue that because team sport is near compulsory for youth, 
young boys are indoctrinated into a sexist gender regime from early childhood – an institu-
tion they cannot easily escape. Even if boys are fortunate enough to enter a gender-integrated 
sports team when young, by the time they reach high school, gender segregation is the norm.

Additionally, the demands of competitive sport often consume such quantities of time 
that it also structures men into off-the-field social networks of teammates – positioning them 
into a near-total masculine institution. Bereft of alternative gender narratives, and desiring 
social promotion among their peers, boys and men are more willing to subject their agency 
to orthodox masculinity, which remains predicated in anti-feminine, sexist, and (frequently) 
misogynistic thinking. In this aspect, segregation on the field is complicated by the effect of 
a near-total institution off the field.

Data from Eric’s research on male cheerleaders who compete alongside female cheer-
leaders in the coed division of cheerleading show that when men become familiar with the 
experiences of women almost all adopt a new gender strategy that looks more favorably on 
women (Anderson 2005b, 2008a, 2008c). We suggest that in gender-integrated sport, the 
time constraints of training and travel structures athletes into mixed-sex social networks, at 
least part of the time. Here, men are likely to have conversations with women about sex, gen-
der, sport, and life – the kind of conversations they were often unable to have in a homosocial 
culture. We find that, in partaking in these conversations, men not only open themselves to 
hearing the multiple narratives of women, but they also learn to view women as worthy and 
competent athletes, teammates, coaches, and leaders (Anderson 2008c).

We therefore suggest that gender-integrating team sport may be the required crack in 
the system to help undo patriarchy. Gender-integrating sports teams is more valuable than 
gender-integrating men and women in other masculinized terrains (like firefighting or the 
police force) because virtually all boys play organized sport. Thus, we maintain that gender-
integrating sport should be a starting point for an “opposing [gender] strategy” (Foucault 
1984: 101) that erodes at patriarchy. Even if we can’t force the private sporting sector to do 
this, we can in state-sponsored PE.

But the idea of gender-integrating sport is to do more than just reform men; it would also 
provide women the same social training, the same access, and the same symbols that men 
currently have associated with their formal participation in sport. If women are to compete 
equally with men for social power and prestige, they must break up the boys’ network where 
it is formulated – sport.
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We do not, however, wish to claim that gender integration is a panacea for the sexual, social, 
ethical, and gender-related problems associated with men’s sport or even our society; men’s 
team sport is far too intertwined with other masculinist systems and institutions for that. Fur-
thermore, we do not analyze how gender-desegregating team sport might negatively impact 
on female athletes, particularly considering that women have been shown to be subordinated 
by men within other integrated terrains (Britton & Williams 1995; Reskin & Roos 1990). 
Nor do we know how gender integration might impact upon the number of socio-positive 
attributes that Sabo and his colleagues (2004) correlate with women’s sporting participation.

However, there is another reason for further investigating this gender integration proposi-
tion. Where the dominant ideology maintains that gender segregation is valuable to women 
because it shelters women from men’s violence in sport, we question whether violence 
against women off the field might instead be promoted through sporting segregation. We 
know that male team-sport athletes have elevated rates of violence against women com-
pared to non-athletes and non-team-sport athletes (Kreager 2007). Accordingly, if gender 
segregation in sport is even partially responsible for men’s violence against women, then the 
socio-positive results of what we found in the sport of cheerleading should serve as a call for 
further academic inquiry into the effects of gender-integrating other/all sport.

Still, the notion of gender-integrating sport (and changing the rules of sport to facilitate 
this) is met with great resistance. Whenever I (Eric) speak about the subject, I find opposition. 
For example, I debated the issue with athletes in a class in New York. The class (comprised 
of equal numbers of men and women) was wholly resistant to the idea of gender integration. 
Men had a plethora of reasons and rationales why women should not play with men: 1) they 
might get hurt at the hands of overly muscled men; 2) they might not want to play on men’s 
teams; and 3) it would be impossible to change the structure of sports to permit this as the 
purists of sport would never permit such. When I then pointed out that 1) a 100-pound male 
can try out and play rugby for a men’s team, but a 300-pound woman cannot, and 2) women 
should have the choice to play with men, they did not yield. Instead they came up with a host 
of new reasons why women “simply” should not be allowed to play with men.

