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sports, he also studies social inequality, the sociology of education, and social movements.
He has been elected to four consecutive terms as a School Director in Upper Merion Area
School District.

Robert E. Washington is Professor of Sociology and Africana Studies at Bryn Mawr College.
His areas of scholarly interest are sociology of sports, race relations, social deviance, and
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(Routledge) and Sport, Power, and Society (Westview).
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SERIES FOREWORD

This innovative series is for all readers interested in books that provide frameworks for
making sense of the complexities of contemporary social life. Each of the books in the
series uses a sociological lens to provide current critical and analytical perspectives on the
best ideas in sociological thought with an aim toward public education and engagement.
These books are designed for use in the classroom as well as for scholars and socially
curious general readers.

David Karen and Bob Washington’s book on sport, Sociological Perspectives on Sport:
The Games Outside the Games, is an exciting addition to our series. Though much maligned
and sometimes ignored in the academy, sport is clearly one of the most prominent,
complex, and revealing institutions of the modern world. A quick look at any newspaper,
cable television package, or list of global brands or internationally known celebrities will
tell you that. Fortunately in recent years, a vast and sophisticated new body of research
and writing has emerged to help us unpack and understand sport’s complex social
structure as well as its broader role and significance in contemporary social life.

In this volume Karen and Washington provide a rich, wide-ranging sampling of the most
important and exciting work in this field. They have chosen these pieces carefully, and
edited them closely so as to provide a comprehensive and yet accessible representation
of this scholarship. Moreover, their innovative six section organizational scheme and
penetrating framing essays provide an indispensible roadmap to this work and its various
component parts.

In a landmark lecture delivered in the early 1980s, Pierre Bourdieu described the
sociology of sport as trapped in a “golden ghetto.” According to the great French sociol-
ogist, those folks who love sport are typically unwilling or unable to be critical of it, while
those who have the tools to be more analytical—that is, most of us social scientists—
generally refuse to take sport seriously as a social form and force. Karen and Washington's
wonderful, wide-ranging collection helps us realize that Bourdieu’s depiction has now
been rendered a half-truth at best. Our hope and expectation is that this volume will not
only provide inspiration and guidance for the next generation of sport scholars, it will help
all social scientists—as well as those outside of the academy—better appreciate the social
structure, cultural significance, and public impact of sport in our constantly changing
world.

Douglas Hartmann
Jodi O’Brien
Series Editors



PREFACE

This is a comprehensive text/reader that provides an integrated approach to under-
standing the linkages between sport and society. It goes beyond standard anthologies by
providing not only a unique conception of the field but a concise and compelling
introduction of sociology’s basic concepts—for example, social class, race/ethnicity,
gender, deviance, and community—applied to the world of sport. And, it goes beyond
standard textbooks by including a range of well-written, insightful articles on a variety of
topics on sports/society. Laying out a broad view of the “games outside the games,” the
book is organized into six Sections—each reviewing the relevant literature and presenting
multiple perspectives in response to key analytical questions.

The book opens with an introductory essay that provides both a brief overview of the
sociological study of sports and a discussion of the analytical perspective that informs our
approach to the field. In contrast to earlier sociologists who regarded sport as an insignifi-
cant social activity, we view it as a unique and significant social institution. It is unique
because, at the level of the individual contest, it is transparent (its performances are open
to public observation and assessment) and it embodies meritocratic principles (selecting the
most talented players in order to achieve optimal outcomes). Based on these two attributes
of competitive sports, which are linked directly to their sociological significance, we argue
that these sports not only exemplify the highest normative development of meritocratic
practices of fair competition in contemporary societies, but that they also influence the
subsequent normative development of those practices in other institutions. Further, because
they operate in this way, they play the role of legitimating a limited conception of fairness
that is entirely consistent with ideologies of justice in contemporary capitalist democracies.

Seen from this perspective, we believe it is hardly coincidental that the familiar sports
expression—"level playing field"—is invoked often in informal discourse as an overarching
metaphor for fairness. Sports tend to become our normative frame of reference for
assessing all competition. Hence, we argue that competitive sports matter sociologically—
not simply because they are entertaining and popular, but because they exemplify norms
of fair competition and social justice that influence our perceptions of other institutions
(e.g., political, economic, educational, etc.). In the United States, for example, this was
perhaps most dramatically demonstrated by the racial integration of major league base-
ball and other major sports a decade before the civil rights movement and subsequent
legislation outlawing racial segregation. So, sport played the role of a leading institution
in the struggle against racial exclusion even as it reinforced a narrow conception of
distributive justice.
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Building from insights about the meritocratic attributes of sports, we explore how
professional competitive sports—governed by equitably enforced rules—is shaped by
gatekeeping controls at three levels: standardizing access to teams and leagues; regulating
team resources that determine player movement; and broadening opportunities for talent
development. Overall, based on this broader perspective on fairness, the ideal competitive
sport consists of the best players, selected and coached by teams that have relatively equal
resources, drawn from a population in which all individuals have every opportunity to
develop their potential. This conception of sports, as we will show, opens for inquiry the
influences on sports of the “games outside the games”—especially, the societal oppor-
tunity structure and the power relations that sustain it—which is a major theoretical focus
of this text/reader.

In the five additional Sections, we focus on the ways that sport and society intertwine.
Beginning with “Biases and Barriers” in the second Section, we explore the various ways
that racial/ethnic, social class, gender, and disability have affected who plays which
sport—and at what level. Highlighting the socially determined marginalization and
exclusion that shape sports participation, we demonstrate the ways these barriers in
sports have been supported and reinforced by key societal institutions.

