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Preface


This book has taken almost 10 years to produce—closer to 20, including the moment its necessity first came to my mind. In 2000 I was teaching a required kinesiology course, Introduction to Sociological Aspects of Physical Activity and Sport. Many students were more interested in physical activity than in sports, but the available textbooks focused solely on sport. This was unsurprising given that kinesiology programs have now displaced physical education programs of the past. Kinesiology, like physical education, is concerned with the assessment of bodily movement, performance, and function, but it also includes rehabilitation, prevention, and management of injury as well as workplace health and safety. Organized sport was a central part of physical education but not necessarily of kinesiology. Physical education programs were often contained within or allied with education departments. Over time, however, these alliances withered, and new alliances with departments of health science sprouted. Fifty years ago, most graduates of American and Canadian physical education departments pursued careers as physical education teachers and coaches in K-12 schools, with some becoming sport administrators. Today, many students see kinesiology programs as the best preparation for further training and careers in medicine and physical or occupational therapy. Many of my kinesiology students were curious about active bodies in contexts such as fitness, recreation, and health and wellness.

As the new millennium began, there was very little research to support writing a book that would meet my students’ interests. Fortunately, that changed as some academics began to shift their focus away from sport toward other forms of physical activity or toward health. In keeping with that shift, I designed a well-received senior-level undergraduate course that drew on this burgeoning literature. Realizing that it was now possible to produce a book that would be more relevant than the sport-centric books I used in my introductory social issues course, I pitched the idea to Josh Newman and David Andrews, both of whom I had met while working at the University of Memphis. As the lead author, I was supported by their knowledge, expertise, and guidance to begin producing a textbook to speak more directly to the broader interests of kinesiology students.

Unfortunately, early in the project I was stricken with a devastating, life-threatening illness that jeopardized the project. I made a concerted effort to resume writing, but my significantly diminished capacity led us to consider a different approach, a hybrid approach: an edited book. Within a few months of beginning to seek contributors, I became seriously ill again. This time I was unable to return to work, period. In fact, several doctors told me not to expect to live beyond the next 12 to 18 months. The book was in jeopardy again and my collaborators came forward to see it through to its present form. Like many projects, this one has not turned out exactly as planned. However, it still stands out as a book that gives some in-depth attention to issues that relate to physical activity broadly understood.


Overview

This book offers students and scholars of sport studies, kinesiology, sport management, sport history, physical education, sociology, and cultural studies an introduction to the sociological and cultural dimensions of physical activity and sport. Long trivialized as little more than a site of amusement or play, physical activity has become an important site for investment, research, teaching, and cultivating social relations. For example, many exercise scientists promote “exercise prescription”: doctors prescribing exercise as a medical intervention for the treatment and prevention of illness, similar to a traditional drug prescription. Further, the sports industry has become one of the fastest growing sectors of most developed economies in recent years.

Although many books explain how to better manage the active body and its related industries or how to apply scientific innovations to enhance performance or health outcomes, there are very few texts that examine the ways in which social and cultural relations influence and are influenced by the active body. The chapters in this book draw from and add to an emerging field of critical investigations of and about the active body. Informed by the educational and theoretical underpinnings of cultural studies, they offer a thought-provoking dialogue about the active body and the political, cultural, economic, and technological forces that act on and are steadily shaped by our everyday experiences.

More specifically, the book introduces its readers to key concepts related to the cultural production of the active body, including embodiment and physical culture. In so doing, its contributors link the social history of bodily movement to the ways people play, run, train, throw, swing, stretch, and otherwise move in contemporary society. This book examines why people move, why people play, which bodies are marginalized, which bodies are privileged, which values hold sway over bodies at play, how active bodies create meaning, and how those meanings empower or disempower individuals. We want our readers to reflect on questions such as these: What roles do people play as sports fans, athletes, physical education teachers, exercise science researchers, or other agents in reinforcing these power relations? What broader economic, social, and cultural formations influence and are influenced by contemporary body culture? Most important, how might you and others fashion a new body pedagogy—an educational and practical formation—that guides everyone and every body toward a more humane, egalitarian human condition? What would that body pedagogy look like?

Now, perhaps even more than ever, we live in a society focused on our bodies: It is what Bryan Turner has called a somatic society (“somatic” meaning “of the body”). Take a moment and think about your own body or someone else’s. How much time do you or other people spend caring for that body, washing it, dressing it, nourishing it, exercising it, and so on? How many messages do you receive about how you should manage your body—by wearing a specific deodorant, using a specific soap, choosing to be physically active or to exercise? Your parents were probably the first people to communicate with you and teach you about your body: They helped you learn how to sit, crawl, stand, walk, play, bathe. As you have grown up, you may have noticed that messages about your body and how it can be managed now come from everywhere: your doctor, your friends, the government, the media, businesses, and other sources. The list is a very long one. The list is so long, in fact, that many people who study society and culture have shown that the management of our bodies by ourselves and by others is more significant today than it has ever been: People now put more money, time, and effort into the maintenance and presentation of their bodies. This is what it means to live in a somatic society. Furthermore, contemporary society is somatic because many important personal and political problems have to do with our bodies. Think about the politics surrounding masks and vaccines during the COVID-19 pandemic.