Interestingly, not a single woman spoke during the entire hour. Although I begged and 
pleaded with them, “Women, how can you let these men say this about you? Where are your 
voices? Why are you so complicit to the men’s complaints?” not one spoke up. In the end, it 
helps us realize that this is not only a problem of men trying to protect their sacred terrain, 
but it is a problem of women having been so subordinated, and being so complicit with what 
they have been given, that they fail to enact their agency to bring about gender parity.

So why do most people protest the gender integration of sport? More important is the 
question of why it is socially permissible to say that women should not play on men’s teams, 
but it is not permissible to say that gays should not play on straights teams, or that blacks 
should not play on white teams? Exemplifying this, when I ask my students how many think 
that black men have an advantage over white men in the hundred-meter dash, every student 
raises their hand. “So why not then have a black men’s 100-meter race, and a white men’s 
100-meter race?” The students object to my proposition, “That would be racist.” So why, 
I ask, is it not sexist to suggest that women should have their own finals? After all, it is quite 
possible that gay men may be better served by being formally excluded from heterosexual 
men’s sport, instead being given their own sporting spaces. It is also possible that black ath-
letes might benefit from playing in racially segregated team sport. Therefore (according to 
this faulty logic) they should be provided their own space. But each of these suggestions is 
readily met with charges of homophobia and racism. This of course is the power of hegem-
ony: it prevents women from seeing their own oppression.



Changing sport  167

One can argue that professional sports differs from school sports, or community-sponsored 
sports, because they are private organizations and they therefore should not be forced to inte-
grate. But professional sports are also places of work and occupation; if it can be shown that 
they intentionally or deliberately deny women sporting occupation who are otherwise quali-
fied, they should be sued. However, where taxpayer money is concerned, we should all call 
for gender integration in sport. Thus, at the youth, high-school, recreational, and university 
levels of play, sport should be integrated.

We suggest that if you are creative enough, matching weights, abilities, requiring the 
ball to pass through the hands of a woman first, and so on, you can figure out how to 
effectively gender-integrate any sport. And, although we cannot spell out here exactly 
how gender integration might occur in all sport (as each sport is unique in the structures 
and rules that govern it), we might highlight, however, that we can easily change the rules 
of sport. Whenever the capitalists desire to change sport for their profits, sport changes. 
For example, when basketball wanted to speed up the game, adding a shot clock, or to 
improve the risk-taking of the game, adding a three-point line, they did it. So too can they 
gender-integrate sport.

In Eric’s sport, cross-country, the top five men from each team to cross the finish line are 
scored. But if we were to simply change the rules to say that the top five men and the top 
five women across the finish line were to score, we would successfully integrate the sport. 
The men’s and women’s teams would come together as one, and the men would learn to rely 
upon, train with, and desire the promotion of their female teammates in order that they might 
win. Even if the top five finishers from my team are men, they would finish their race, turn 
right back around, and cheer their female teammates on.

Other sports, like American football, are presented to us as being more difficult to gender-
integrate. But if you remove the collision aspect from the sport, by making it flag, we can 
then safely line men and women up into positions where they are valued, and where their 
competition is fair. For example, we can line women against women on the offensive and 
defensive line. We can, if we desire, switch these positions around as necessary. Perhaps in 
the first quarter women play quarterback, and in the second quarter men play quarterback. 
In other sports, we simply need to match people up according to weight, or ability, and not 
according to the possession of a penis. And there is absolutely no reason to have gender seg-
regation in sports like volleyball or baseball.

For a more in-depth analysis of gender-integrating sport, we suggest you read Eileen 
McDonagh and Laura Pappano’s (2008) Playing with the Boys: Why Separate Is not 
Equal in Sport.

Changing the purpose of sport by changing sport structures
The current function of most organized sporting programs remains that of winning. But if we 
can reorganize sport so that the primary purpose is to teach moral responsibility, we might 
have a better outcome. For example, in one experiment on a group of juvenile delinquents 
(Bredemeier et al. 1986), the researchers assessed students on measures of aggression, and 
divided them into three groups to be equally matched. One group received training in mar-
tial arts with the philosophical component of maintaining responsibility, and emphasizing 
respect for others, as well as the building of self-esteem. The second group did the same 
fighting, but they did not have these values stressed to them as they learned the skills. After 
the trial, the boys in the first group scored lower on aggression and higher on self-esteem, 
while the boys in the second group scored even higher on measures of delinquency than 
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before their martial arts training. This is a philosophical approach to change, but because 
winning is what most value it is unlikely that philosophy alone will bring about this change.

