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Ethics, Knowledge and Truth in
Sports Research

The study of sport is characterised by its inter-disciplinarity, with researchers draw-
ing on apparently incompatible research traditions and ethical benchmarks in the
natural sciences and the social sciences, depending on their area of specialization.
In this groundbreaking study, Graham McFee argues that sound high-level
research into sport requires a sound rationale for one’s methodological choices,
and that such a rationale requires an understanding of the connection between the
practicalities of researching sport and the philosophical assumptions which under-
pin them.

By examining touchstone principles in research methodology, such as the con-
tested ‘gold standard’ of voluntary informed consent in the natural sciences and
the postmodern denial of ‘truth’ in the social sciences, McFee demonstrates that
epistemology and ethics are inextricably linked. Drawing on a wide range of exam-
ples, from the laboratory to the sports field, McFee explores the concepts of ‘knowl-
edge’ and ‘truth’ in sports research and makes a powerful case for a philosophical
deepening of our approach to method and methodology in sport. This book is
important reading for all advanced students and researchers working in sport, exer-
cise and related disciplines.

Graham McFee is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Brighton and at
California State University Fullerton. He was Vice President of the British Society
of Aesthetics. He has written and presented extensively, both nationally and
internationally, on the philosophy of Wittgenstein and on aesthetics, especially
the aesthetics of dance.
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Preface

You are under the impression that the problem is difficult, when it’s impossible. I want
you to realise that you are under a spell.
(Wittgenstein, Ms. 158 p. 37: see Wittgenstein, 1993 p. 488; emphasis added)

A great many books introducing research methods for the social sciences are use-
ful for undergraduates in sports studies, or something similar: for instance, Chris
Gratton and Ian Jones (2004) Research Methods for Sports Studies. But, as MRes pro-
grammes in sports studies (and similar) come on stream, the demands of postgrad-
uate study, and perhaps even some advanced undergraduate study, require more
sophisticated treatments of the kinds advanced here. Crucial for sound high-level
research into sport is the rationale for one’s methodological choices. Such a ration-
ale requires understanding the connection between the practicalities of research-
ing sport and the philosophical assumptions which underpin them. While journal
articles might partly satisfy that requirement, teaching this material myself con-
vinced me of the value of a text focusing on the theoretical underpinnings of key
ideas here. Moreover, it grows from a connection between ethical issues for sport
research and epistemological ones. In sketching an account of such connections,
and their consequences, this work offers something to those teaching and learning
research methods for sports studies at a higher level. It therefore naturally supple-
ments the primers for such methods.

Further, these problems may be less urgent in natural-scientific enquiries into
sport, where the researchers are typically doing what Thomas Kuhn (1970: 10)
rightly calls “normal science”. For there, researchers are utilizing small numbers of
tried-and-trusted methods and assumptions: and need not step outside them
(although some do!). So this text focuses specifically on the epistemology and eth-
ical demands of broadly social-scientific research into sport for researchers, primarily
postgraduate researchers: that is, research based in, for instance, sports sociology,
sports history, philosophy of sport. For these are my personal interests; and my
claim is that there, unless one gets the philosophy clear, much research — otherwise
good — becomes hopelessly flawed.

At the centre of the philosophical concern, as in the quotation from
Wittgenstein (in the epigraph), is the thought that many issues here set aside as
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mere difficulties for understanding research, and the place within of both researcher
and rersearched, are actually impossibilities, reflecting conceptual confusions.

I am conscious, too, that some critics might think that no-one holds the views
criticized here. Well, first, while I hope that is true, my experience of teaching
fledging researchers, as well as discussions with established researchers and reading
what they write, make me doubt it. And some of the examples sketched here sug-
gest that [ may be right: indeed, my world seems to teem with the scientistic and
the postmodernist, in some variety or other. But, second, were the contemporary
situation that happy one where the book was presently unnecessary, [ would justify
it as an intervention to keep things that way!
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