Purpose

The purpose of this book is to introduce you to the social and cultural structures, forces, and issues that are part of our physical being, particularly when we put our bodies into motion. This book focuses on understanding moving bodies in relation to society, with attention on how people’s bodies influence their social relationships and how those social relationships guide how they manage their bodies. Consequently, this book is meant to be of value to anyone who manages a physically active body in a social setting. We have prepared this book mainly for students in fields such as kinesiology, public health, sociology, physical education, and sport management. But anyone interested in learning about the cultures of physical activity and sport can benefit from this book. If you are or aspire to be an athletic coach, personal trainer, therapist, teacher, doctor, nurse, politician, or parent, you will also find this book useful.

Our approach is a sociocultural one that draws from a range of academic disciplines. We argue that improved health cannot happen if the allied health professions ignore the cultures they are situated within and the ones they create. For example, our health is influenced by how society categorizes bodies as “healthy” or “unhealthy.” The current dominant view says people with thin bodies are healthy and those with fat or large bodies are not. Yet what is considered fat, unhealthy, and undesirable today is not the same as it was during the 19th century, when fat was a sign of success and prosperity and muscularity was a sign of the poorly regarded working class.

To promote healthy individuals and healthy bodies—no matter how they might be defined—we need to create healthy physical cultures. Often, the blame and solution for health problems are increasingly placed on the individual. “Exercise more and eat less” is a very common message. Less common are messages drawing attention to social and economic changes that could collectively improve health, such as reducing disparities in education and income or increasing socioeconomic diversity in neighborhoods. We believe that a good way of figuring out what a healthy physical culture might look like involves first analyzing the physical cultures that exist today and examining the kinds of health they enable as well as the limits they impose on maintaining a healthy society. Then we need to explore the causes of these opportunities and limits, imagine how physical culture and society could be improved, and finally work toward making the required changes in our day-to-day lives as individuals and as a society as a whole. We hope this book will help inspire you to make changes that expand the possibilities for all people to pursue active, healthy lives—or at least help you understand the consequences of maintaining the status quo.



Organization

With this purpose in mind, we introduce our readers to the world of active bodies in society, or what we and others refer to as popular physical culture. The approach here is analogous to that found in texts that focus almost solely on sport and social issues, in that a critical perspective is used to discuss the social issues surrounding physical activity. However, we extend this discussion to themes such as fitness, body aesthetics, body surveillance, biopolitics, intersex, disability, and others that are often absent from those sport-exclusive textbooks.

The book is organized into three parts. Part I, Body Institutions: Foundations and Considerations, introduces students to the cultures surrounding our physically active bodies and how scholars have studied these cultures. Chapter 1 provides an overview of physical culture in its sporting and nonsporting forms. It discusses the nature, popularity, and role of physical activity in society and a critical and theoretical approach to studying it. Chapter 2 explores political dimensions of physical activity and sport, drawing attention to how politics are defined, the role they play in various struggles over physical culture, and to ideological hegemonic processes. Chapter 3 opens with a brief examination of the history of physical education and the shift from instruction of sport for the many to the celebration of people’s individual fitness. The latter part of chapter 3 introduces the concept of critical pedagogy and describes how critical pedagogy might be implemented when teaching physical education or sport management. Chapter 4 explores the changing role of physical activity in medicine and health. It puts forward a critique of exercise as medicine and healthism and raises important social questions about technologies surrounding surveillance, privacy, medicalization, and what it means to be human. Chapter 5 concludes part 1 with an examination of contemporary sport as corporeal economy. The analysis draws heavily from the theories of Karl Marx and Max Weber, illustrates how the economy of sport industries rely heavily on athletic bodies as objects and instruments of production, and provides some ideas for changing the system.

Part II, Body Stratification: Meanings and Social Identities, focuses on how social structures (the rules we create as a society) affect specific populations. Are all bodies sanctioned equally or equitably? Are some bodies “more equal” than others? How and why have people classified bodies? How have these classifications changed over time? What do our bodies tell us about ourselves and others? How can we use kinetic bodies to promote helpful ways of seeing ourselves and others? The chapters in part II discuss specific differences that people ascribe to our bodies to socially construct gender and sexuality (chapter 6), race (chapter 7), social class (chapter 8), and disability (chapter 9).

Part III, Body Movements: Scales and Spaces, explores several consequences of the sport and exercise industries that have grown significantly over the past few decades. The chapters in this part show how trends in physical activity industries influence individuals and larger communities. Chapter 10 introduces readers to representations of the active body in popular culture, beginning with bodies as an expression of morality in the 19th century and ending with contemporary representations of intersectional and political sport celebrity. Chapter 11 discusses the potential and challenges associated with community building through physical activity and sport. This chapter asks readers to think carefully about how sport and physical activity can both include and exclude community members and consider whether attempting to build community through physical activity might, in some cases, do more harm than good. Chapter 12 delves into the relationship between physical activity and the evolution of city spaces, including how a shift from production to consumption has led to models of physical activity provision in urban settings that serve some groups while excluding others. Chapter 13 expands on chapter 12 by examining how local physical activities—including organized sports (such as American football and association football) and physical practices (such as yoga and fitness)—and the goods and services that sustain those activities have spread to become part of many different global mobility systems. The book concludes with chapter 14, which focuses on the active body–environment nexus in terms of the body as environment, the body in the environment, and the body serving the environment.