However, this is not the philosophical approach that most coaches maintain. It may be on 
their list of “the purposes of sport,” but what is on their immediate minds is to win. This is 
because winning is what is easily measurable, and winning is what those not involved with 
sport can readily see. Exemplifying this, coaches and athletes frequently express ill feelings 
toward their competitors, as they have been socialized into an in-group/out-group perspec-
tive that is predicated upon establishing the other team as the enemy (Chapter 10). Rather 
than viewing competitors as agents in cooperation to bring out their best, others (often even 
members from the same teams) are viewed as obstacles in the path of obtaining cultural 
and economic power. “In order for me to win, you must lose.” Violence (conscious or not, 
intentional or unintentional) becomes an acceptable tool in achieving this victory. Hence, the 
structure of the sport produces the culture of the sport.

There are, however, other ways to structure sport. Sport can, for example, be restructured 
to determine that both teams must reach parity within an allotted period of time while still 
playing their best, or both lose. Alternatively, if teams were given a task that must be accom-
plished together in an allotted period of time, athletes from both teams would win or lose 
together – minimizing the in-group/out-group process. (Our alternate suggestion is to give 
up sport and instead take up theater.) Unfortunately, the existing sport competition structure 
is so powerful in its influence, basked in decades of “tradition,” that many maintain that 
without winning there is no purpose to sport. This ethos moves sport further from the field of 
leisure and recreation, and closer to the act of war.

However, it is possible to keep the precise same structure of sport, but remove the compet-
itive emphasis of coaching for victory. For example, let us say that your town’s little league 
probably works something like this. Parents sign their kids up to play, and the kids either try 
out for or are randomly selected for one particular team. Here they are to play for the dura-
tion of their season. At the conclusion of the season the team disbands, and the next year new 
teams are picked. However, during the course of the season there exists one, coherent team. 
This team has one coach, and perhaps some assistant coaches. This necessarily means that 
when that team wins, that particular coach has won. We propose to change the system.

In our little league world, during the first day kids come to a field where, let us pretend, 
200 of them sign up. These kids are randomly divided into ten teams (20 kids per team). 
These boys and girls are then randomly assigned one of ten coaches. For that week, each 
coach is assigned to teach a basic skill. At the end of the week, the teams come together and 
play a competition against another team. However, when that competition is over, the kids’ 
names are put into a hat and they are randomly picked again to be part of a team the next 
week. A coach is randomly assigned to each randomly picked team, and for the duration of 
the next week, all the coaches teach the kids the second skill. This process occurs throughout 
the season of play.

In our system of play we retain competition (and we agree that competition is fun), but we 
remove a sense of winning/losing history. With this system, no team emerges as the victor at 
the end of the season of play. Statistically speaking, each kid will win half of their matches, 
and each kid will lose half of their matches, too. Thus, if you think there is something to be 
learned from wins and losses, each kid will have the opportunity to experience both. Hope-
fully, they will learn that the win or loss is not important. To further this idea that it’s about 
the journey, not the victory, there is no banquet to celebrate one team’s dominance.

Furthermore, in our system, coaching power is decentralized. No individual coach has the 
power to promote or hinder an athlete’s career. They might maintain the power to do such 
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for the course of a week, but each kid will eventually be exposed to a number of different 
coaches. This means that if the coaches are of mixed sex, and come from a variety of racial 
and sexual minority backgrounds, we can also expose each kid (in just one season of play) to 
learn from members of other demographics.

Our system also prevents the development of in-group and out-group. One cannot hate the 
“Wildcats” because the Wildcats change every week. Finally, because coaches and assistant 
coaches are randomly assigned and selected, it means that coaches and assistant coaches do 
not also maintain a win/loss record. When they are evaluated, they are then evaluated for 
their coaching, not their win/loss record. The system prevents many of the types of abuse 
that occur with youth sport.

