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Sports and Culture

Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America
had better learn baseball, the rules and realities of the game
—and do it by watching first some high school or small-town
teams...

Jacques Barzun, “The Underentertained”
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Sports English Reading Course |

Pre-reading Thoughts

1.What is sport? What role does sport have in modern society?
2. Name some sports typically associated with certain cultures/societies. What
factors cause such a close relationship-between the sport and culture?

Text A
Sport Is a Social and Cultural Product

| The meaning of sport in a particular society is greatly influenced by the evolving economic
and political organizations and the values of that society. Sport is a socio-cultural product.
In one society the purpose and meaning of a sport may emphasize the values of competition,
aggressiveness, and violence. This is true of most team sports in North America. Another society
may stress cooperative social interaction, friendship, physical fitness, skill, and a respite from the

stresses of daily life.

Over time, the values, purpose, and meaning of sport may change greatly. China first entered the
international sport arena in the 1970s by engaging in “Ping-Pong" diplomacy. But later, athletes from
China competed more seriously and with great success in the Olympic Games.
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Interaction of Sport and Culture

2 Sport, like any other set of norms, beliefs, and values, may be exported to other societies.
The sport may retain its original meaning and form; more likely it will take on a different meaning
and form that is more consistent with the new culture. For example, in Japan, professional baseball
reflects the traditional pattern of strong group loyalty in that society. As a result, the practice of

trading players and firing managers is quite different from North America.

3 Traditionally, basketball emphasizes the concepts of cooperation and competition. But the
particular type of competition and cooperation that emerges is defined by the value orientations of
the larger culture. For example, Anglo coaches working on a Navajo reservation have reported that
Navajo athletes appear to lack the drive for complete superiority and domination over an opponent
(i.e., they lack the “killer instinct”); they compete more against themselves than against their
opponents; and unlike Anglo athletes, they shun public recognition for their individual performance
(i.e., similarity of status is valued and maintained). All of these emphases help foster feelings of

group solidarity among the Navajo.

4 To illustrate further, American baseball is a pastoral sport that stresses harmony, the
individual, a slower pace, and ritual. In contrast, football is a heroic sport that is more complex,
violent, warlike, and reflective of a collective pattern of life. With these attributes it is not surprising
that football has become the more popular sport in North America. The characteristics of football
are more representative of contemporary culture. Baseball survives, because it is an established

American tradition and reflects a past way of life that people are fond of recalling.

5 Another interpretation of the meaning of football and baseball is based on a comparison
with other forms of football (e.g., soccer and rugby). Football is a dominant spectator game in
North America because it represents a “corporate sport™ that is more attuned than baseball to the
present stage of mature capitalism, with its large corporations. Baseball more closely matches the

early stages of capitalism, with its stress on individual entrepreneurs.

6 Similarly, the increasing popularity of squash in North America has been attributed to its
intensely competitive character. Aggressiveness, fitness, self-discipline, and domination of the
opponent are essential for success in squash. The sports demands attributes similar to those required
for success in today’s business world; for this reason, the game has become popular among higher

status men and women.
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7 National Sports. There are many examples of societies that value one sport more than
others. Canadians value hockey so highly it has been called Canada’s culture; the Chinese have
swimming and Ping-Pong; the Spanish Basques, jai alai; the Japanese, baseball and sumo wrestling:
and the British and Europeans, soccer. It is interesting to note that Eastern European countries do
not appear to value one specific sports over others; they emphasize instead a set of sports, including
many sports that involve international competition. The governments promote these sports and

sponsor training programs in an attempt to obtain international prestige.

8 Regional Sports. Sports also vary in popularity within different regions of a particular
country. Regions that value a specific sport tend to produce a greater number of high quality
athletes for college and professional teams. Once scholars analyzed the birthplace of college and
professional athletes in the U.S. and found that a higher percentage of athletes in baseball were born
in California and the south; more football players came from Texas, Ohio, and Pennsylvania; more
basketball players from Illinois, Indiana, and Kentucky; more stock car racers from the Carolinas;

and more soccer players from the Northeastern states.

9 Although national cultural forms tend to be relatively stable and enduring (e.g., baseball
in the United States and hockey in Canada), regional differences seem to change rather quickly,
because of shifts in migration patterns or changes in how sports are organized and funded.
In a study of the production of football players, it was found that the dominance of Ohio and
Pennsylvania in the north and Texas in the south declined during the 1970s. By the early 1980s
Mississippi and Louisiana were the leading producers. The south, in total, was now producing
twice as many college football players per capita as the north. Yet in basketball, despite increased
opportunities for southern blacks to compete, the highest per capita production of high school
basketball players was still found in small towns in Illinois and Indiana. This is interesting because
even though a career in professional basketball seems more likely if one is black, at the high school
and college level basketball is still highly valued and salient in small western towns, where there

are fewer blacks.