As you read this text, we encourage you to reflect on common active body projects. You may be working on your own body project or helping someone else with theirs, such as trying to repair an injury, improve strength, lose weight, become a high-performance athlete, or develop a specialized physique. Whatever the project and whatever your role, be it friend or professional, keep in mind your choices and actions affect the possibilities for other people to pursue physically active lives. As an active agent within the sport and physical culture realm, you can work toward positive change and help our world become a more informed, empathetic, just, and equitable place for everyone.
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PART I
Body Institutions: Foundations and Considerations








1
Introduction



Robert Pitter, Acadia University

David L. Andrews, University of Maryland

Brandon Wallace, University of Maryland


Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Identify the approaches scholars have used to study physical activity, sport, and the active body

	Develop a conception of sport and exercise that includes a wide range of physically active experiences

	Describe the interrelationships of sport, physical culture, and society while challenging common assumptions about sport

	Develop a sociological imagination to understand how individuals interact dialectically with social contexts

	Apply theory and critical thinking to sporting experiences and observations





Physical activity, sport, and exercise all have an enormous impact on society. The vast majority of people engage in these practices, both as participants and spectators. Even if you do not participate yourself, it is likely that you will come across sports on television, overhear an acquaintance talking about last night’s game, or see someone jogging through your town. Although most people experience sport and physical activity without giving it much thought, a deeper look reveals that these practices are filled with social significance. Indeed, scholars and researchers around the globe have long studied sport and physical activity, attempting to answer questions such as: Why do people enjoy sport? What motivates people to exercise? What are the best methods of achieving a desired performance? What are the benefits of physical activity?

These simple questions often have complex answers. Over the past few decades, researchers have increasingly turned their attention toward society to help provide answers to these questions. At the same time, those who study society have increasingly turned their attention toward sport and physical activity to answer their own unique questions. From this process has emerged a vibrant field of study called the sociology of sport, which attempts to analyze the relationship between sport and society. In general, this book builds on the questions asked in the sociology of sport. Although the authors cover vastly different topics from a multitude of angles, there are two overarching questions that this book attempts to answer:


	What is the relationship between sport and society?

	What issues exist within sport and physical activity, and in what ways can we improve them?



The goal of this introductory chapter is to move away from a casual comprehension of sport and physical activity, offering you conceptual frameworks for thinking through these questions from a more critical and contextual perspective, which will help you understand and connect the chapters that follow. First, we define kinesiology, the academic study of sport and physical activity. Next, we introduce the more inclusive term physical culture to broaden our perception of experiencing physical activity. Then, we turn our attention to developing a sociological imagination, or a framework that helps us view ourselves and sport and physical activity dialectically, relationally, critically, and theoretically. Finally, we offer a concrete example of how to use this approach to analyze sport and physical activity’s relationship to society.



Defining Physical Culture

The sociology of sport has been advanced with the help of various academic disciplines. The most relevant for this book is kinesiology, which is broadly understood as the interdisciplinary study of bodily movement (including physical activity, sport, and various forms of active bodies). Rather than a one-dimensional approach, kinesiology looks at physical activity and the body from several different vantage points: the physiological, biomechanical, psychological, cultural, and historical. The primary focus of this book is on the sociological aspects of kinesiology—in other words, how various dimensions of physical activity interact with and are influenced by social contexts. Collectively, this book will examine and attempt to understand the social aspects of what we call physical culture.

Physical culture is a term that captures the diverse ways that people are physically active, without suggesting that one way of doing so is better or more important than another.

Physical culture is a term that captures the diverse ways that people are physically active, without suggesting that one way of doing so is better or more important than another. Sport is one of the most common forms of physical activity but is far from the only form. Although sport is a large aspect of physical culture, for many people, the word sport implies elite, organized, high-performance athletics performed by professional athletes. However, kinesiologists and others who study sport are interested in more than just what goes on within the National Basketball Association, the English Premier League, or the Olympics. Whether we realize it or not, there are many nonsporting forms of physical activity that are part of our daily routines, such as recreational swimming, taking the dog for a walk, or stretching first thing in the morning. The term physical culture is more inclusive of this wide range of physical activities, and acknowledges that these activities are socially significant and require deeper understanding.

Physical culture includes many different ways of being physical, including sport, physical education, health and wellness practices, leisure activities, exercise and fitness, physical work, and dance and movement. Any physical activity can cross multiple domains—for example, one might play basketball in a physical education setting, recreational setting, or professional setting. When we think about diversity of physical culture, the key commonality is the active body. Examining how biology, society, psychology, culture, and history shape and are shaped by active bodies is what makes the study of kinesiology meaningful. For our sociological approach, we can further explore the active body by considering it within two different frameworks: the active body as instrument and object, and the active body in work and play.

The active body can be regarded as an instrument of participation: it is the thing that we use to perform physical activities. However, the active body can also be an object of physical culture. Imagine a professional golfer, for example. She uses the body as instrument when practicing and competing. But when fans pay to watch her perform, or television networks compete for the rights to televise her athletic feats, her active body (and its performance) is an object. The instrumental nature of an active body raises issues regarding participation, whereas the objectified nature of an active body raises issues regarding consumption.