Make well-rounded athletes, regulate them, and make it safe
Considering that some positions in professional American football (admittedly choosing 
the most violent sport) will take 130,000 full-speed hits in their lives, leaving two-thirds 
(or more) with permanent disabilities (Eitzen 2003), likely sending a good number to drug 
dependency to deal with the pain, and a good number to early graves, there is no doubt that 
“this” type of sport is not healthy. The point is that the benefits of sport often severely out-
weigh the physical abuse sport brings. However, we understand that professional athletes are 
adults. We understand that they (like soldiers) compete voluntarily. While we still maintain 
that these adults are heavily socialized/influenced into their decisions, the same cannot be 
said for youth. Youth sport is not adult sport, and youth should not play like adults.

Yet there is currently an escalation of services, consulting, coaching, private instruction, 
sport psychology services, training camps, speed camps – and pressure – on young athletes, 
all geared to treat them as if they were professionals. The rules of sport haven’t changed 
much since they were adopted over a hundred years ago (and perhaps the pressure on kids to 
become world-class athletes has not changed much either), but the professional “services” 
offered to keep those broken young bodies going have. Hyman (2009: 18) says that, “All 
these changes are dangerously lifting the temperature, contributing to a perverse global 
warming of youth sports.” Parents are convinced that if they want their kids to succeed at 
sport, they must begin training – now. Specializing in sport is thought to prepare a kid for 
success in that sport. Tiger Woods and the Williams sisters have driven this point home. 
However, talent is also talent.

When I (Eric) was in high school, my coach was excited to have an individual, Jon, join 
our team as a freshman, because he held dozens of national age-group records as a kid. He 
had been training and racing hard since he was young, and he was without question a tal-
ented high-school runner as a freshman. However, Jon was not the best. Far from it, he was 
nowhere close to being the best. He certainly was not destined to become the world-class 
runner his dad thought he would be. This is because there is a law of diminishing returns 
concerning training. Jon had simply done his work early. His improvement therefore came 
in small increments, whereas I had just begun my running career. My improvement therefore 
came in leaps and bounds. By the time I was a senior, I was as fast as he was. The point is, 
one does not need to waste one’s youth specializing in a sport in order to make it in a sport. 
Accordingly, we should not be training kids in just one sport when they are young. Yet this is 
precisely what we are doing. Children are specializing in one sport, early on.

If we were to tell students in a fourth-grade class that they are expected to write a research 
article, with 25 references, that contributes to the body of knowledge in whatever subject 
they were taking, we would be thought crazy. Assigning this task is what PhDs do, not 
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fourth-grade students. However, we fail to make this same “level of ability” realization with 
youth sport. Here, we readily expect kids to perform like adults (Coakley 1983, 1996), in 
a trickle-down hypothesis. We expect youth to act like professionals when it is not an age 
or ability appropriate task. If we are willing to understand that a kid should not spend eight 
hours a day writing a PhD dissertation, then we should also understand that a kid should not 
be practicing sport eight hours a day.

This means that we need to regulate the amount of time kids can play competitive sport 
in organized sporting leagues. This also means that we need to regulate how much high-
school athletes can also train, as well as university athletes. Both of these propositions can 
be accomplished with a player’s passport.

Disentangling competitive sport from school systems
Influential sport sociologist Jay Coakley (2004) summarizes the current model we run com-
petitive organized sport under as the power and performance model. Here, he suggests that 
sport emphasizes the use of strength to push human limits, dominate opponents, and strive for 
victory. Accordingly, sporting excellence is defined through competitive success, and intense 
dedication is thus required. This type of sport privileges record-setting and it sees the body as 
a machine in order to do such. In order to operate, it requires a hierarchical authority structure 
in which athletes are subordinate to their coaches and it engenders antagonism between play-
ers as they compete for precious resources. However, there is another model for sport.

Coakley describes the pleasure and participation model as emphasizing an ethic of per-
sonal enjoyment, making connections to other players (from one’s own and other teams), 
empowerment of players, respect for the body, inclusive participation, and democratic 
decision-making (Mahiri 1998). In this approach one views “competitors” as agents neces-
sary to bring out one’s personal best, and opponents are therefore respected. We suggest 
that one good way to promote the participation model (particularly in the US) is to disen-
tangle school sport programs from competitive sport.