We turn next, in the third Section, to address the generative issues of fandom and
community galvanized by sports. Here, we explore the ways that sports, through
allegiances to teams, often bond diverse individuals into groups with shared feelings of
support and collective identityv—which, in some contexts, may be expressed as fanaticism,
bigotry, and antagonism that glorify wider social divisions. Expanding on this theme of
sports teams as symbolic representations of social communities, we also focus in this
Section on the role of the media as technological instruments that have not only increased
dramatically direct fan access to sports contests, but also transformed the boundaries of
sports communities in the modern world, with the result that it is hardly unusual to
discover that professional teams, like Manchester United (soccer) and the Los Angeles
Lakers (basketball), have fans in Africa, North America, and Asia. Closely related to this
global development of sports communities, we also address the increasing linkages of
sports media conglomerates to neo-liberal corporate capitalism, and its consequences for
global sports broadcasts.

In the fourth Section, we focus on two of the most neglected topics in the popular sports
media discourse—the political economy and the politics of sports. Here we expand on the
above discussion of the corporate-media-sports complex that has emerged in sports in
response to the enormous potential wealth generated by sports contests. Also, closely
related to the growth of corporate sports media, we examine an array of sports—economic
developments ranging from sports leagues’ economics and player labor union struggles
to the expanding international sports labor market and player mobility. On a different
note, we explore the often underreported and politically controversial issues surrounding
the construction of professional sports teams stadiums at taxpayers’ expense,
arrangements that reflect the enormous leverage professional teams often have over the
cities where they play. Viewing this political theme from a somewhat different angle, we
address the link between sports and politics, with particular emphasis on governmental
interventions in sports and the often controversial political roles of athletes.

In the fifth Section, we examine perhaps the hottest and most complex phenomenon
confronting the contemporary sports world, namely the problem of rule-breaking or
deviance. Here, we explore not only varied types of deviance, extending from gambling

XVii
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and fixing contests to illegal player recruitment and the use of prohibited performance-
enhancing drugs; but, also, and perhaps most sociologically important, we examine the
danger to sports posed by unchecked deviance. Viewing this deviance from the standpoint
of meritocratic norms, we discuss the implications of sports deviance for undermining the
core meaning of the sports contest as competition conducted on a level playing field. This
Section considers both the operation of meritocratic norms as well as mechanisms of social
control—negative sanctions—that deter deviance in competitive sports as key factors for
assessing the level of a sport’s institutional development. Drawing from the insights of the
meritocratic theoretical perspective noted above, we argue that those societies whose
dominant competitive sports have attained high levels of institutional development are
most likely to evidence high levels of meritocratic norms in their other major institutions.
Our discussion of deviance in this Section includes issues of gambling, drugs, and violence.

Finally, we address sports globalization as a dynamic and complex process of expanding
transnational organization. In this Section, we explore the early historical background of
international diffusion of sports through colonialism, the growth of international sports
competition through the Olympics and the more recent international expansion of
professional sports leagues such as FIFA, and the unprecedented increase of player
migration. We also examine the growing divide between the wealthy “haves” (sports
enterprises in the global North) and poor “have-nots” (sports enterprises in the global
South) and explore the consequences of this development for future directions of sports
globalization. Throughout this Section, we address the many ways that competitive
sporting events that occurred formerly within national settings are occurring now in
multiple national settings. They are sponsored by transnational leagues and conferences,
reflecting the diffusion of sports and the changing configurations of sports fandoms,
resulting in the global diffusion of normative standards and cultural values.

PEDAGOGICAL GOALS

This text/reader aims to introduce students to a fascinating multidisciplinary field. By
presenting coherent analytical essays and reading selections that illuminate the complex
interconnections between sports and society, it addresses such phenomena as: the
relationship between social movements and changes in sports; the social processes that
sustain the institutional stability and integrity of sports; the role of sports in creating group
identity and bonds of social community; the enormous growth of sports in modern society
as sources of entertainment and wealth; and, perhaps most far reaching, the influence of
sports on the development of meritocratic normative practices in other social institutions.

In short, this text/reader constitutes a unique undertaking. Combining the best features
of textbooks and edited readers, it has the advantage of flexibility, which makes it suitable
for a variety of course objectives and audiences. The framing essays will introduce
analytical concepts and theoretical perspectives that the student will encounter in the
reading selections. They will also demonstrate how to employ those concepts and theories.
The reading selections have been chosen for their topicality, clarity, and excellent
integration of theoretical and empirical material. Seeking not only to inform students
about the sports world but also to teach them analytical skills and the application of
theoretical perspectives that deepen their awareness and understanding of social
processes linking sports to the larger social world, this text/reader aims to appeal to both
undergraduates and graduate students.



PREFACE |

Our approach aims to combine in one place all an instructor would need to provide a
comprehensive representation of the major topics and issues characterizing the field of
sport and society. By combining our original framing essays with the previously published
articles, it introduces students to intellectual frameworks that transcend the common-
sense interpretations of sports-relevant events, both on and off the field. Indeed, we hope
that the format provides the flexibility that instructors need to present a deep
understanding of the relationship between sport and society and a critical approach to
the “games outside the games.”

Instructors: We have organized this book in a way that provides the opportunity to map
its contents onto your current syllabi. Depending on the level of your class, you may
choose to assign small sections of the framing essays for given class meetings along with
an article from the associated readings in that Section. You may elect to assign for a given
week an entire Section essay and then spend the next few weeks reading through the
additional articles. Though the articles are organized in given Sections, many of them are
quite relevant for other topical areas. For example, the article about the Green Bay Packers’
unique fan base and ownership structure (Chapter 14) is relevant to our fandom Section
and our political economy/politics Section. In short, we hope that this book’s design
appeals to a wide range of course needs and objectives.
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