Another dimension of physical culture addresses the range of involvement within physical culture that can be characterized on a continuum from work to play. For example, leisure participation in physical activity can fit a number of places on this continuum because some people are wholly invested in (and sometimes obsessed with) their leisure practices, so much so that it becomes similar to work. Here we can think of weightlifters who exercise for hours per day to craft or maintain a certain physique. Alternatively, some people are active but less invested or committed. For them, activity may be a part of their routine, but not an obsessive or mandatory one. Here we can think of people who ride a bike instead of drive around town or jog when it is a nice day.


Active Bodies

The Trialectics of Running

Physical activity takes shape around a wide variety of forms, goals, and motivations. Eichberg (1998) explained this diversity as the “trialectics” of active bodies, referring to the multiple objectives of physical activity. The first objective is achievement, which aims to produce a desired result or maximize performance. The second is fitness, which aims to enhance a person’s physical or psychological health and well-being. The third is experience, which aims to simply enjoy the sensual, affective, emotional, and joyous aspects of physical activity. We see these three objectives illustrated with the practice of running. There is competitive running, such as Olympic-level track events or other race-oriented forms of running, which demonstrates achievement. There are people who run casually, such as a daily jog or some time on the treadmill, often aiming to stay healthy or sculpt a certain bodily aesthetic. Lastly, there are people who run simply to experience a beautiful day, enjoy nature, explore a certain park or neighborhood, or simply because running clears their mind and makes them feel good. A person could be motivated by more than one of these motives at a time, and their motivation could change over time. A study of running must take into account what running means to different people, and what social contexts incentivize or restrict these objectives. Overall, the diversity of running experiences demonstrates how a narrow approach to studying physical culture can potentially limit our understanding of how and why people partake in physical activity.



Perhaps the most intense of these (even more so than the obsessive leisure participant) is professional and occupational involvement. On the professional side is the athlete who invests a large portion of their life into furthering their performance and their elite status within their particular sport. On the occupational side are the people who are responsible for the staging of the sport events, competitions, teams, and so on. Sometimes is it difficult to say whether professional or occupational participation is more like work because for some athletes, their participation in sport becomes simply a job. The key point is that the active body must be understood within these various frameworks. There are a range of sporting involvements in physical culture, with differing degrees and intensities of involvement, that shape how physical activity is performed and active bodies are understood.



Physical Culture and the Sociological Imagination

Now that you have been introduced to the world of physical culture, we must consider how understanding physical culture requires a sociological imagination. First developed by C. Wright Mills (1959), the sociological imagination is a framework for recognizing how individual experiences are shaped through and produced by overarching social factors that affect us all. Those who develop a sociological imagination reject the common notion that the individual and society are separate entities that rarely influence one another and instead realize that the individual and society are interrelated and interdependent. In other words, there is no distinction between the personal and the public—what we consider personal experience is a product of broader public forces that enable or constrain our lives, just as what we consider public is a product of particular actions, behaviors, and decisions. For example, obesity is often perceived as an individual failure, as if each person classified as obese has just chosen to eat too unhealthily or has been too lazy to exercise. However, in the United States, about 140 million people (or 42.4 percent of the population) are considered obese according to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). How can a problem affecting almost half of a nation be an individual failure? Rather than examining individual behaviors, a sociological imagination would examine the social factors responsible for widespread obesity, such as the nutritional value of common foods, the expense and time required to maintain a healthy diet and stable exercise routine, and the flawed criteria often used to categorize obese bodies. Each person can choose how to live, but the options from which they choose are shaped by social, historical, cultural, economic, and political forces outside of their control. A sociological imagination allows us to identify these external forces that shape our lives, while remembering that we can play a role in changing them.

Each person can choose how to live, but the options from which they choose are shaped by social, historical, cultural, economic, and political forces outside of their control. A sociological imagination allows us to identify these external forces that shape our lives, while remembering that we can play a role in changing them.

A sociological imagination helps us understand how each active body and each physical cultural experience is linked to broader societal forces. Sport, physical activity, and any leisure-based practice is relational, meaning that it cannot be fully understood without being placed in relation to the social contexts in which it operates. As Sage (1998) argues, “any adequate account of sport must be rooted in an understanding of its location within society” (p. 14). For example, one cannot fully understand the appeal of boxing and bareknuckle fighting in the late 19th-century United States without understanding the era’s dominant expression of masculinity, just as one cannot fully understand the significance of the Olympics in the mid-20th century without understanding international tensions during the Cold War. In our current era, it would be impossible to comprehend the nature of sport without considering the COVID-19 pandemic and global anti-racist activism. Physical culture is never static or universal; it is always changing, adapting, and reformulating in response to its social context.

Figure 1.1 illustrates a useful way of thinking about the interrelationships of factors that make up society, including technology, culture, politics, the economy, and others. In using our sociological imagination, each chapter of this book will look at one or more of these dimensions and discuss the interconnections that shape the active body and physical culture.

This book is written from a perspective that recognizes an interconnection of all forms of physical culture and the dimensions that make up society. From this perspective, we will encourage you to think contextually and relationally about physical culture as a sociological phenomenon that has been created out of particular social relationships. How does one begin to think contextually and relationally about physical culture? We can start by evaluating three different ways people have conceptualized the relationship between physical culture and society, termed the “what relationship?” thesis, the reflection thesis, and the dialectic thesis.