Gerdy (2002) suggests that America is unique in its conflation of sport and school cultures. 
Indeed, I (Eric) have now lived and coached in both the US and the UK, and in the UK sport 
is not so ingrained into school systems. Instead, sport is run though community organiza-
tions. By doing this, we help disassociate sporting popularity from peer culture dominance. 
In other words, the “jocks” do not receive the same institutional support that leads them to 
dominate social worlds in school settings (Bissinger 1990). We also give sport players more 
agency in their own governance. This enables them to make local changes, decentralize 
power from coaches, and promote a more inclusive game.

There are other advantages in running sport through community systems. First, kids join 
the community clubs from all schools, and they socialize with players from various ages. 
This has the latent effect of reducing inter-school tensions. It also helps kids learn to socialize 
with and relate to adults (and vice versa). Furthermore, in this system, a player can stay with 
a coach or transfer to compete with another coach. They are not institutionally bound to play 
in just one team as they are in school-run sport in the US. Abusive coaches will therefore find 
themselves short of players to field a team.

Disentangling sport from university systems is also a good idea. In the UK, sport is run 
as student clubs, and most are student coached. While there are some competitive university 
competitions, they are not as intense, nor does sport involve the money, scholarships, or eli-
gibility wars that US sport does. Having university sport being student-led also leads to more 
democratic play: coaches are not making careers off the backs of their athletes.
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Even if we cannot untangle sport from education in the US, we should at least make sure 
that coaches are part of the educational team. By requiring coaches to also be teachers, you 
first assure that coaches have some training in teaching. When coaches are also educators, 
they are more likely to be cautious in their approach to coaching, as their entire livelihood 
depends on it. Furthermore, schools and universities need to have a counselor or psycholo-
gist serve as an intermediary between the school’s athletic department and the students. Stu-
dents should not have to complain about a coach to another coach, or an athletic director. 
Coaches should fall under the same human resource managers that teachers do.

Emphasize play over sport
If we believe that playing sport has something valuable to offer our citizens, then we should 
particularly want our children to be involved in it. As a society, we certainly encourage them 
to play sport, promising them that it will be fun. However, kids, and adults alike, soon learn 
that sport is only fun for those who excel at it. Kids drop out of sport for lots of reasons that 
make it not fun: not getting playing time, being repeatedly out-matched, sadistic coaches, 
parental pressure, stress of winning, and an over-organization of their “play” by adults. You 
see, most kids don’t “play” sport; instead, they compete in sport.

Play contrasts with competition in several ways. The most obvious is that with play, there 
is no notion of win or lose. Even if one were playing cops and robbers, and one were to shoot 
the other first, this “loss” is not categorized, scored, or reported, in any systematic way. Gen-
erally, the one acting out the dying is just as happy to play this role as to be the gun-toting 
sheriff. However, more important to this thesis is that play requires “reciprocal typification” 
(Berger & Luckmann 1967: 31–34). Play requires one to put oneself into another’s shoes. 
Now, games still require rules, but they are more fluid; they serve to keep the balance of 
play – or to make the play more “real.” But what is key about play is that it is more socially 
democratic. Rules recognize the needs of others, in making the play more democratic, more 
socially inclusive.

Because play tends to be more democratic than organized sport, we are first likely to pick 
teams that we maintain are fairly balanced. This is because we recognize that in play the pri-
mary purpose is to have fun, compared to the primary purpose of winning. In play, rules can 
be changed in order to facilitate the fun, so if one team is winning by a majority, we are free 
to switch around team members. Conversely, sport rules remain rigid obstacles that prevent 
this type of creativity and spontaneity. In play, people tend to stop when they feel an impend-
ing injury, as there is no need to push oneself through pain for the sake of victory. Also, when 
we play, we tend not to draw a crowd, so there is no additional pressure to perform. In play, 
we tend not to engage in acts of violence. This is because, in play, nothing is really “on the 
line,” so there is no real reason to foul a player. Also, in playing a pick-up game of soccer, no 
coach has power. One’s future success is not related to pleasing the coach.

Our argument is that playing instead of competing brings fewer socio-negative outcomes. 
Yet playing soccer, for example, instead of competing in it, still requires one to run back and 
forth for 90 minutes. Playing soccer is more likely to teach cooperation than when one com-
petes in it; and when one makes a mistake while playing soccer, one does not feel as awful 
as with failure while competing. Play is just much more democratic.