10 As Wecter stated, long before the sociology of sport was envisioned, students of society
should study

...how cricket, with its white clothes and leisured boredom, and sudden crises met with
cool mastery to the ripple of applause among the teacups and cucumber sandwiches, is an
epitome of the British Empire. Or why the bull-fight with its scarlet cape and gold braid, its

T
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fierce pride and cruelty, and the quixotic futility of its perils, is the essence of Spain. Or that
football with its rugged individualism, and baseball with its equality of opportunity, are
valid American symbols.... Most of these things have been felt or hinted before, but their
synthesis has never been made.

Total words: 1019
Total reading time: minutes seconds

* The text is based on The Social Significance of Sport by Barry D. McPherson, James E. Curtis, & John W. Loy

Vocabulary and Expressions

respite /'respait/ n. a pause or rest from something difficult or unpleasant

shun /[An/ vt. to avoid something

attune /2 tju:n/ vt. to bring into accord, harmony, or sympathetic relationship; adjust

entrepreneur / pntrapra'n3:/ n. someone who starts their own business, especially when this involves

seeing a new opportunity

sumo wrestling / su:mav ‘resliny/ n. a style of wrestling originally from Japan, in which each man tries to
defeat the other either by pushing him outside of a special ring or by forcing him to
touch the ground with a part of his body other than the bottom part of the foot

per capita /pa’kepita/ adv. If you express an amount per capita, you mean that amount for each

person
salient /'seiliant/ adj. The salient facts about something or qualities of something are the most
important things about them
quixotic /kwik ‘sotik/ adj. having or showing ideas that are different and unusual but not practical
or likely to succeed

futility /fju: "tilitr/ n. lack of purpose or meaning

Comprehension Check

1. According to the passage, what decides the meaning of sport?

2. How are Navajo athletes different from Anglo athletes? What does the author want to express
with this contrast?
3. In America, why is football considered more popular than baseball?

4. Why is squash more popular with higher status people? Can you think of a reason why lower
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status people might not play this sport as much?
5. Why do regional sports change more quickly compared to national sports? Give examples to
illustrate your point.

6. What do you think is the conclusion of the “synthesis’ in the underlined sentence of paragraph 10?

Critical Thinking Starters

1. Why should students of society study sports?
2. How do you think cricket epitomizes the British Empire?
3. The sport of ping-pong originated from Britain, yet today it is considered China’s sport. What

aspects of Chinese culture does ping-pong reflect?

Baseball is popular in the Americas and East Asia. In Japan,
Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Panama, South Korea,
Taiwan and some other countries/areas, it is one of the most popular
sports by any measurement. In the United States, baseball has long

been regarded as the unofficial national pastime. Although the three

most popular team sports in North America are ball games (baseball,
basketball and American football), baseball’s popularity grew so great that the word “ballgame”
in the United States almost always refers to a game of baseball, and “ballpark” to a baseball field.

Baseball is a team sport, in which a fist-sized ball is thrown by a defensive player called a
pitcher (#F) and hit by an offensive player called a batter (#7£kF) with a round, smooth
stick called a bat (Ek#E) . The ball itself is also called a baseball. Scoring is accomplished by the
batter running and touching a series of four markers on the ground called bases (42) .Baseball
is sometimes called hardball (ff:{#¥K) to differentiate it from the closely related sport of
softball (£%K) and other similar games.

Baseball is a game played between two teams of nine players each. The game is divided
into nine innings (—J5) , each divided into two halves. In the top half of the inning, the players

of one team successively come to bat and attempt to score runs (#i2:734}) , while the other
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team plays in the field and attempts to stop the offensive team from scoring. In the bottom
half, the teams swap (%Z##) places. The team with more runs at the end of nine innings is the

winner of the game.

Relevant Words and Phrases

pitcher’s plate wild pitch home run
base running fielder relief pitcher
Text B

Baseball in Japan

I The case of baseball in Japan represents an interesting example of the way in which
cultural differences affect a particular sport. Although the structure of the game is basically the
same as in North America, it is clear that the climate and texture of the game are very different in
the two cultural settings. An American professor at Tokyo University introduced baseball to his
students in 1873. Professional baseball in Japan began in 1936 after Babe Ruth and a group of
American players toured the country. The sport is now immensely popular and draws a crowd at all

levels of competition.

2 Japanese baseball is distinctive in a number of ways that Americans would find quaint'".
For example, the annual game of musical chairs wherein managers are “replaced” is foreign to
Japan. Managers are rarely fired, and when it does take place, a stylized ritual is used to permit
the former manager to save face. It is also interesting to note that in Japan baseball games can end
in a tie”, which is no doubt a reflection of the Japanese emphasis on process as well as product.
Moreover, the manager and players emphasize the collective goal of winning the pennant'’’ even at

the expense of individual careers.

[1]quaint /kwemt/ adj. unusual and attractive, especially in an old-fashioned way

[2] tie /ta1/ n. the result of a game when two or more people or teams get the same number of points
[3] pennant / 'penant/ n. the prize given to the best team in the American and National League baseball
competitions
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