The “What Relationship?” Thesis

One way of thinking about the relationship between physical culture and society is to deny that there is a relationship. This is the “what relationship?” thesis. Many people romanticize sport by thinking of it as an isolated or exclusive entity that is fundamentally separate from the rest of society—not political, not an economic commodity, and not structured through the power relations that exist in broader society. A sociological imagination rejects this idea. The notion that sport and physical activity transcends global problems is one that many of us want to believe, but unfortunately, this is naïve. If we are able to identify and rectify the issues that exist within physical culture, this could ideally one day be the case. As it stands today, however, our dominant political, economic, and cultural practices clearly transfer into sport—and those practices are in turn influenced by sport as well. We cannot fetishize sport and treat it as somehow divorced from society. Sport and other forms of physical culture are a societal construct, which are necessarily made, manufactured, and constituted through their relationships with the rest of society and whose form and function speaks to the nature of society. For this reason, we reject the “what relationship?” thesis. In many respects, the goal of a sociological imagination for physical culture is to recognize the need to understand the relationships between sport and society.

[image: ]
Figure 1.1    Sport’s complex interrelationships.




The Reflection Thesis

A second way of thinking about the relationship between physical culture and society is to view physical culture as a mirror of society, or the reflection thesis. Although this is largely true, this thesis does not account for the complexity of relationships between physical culture and its contexts, and thus fails to capture how physical culture is not only influenced by but actively influences society at large. The inadequacies of the reflection thesis can be addressed by returning to Mills’ concept of the sociological imagination. Mills argues that individuals contribute “however minutely, to the shaping of … society … even as [the individual] is made by society and by its historical push and shove” (Mills, 1959, p. 6). The relationship between the individual and society is not a one-way relationship but a reciprocal one. This reciprocal relationship exists between physical culture and society, as we will see in the next thesis.



The Dialectic Thesis

This third way of thinking, and the approach that this book favors, is called the dialectic thesis. The dialectic thesis says that physical culture is both a product and producer of society. This is a more sophisticated understanding of the relationship between physical culture and society that accounts for the dynamic interplay of factors between them. Even if one accepts that physical culture is a product of society (i.e., the reflection thesis), to ignore the fact that physical culture is a simultaneous producer of social relations downplays the numerous ways in which physical culture has served as an active constitutor of political ideologies, cultural practices, economic formations, and much more. For example, the reflection thesis is adequate for examining how access to money greatly influences sport and physical activity opportunities, demonstrating how economic inequality shapes the sport and exercise landscape. However, the reflection thesis would have difficulty conceptualizing how the protests of police brutality by American football quarterback Colin Kaepernick and other athletes have initiated a broader social conversation about racial inequality. The dialectic thesis accounts for this impact that sport and active bodies has on society, in ways that the “what relationship?” thesis and reflection thesis neglect. Or, as Delaney and Madigan (2015) explain, “to ignore sport is to overlook a phenomenon that extends into a multitude of social arenas … to ignore sport is to ignore a significant aspect of any society and its culture” (pp. 3, 8). In other words, the dialectic thesis helps us understand that what happens in sport matters, not only for the implications on the field, but for the implications beyond the field as well.

Viewing physical culture through the dialectic thesis allows for a comprehensive, contextual, and relational analysis of active bodies. Another helpful way of thinking about physical culture in relation to society is to imagine a single piece of a jigsaw puzzle. If you look at a single piece of a jigsaw puzzle in isolation, your perception of it is quite different from looking at it in its place within the puzzle. You can only truly understand a single piece of a puzzle if you place it back into context. When a single piece completes the whole, it illuminates the piece, the pieces around it, and the entire puzzle. Like a single piece of a jigsaw puzzle, physical culture has the power to inform our understanding of society but is meaningless unless it is properly located in context.




The Importance of a Critical and Theoretical Approach

As is the case for any worthwhile sociological analysis, at the foundation of this book is a critical and theoretical approach. Why is it important to think critically and theoretically about physical activity, sport, and active bodies? Many consider physical cultural activities to be trivial pursuits or mundane entertainment, unworthy of serious thought. We know from our discussion of a sociological imagination and dialectic thesis that this is misguided. However, one cannot properly analyze physical culture without thinking critically. To think critically does not mean looking for flaws, being pessimistic, or disparaging things just for the sake of it. Instead, a critical approach acknowledges that much of what we “know” is often not the truth but just one perspective of many, and it recognizes that the perspectives that are granted the label of “truth” are often a product of power relations. For this reason, a critical approach is committed to looking beyond surface-level appearance to evaluate a topic, idea, event, or phenomenon; consider alternative perspectives; and place it within its proper context. As Molnar and Kelly (2013) state, “being critical means that you do not take things, ideas, and general assumptions for granted” (p. 26).

Without a doubt, thinking critically can sometimes be challenging. Although most educational areas take strange ideas and attempt to make them familiar, critical social scholars are tasked with taking familiar ideas and attempting to make them strange. However, a critical approach is crucial because it is the first step in finding ways to improve our society, our lives, and our world. Sage (1998) describes that “criticism is actually a form of commitment, a way of saying: If there are problems here and unwarranted breaches of social justice and human equality, let’s identify them and work to transform things” (p. 12). Ultimately, critical scholars are driven not by the need to condemn but by the motivation to improve. A sociological imagination of physical culture will give you the tools to understand why physical culture exists as it does, but the task does not stop there. In the case of this textbook, we hope that acquiring a critical understanding of sport and physical culture will inspire you to identify potential areas of improvement and motivate you to work toward a better physical culture and society.