If you watch kids playing a sport (as opposed to competing in a sport) you will notice that 
their idea of what is fair varies from the adult perspective. Kids on a playground might be 
playing a game of basketball, five kids on one team and five on the next. Perhaps one team 
is winning by a lot. Just then, another kid, the eleventh, comes and asks to play. This kid 
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will not only be consumed into the game, but he will be added to the weaker side. And if the 
team with five players continues to beat the team with six, the next kid wishing to play will 
also be added to the larger team, making it seven to five. Alternatively, if the team with five 
continues to run the score up, the kids will soon swap players, adding a better player to the 
weaker side.

In baseball, kids naturally permit younger players to take more swings at the ball, or they 
pitch the ball in more of an arc, giving them a greater chance of making contact with it. In 
soccer, boundaries are made smaller, a goal is marked out by two backpacks, instead of the 
giant expanse of the “official” goal size. If one goalie is better than another, he may have a 
larger goal area to cover.

The point is that kids play a sporting game (even competing) but they do so under a set of 
rules, that is 1) inclusive, and 2) fair. Adults, however, come along with a different notion of 
what it means to be “fair.” Here, they say that what is fair is to have just five players on each 
team. From the adult perspective it is fair to have five on five, regardless of the imbalance 
in abilities.

Kids, on the other hand, know that sport is more fun when it is competitive. Somewhere 
between early childhood and adolescence, however, they have this sense of fairness (of fun) 
stripped away from sport. They learn the adult rules, the institutionalized perspectives of 
sport – and that is firmly camped in determining a winning team from a losing one. High-
lighting this, I (Eric) bring a balloon to my class, blow it up, and select a student from the 
class to come to the front. I do not say what we are doing, and I give the student no instruc-
tions. Instead, I hit the balloon up in the air, and call off “one.” She hits the balloon back 
and I call off “two.” This continues until after the 22nd return where I miss the balloon, it 
bounces off the floor and I hit it back, calling off “23.” The class moans. We stop and ask 
why. “You cheated,” they proclaim.

But have I cheated? Is it not possible that I was playing this balloon bounce game for 50 
tosses to see how few times the balloon might hit the floor? Or perhaps I was playing the 
game with the idea that you are allowed “three strikes” (so to speak) before it’s over? Or 
maybe I was timing it, hoping to get to 100 balloon hits in a faster time than last year’s class? 
The point is, if my students have been so structured by the “official rules” of something like 
a balloon game, how firmly might they stand by the rules of an organized sport like baseball? 
This highlights that sporting recreation loses its democratizing flexibility, becoming instead 
a rigid, iron cage that we call sport. Sport robs not just children of play; it robs us all of play.

One of my favorite classroom exercises is to ask my students to put their book down for 
a moment, to close their eyes, and remember back to a time when they were happily play-
ing a sporting game with their friends in childhood. I  ask them to visualize the location, 
remembering their emotions. If you were to also do this, you would likely recall a time when 
you were young, perhaps playing a ball game in the street or park near your house. Maybe it 
was summer, the sun was setting, mom was calling you in for dinner, and you were begging 
for five more minutes. Now I ask, “Who won?” Chances are, you cannot remember. This is 
because the victory was not the important part of your play. You remember this time fondly, 
because it was fun. We need to return to a state of sporting play.

Promote non-sedentary behaviors over sport (and even exercise)
Western cultures are growing more obese and the larger we get, the more we seem to believe 
that competitive sport is the answer. This approach, however, clearly, is not working. This is 
for several reasons. The first is that exercise triggers a hunger mechanism, and it is very easy 
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to consume too many calories after exercising, more than were burned off during exercise. 
For example, going for a three-mile run seems quite a lot, but if one eats a Snickers bar and 
drinks a 12oz coke after, one needs to head back out onto the track for another three laps. 
Diet, inclusive of portion control, is a better option than exercise for staying thin. However, 
there are other ways we can promote health, without sport.

Greater sedentary time in the workplace, an increase in the use of passive modes of trans-
port, and reduced activity during leisure time have all contributed to the current worldwide 
physical inactivity pandemic (Harrington et al. 2015). Looking at the UK as an exemplar, 
67 percent of men and 55 percent of women aged 16 years or over reported that they met the 
recommended government guidelines for physical activity (at least 150 minutes of moderate 
aerobic activity every week and strength exercises on two or more days a week, or 75 minutes 
of vigorous aerobic activity every week and strength exercises on two or more days a week).