A critical approach combined with a sociological imagination may sound great, but you may be asking, How does one learn this type of approach? One of the best ways to understand things critically is by using theory. Theories are frameworks of interpretation that help people explain what is going on in the world around them. Denzin (1978, p. 6) explained that “theory is interpretation … it leads to explanation of some social phenomenon, and gives order and insight to what is, or can be, observed.” Theorizing is not exclusive to experts or academic scholars. In fact, people theorize every day. For example, when you attempt to understand why your friend is not texting you back, or why your favorite cricket club keeps underperforming, you organize and evaluate the available evidence in order to assess what could be the root of the issue. In other words, you develop a theory. The conclusions that different people come to based on the same evidence can vary, as theories often do. But overall, when we theorize, we are attempting to identify the broader patterns that emerge from what an uncritical thinker would perceive as isolated and random events, instances, or experiences. Various theories are engaged throughout this book that help us understand physical culture and the active body. Simply ask yourself whether each one helps you make sense of your observations or experiences in physical culture, and explore how they can inform your analysis. Ideally, exposure to new theories can assist you to consider different perspectives, offer new insights, and generate new solutions for social issues.

Ideally, exposure to new theories can assist you to consider different perspectives, offer new insights, and generate new solutions for social issues.

A good way of thinking about theory is to consider theory as a lens. For example, when you go to the eye doctor for a new set of eyeglasses, the doctor asks you to look at a collection of letters through samples of different lenses. Each lens provides you with a different view—some lenses make the letters clear and organized, whereas others leave them fuzzy and distorted. Just as each lens dramatically shapes the way that you see the same view, each theory shapes the way that you interpret the world. Not all theories are successful in helping you “see” a social phenomenon more clearly. Indeed, some theories that aim to simplify complex information can end up making it more complicated. However, sometimes the right theory can help you see information in an entirely new light, just as the correct lens allows you to see with precise detail. In this way, theories are tools we can use for critical and contextual analysis. The more theories you know, the more likely you are to find the best lens to clearly see the information that you are trying to understand.

Just like the theory of gravity or the theory of evolution, there are a vast number of theories that can assist with understanding society, culture, politics, and economics, many of which we can apply to understand physical culture. This text covers only some of these theories. If there are others that you may be familiar with, also consider those as you work through this text. You need not embrace the exact theoretical lenses that this text presents, but simply reflect on them. Reflecting on these concepts might change the way you see physical culture, which might raise new questions, causing you to adjust your outlook and engage with sport and physical activity differently. Overall, a critical and theoretical approach is central to developing a sociological imagination.



Case Study: Fitness and Society

We hope this book will help you develop a sociological imagination that allows you to better understand the interconnections between physical culture and society. For this reason, we will conclude with a brief but tangible example of how one could think critically, theoretically, and contextually about a popular form of physical culture: fitness. For our example, we draw your attention to the fitness industry as both a product and an active producer of broader economic, technological, political, and cultural relations.

First, economic aspects of society are activities that are concerned with the consumption, production, and distribution of goods and resources. Fitness has become a major concern for many, and it is only becoming more pervasive. In fact, it is likely that you have participated in the fitness industry even today, by working out at a fitness center, viewing advertisements for gyms on billboards or television, incorporating health supplements into your diet, or following a fitness influencer on Instagram. These are all forms of consumption, meaning that they entailed you exchanging your money, time, or attention for a product. Your access to a fitness facility or personal trainer depends on your economic capability, in the sense that you must have enough money to purchase access. It also relies on the neighborhood you live in having enough potential consumers to make things like fitness facilities and supplement stores a worthy investment for a businessperson. The available time you have to work out during the day also depends on having a job, savings, or family with enough money to provide basic necessities so that you do not have to work three or four separate jobs to afford them.

The use of fitness equipment is an example of the influence of technology on physical culture. Some people (especially those who can afford nicer gyms) use facilities with cutting-edge fitness machines that target particular muscles or body parts in innovative ways. Others use smartphone apps to organize their workouts and provide structure and motivation while they exercise. As mentioned previously, many of us see what are promoted as ideal bodies to strive toward via social media or digital advertisements, which can either inspire or guilt people into engaging in fitness consumption. These are all examples of how technology intersects with economics to shape the cultural practice of fitness.

We can also think about fitness in relation to its political context. Generally, politics concerns the ways in which power is enacted and distributed, whether through policy, influence, or other means. Influencing people to exercise as means to improve their health—and subsequently, reduce the cost of medical care—has been a primary focus of the health insurance industry. This is the case in countries such as the United States that use private health care systems (administered by private corporations who aim to turn a profit) as well as the more common public health care systems (administered by the government with funding from taxes) in countries such as Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Japan. In both types of programs, there are policies designed to encourage people to become fit and stay fit. In the United States, many private health insurance companies offer discounts on premiums (monthly payments to maintain health insurance) or reimburse people for gym memberships. Some even incorporate fitness-tracking technology (such as Fitbit data) to determine insurance rates. In Canada, the government encourages citizens to be active through public physical activity campaigns and tax credits that reimburse parents for enrolling their children in organized physical activity. Increased profits and reduced spending are used both by the private and public systems to justify encouraging people to pursue fitness, demonstrating how politics is almost always part of the equation in physical culture.