While these figures may not seem alarming, when accelerometers (devices that measure 
the acceleration of a moving or vibrating body) were used as objective measures of physical 
activity, these figures dropped dramatically to only 6 percent of men and 4 percent of women 
(HSCIC 2016). These statistics support the argument that the UK as a whole is becoming 
dangerously inactive. Perhaps somewhat unsurprisingly, these decreased levels of physical 
activity are also directly related to growths in sedentary behavior (Mansoubi et al. 2014), the 
combination of which is associated with a number of health complications.

The World Health Organization estimates that insufficient physical activity leads to approx-
imately three million deaths worldwide per year (WHO 2014), with non-communicable  
diseases (chronic diseases that are non-transmissible) causing more deaths than all other 
causes combined. Specifically, physical inactivity increases the risk of non-communicable 
diseases such as hypertension, coronary heart disease, stroke, type II diabetes, breast can-
cer, colon cancer, and osteoporosis (Van der Ploeg et al. 2012). Eighty-two percent of these 
non-communicable disease-related deaths are comprised of cardiovascular disease, chronic 
respiratory disease, cancer, and diabetes, and 42 percent of these deaths occur before the 
age of 70 years. However, the prevention and treatment of each of these conditions may be 
improved through either increased levels of physical activity or (and new to the discussion 
of fitness) decreased sedentary time.

Sedentary behavior has been defined as any non-exercise sitting time and has emerged as 
a distinctive behavioral paradigm that is conceptualized around the twin constructs of total 
time spent sedentary and the number of breaks in sedentary behavior (Healy et al. 2013). For 
example, elevated levels of sitting time may lead to feelings of anxiety and an increased risk 
of depression (Teychenne et al. 2014). Indeed, physical activity and exercise cause increased 
levels of calcium in the blood – resulting in elevated tyrosine levels – a dopamine precur-
sor. Subsequent dopamine secretion, alongside raised levels of serotonin and tryptophan, 
may lead to improved concentration and general mood state (Melancon et al. 2014). Yet, 
with increases in sedentary time, the creation of these compounds is suppressed, meaning a 
decline in concentration and general mood state may occur.

For those who are employed, a large proportion of day-to-day sedentary time occurs 
in the workplace. Males at work are seated for a median of six hours per working day, 
whilst females are seated for around five hours (HSCIC 2016). This is particularly worrying 
because being sedentary for over six hours per day increases the risk of death within 15 years 
by 40 percent compared to an individual who sits for less than three hours per day (Biswas 
et al. 2015). For each hour increase in sedentary time over a two-hour period, an 18 percent 
increase in cardiovascular risk also occurs (Owen et al. 2010) – reinforcing the importance 
of reducing sedentary behavior in the workplace.
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Katzmarzyk et  al. (2009) also found that compensation for sedentary time cannot be 
achieved through exceeding physical activity guidelines before or after working hours. Thus, 
the general consensus is that there is now a clear need to reduce prolonged sitting to lessen 
the risk of developing non-communicable diseases, as well as premature morbidity and mor-
tality in the working population (Cao et al. 2015); although not all research (e.g., Pulsford 
et al. 2013) supports this conclusion.

A variety of interventions have been suggested to decrease sedentary time in the work-
place and to increase physical activity levels on a day-to-day basis. In particular, sit‒stand 
desks are becoming increasingly popular in the workplace, with positive results frequently 
reported. For instance, in educational environments, both teachers and students have been 
shown to expend significantly more calories while using a sit‒stand desk compared to a 
seated desk (Cox et al. 2011).

Promote other social activities
Finally, there is no reason we should seek team sports only to achieve the types of ben-
efits that we think children and young adults derive from it. Bonding and teamwork can be 
learned in a number of other activities. For example, Pearce et al. (2015) found that in giv-
ing adults a seven-week singing course, they significantly bonded with each other. Theater, 
music, and many other activities (from bowling to videogame playing) can bond people 
and teach whatever we think we learn from competition, and none of this requires “sport” 
(Cohen & Ballouli 2016).
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