The fitness industry is also influenced by culture. Broadly, culture entails the beliefs, values, and practices that characterize how people do things day-to-day. One of the biggest cultural values in contemporary Western society is efficiency: We want things done as fast as possible while still maintaining quality. A useful illustration of this cultural value is the success of the McDonald’s business model, predicated upon efficiency, predictability, calculability, and technological control. If you go to a McDonald’s anywhere in North America, you know what will be on the menu and what you will get when you order. The food is prepared in the same manner using machines that control each serving size. As Andreasson and Johansson (2014) point out, the fitness industry increasingly follows the principles of the McDonald’s model. For example, more than 14,000 gyms in over 80 countries worldwide offer group fitness training developed by New Zealand Olympian Les Mills. You can walk into any one of these gyms and know exactly what you will experience, with workouts carefully calibrated for efficiency so that customers get the best results as fast as possible. Like the employees in McDonald’s restaurants, Les Mills fitness instructors have very little control over the classes they teach. As much as efficiency has its benefits, many have argued that applying this business model to society more broadly may lessen our freedom, creativity, and individualization. Regardless of your stance on this issue, it is clear that the dominant cultural values influence the experiences of physical activity and active bodies.



Conclusion

The key purpose of this chapter was to introduce the study of physical culture and explain the critical approach to analysis found throughout this book. Just as we ask that you think critically about the world around you, we also encourage you to think critically about the arguments and ideas posed in the following chapters. Do the arguments make sense to you? Do the theories used describe your experience? In what ways could you extend, apply, critique, or improve the authors’ arguments?

The following chapters make it clear that physical culture represents an important window for viewing the structures and contexts that shape society. Sport is not the social utopia that many of us want to believe it is, but it is certainly meaningful. When we study physical culture with a dialectic approach, we can better equip ourselves to identify areas of improvement and take necessary action. When we use critical and theoretical thinking, we can develop a sociological imagination, which will lead to a more conscious and comprehensive grasp of sport, physical activity, and active bodies. Just as we must analyze physical culture as a way to understand society, we must analyze society as a way to further understand physical culture. The following chapters will equip you with the tools to do so.

Key Points


	Sport and physical activity are an important and prevalent part of society, and thus warrant a deep and expansive analysis from scholars and researchers.

	The concept of physical culture encompasses diverse forms of activity, including sport, exercise, fitness, leisure, dance, and much more.

	Physical culture has a dialectic relationship with society, meaning that it is both a product and active producer of broader social relations.

	Understanding the relationship between sport and society requires developing a sociological imagination.

	Adopting a critical, theoretical, and contextual approach can help you make sense of the complicated nature of sport and physical activity.

	The goal of identifying issues within physical culture should be to find opportunities for improvement and intervention.



Discussion Questions


	Why do you think sport and other forms of physical activity are so popular?

	Why do you think it is important for scholars to study sport?

	What is the difference between a critical and uncritical approach to analyzing physical culture?

	Think of your favorite sport or form of physical activity. What are some of the social, historical, political, cultural, and economic contexts that make it possible?

	Once we have used our sociological imagination to identify potential issues within physical culture, what are some ways we can help create a more equal, fair, and healthy physical culture?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Understand the relationship between politics and power

	Critically examine how the active body reflects and reproduces power

	Conceptualize how hegemony and the contested terrain of culture becomes embodied

	Understand how bodies are constructed through dominant, residual, and emergent forms of physical culture





In this chapter we explore how sport and physical activity, in their many forms, intersect with politics. For many of you, the term “politics” is likely associated with elections, campaigning, voting, and the institutions and organizations of governments. As a consequence, you may think that politics has very little to do with sport and physical activity. Certainly, the world of politicians, parliaments, and policy making seems a long way removed from watching your favorite team on television, playing a pickup game in the park, or training at your local gym. If politics is concerned with important matters like passing legislation, whereas sport and physical activity are things we watch or do for fun and enjoyment, how could they be related? In this chapter, we suggest the answer lies in thinking differently about politics. To use a term introduced in chapter 1, we need to think critically about what we mean by “politics.” This entails questioning our assumptions and going beyond our everyday, commonsense understandings. More specifically, we argue that by thinking more broadly about what politics is, where and how politics takes place, and who and what can be political, we can begin to see that politics is an inherent feature of our day-to-day lives—including physical culture. Politics shapes what we play, where we play, how we play, and why we play; and, though we might like to think otherwise, our active bodies are always, inescapably, political.

Politics shapes what we play, where we play, how we play, and why we play; and, though we might like to think otherwise, our active bodies are always, inescapably, political.

We therefore begin by offering a definition of politics that includes the way in which the active body is the object and instrument of political activity. To be clear, politics is a concept with a long and much-debated history. Scholars continue to disagree on how politics should be defined and studied, with different approaches among different disciplines, and even contrasting theories or frameworks of interpretation within disciplines. As with all definitions, ours is therefore contestable and not categorical. Our ultimate ambition is to offer an interpretation that gets you to think about politics in terms of both broad-scale electoral and governance-based politics as well as the “little politics” of everyday life. More specifically, we take the nature, distribution, operation, and consequences of power to be the distinguishing feature of politics and political activity.

The simple appearance of this approach is deceptive. It raises particular questions about what power is, how it forms, where it resides, and how it operates in society—all issues that are themselves contentious. Necessarily, we therefore expand on the notion of power. But, like our take on politics, our understanding of power is subjective and far from all-encompassing. Again, our objective is to offer a framework that we hope adds to your understanding of power without suggesting it is the only perspective.

Our caveats about politics and power extend to our understanding of the body, which we introduce following our discussion of politics and power. Rather than advocating for any particular way of studying the body, we stress that the body is a socially-constructed entity in addition to a biological one. As a product of their social context, our active bodies are shaped by social forces and cultural processes. By viewing the body through this lens, we can begin to see the myriad ways in which the body can be political and understand how the active body can be a site on and through which power is established, maintained, exercised, and, at times, resisted. In addition, we highlight how the active body can be an instrument through which power is contested and possibly even transformed, as well as a means through which to shape the broader social context.

This play of power in physical culture will form the focus for much of this chapter. Our ultimate goal is to illustrate how physical culture generally, and the active body more specifically, can be understood as “contested terrains.” Different interest groups, with varying resources and interests, struggle to impose their own ideas and beliefs about physical culture onto sport and physical activity. This includes conflicts over how the body moves, how the body looks, what the body means, and what types of movements and meanings are considered appropriate, normal, or legitimate. Our framework for understanding the contested nature of physical culture is the concept of hegemony, which has been enormously influential among scholars studying sport and physical activity from sociocultural perspectives. This is because hegemony sees culture as central to attaining and maintaining power in any society. Cultural forms and practices normalize particular ways of viewing the world and justify particular ways of life, and in doing so legitimize the structure of, and relationships of power within, any society. Physical cultural practices and the meanings and values we attach to them thus constitute an important arena for winning and exercising power at large. However, hegemony is a concept that suggests that power is always contested, and that culture is a space in which such resistance takes place. Hence, hegemony can also help us understand one of the fundamental paradoxes of physical culture: how our active bodies are subject to power and domination while simultaneously being a means for expressing freedom, creativity, and resistance.

To explore hegemony and how it can be applied to analyzing physical culture, we discuss the model of hegemony proposed by the influential Welsh scholar and critic Raymond Williams (Williams, 1973, 1977). Extending previous interpretations of hegemony, Williams suggests that the culture of any society is always contested and always changing. As the societal balance of power shifts, different forms and practices come to dominate at different times and in different contexts. In his model, Williams describes this as an ongoing struggle among the dominant, residual, and emergent cultures that coexist in a society. We apply these categories as a framework for understanding and illustrating the dynamics of power in physical culture and the nature of continuity and change in physical culture over time—and in relation to broader social transformations. Hegemony provides a useful conceptual tool for understanding how power is never guaranteed; always dynamic, shifting, and negotiated; and always specific to time and context. It is a valuable theoretical lens for anyone interested in the sociocultural analysis of sport and physical activity because it clearly highlights how cultural ideas and practices, including physical culture in all its forms, play an important part in determining how power is won and contested in any society.


Politics as Power

It is not always easy to think of sport and physical culture as political. For many of us, sport and physical activity are aspects of our lives that are (or should be) free of the types of political debates and differences of opinion that are the stock-in-trade of politicians, party members, and policy makers. How many times have you heard that “sport and politics shouldn’t mix”? Or thought about sport and physical activity as an escape from the real world? Or seen sport and physical activity described as a “level playing field,” free of politics and prejudices? You may even be familiar with arguments that sport and physical activity are human rights that should be available to everyone regardless of income, gender, ethnicity, nationality, or political persuasion. Perhaps you have heard sport described as “nonpolitical” or “unpolitical” by sports officials. Such claims are often made by governing bodies when defending their policies and actions—especially when organizations like the International Olympic Committee (IOC) or FIFA (the governing body of world football) award prestigious athletic competitions to politically controversial countries. Meanwhile, you’re likely familiar with critics weighing in on athletes who use sport as a protest against social injustices. The symbolic gestures of athletes such as Colin Kaepernick to protest against racism and police brutality in the United States have offended some who feel it is not the responsibility of professional athletes to express a political opinion in the context of professional sport or think the playing field is the wrong place to have a political agenda.

The politics of physical culture frequently go unseen (or are willfully denied) in part because sport and physical activity are seldom seen to have anything to do with life’s “big” or “important” issues. Physical culture is often thought to have little or nothing to do with the public institutions responsible for the collective organization and running of society, like governments, the courts, the police, the military, and so forth. We may also view sport and physical activity as nonpolitical simply because this is the way we would like them to be. We associate sport and physical activity with spontaneity and enjoyment and see them as an escape from the important matters of life; conversely, politics engenders argument and conflict because it entails making difficult decisions about the best way to manage and provide for our communities, regions, nation, or society as a whole. We also like to think that sport and physical activity are a sphere of society that is “above politics,” reflecting a powerful myth of autonomy (Allison, 1986) in which we believe that sport and physical activity have no connection to the wider sociopolitical context.

The politics of physical culture frequently go unseen (or are willfully denied) in part because sport and physical activity are seldom seen to have anything to do with life’s “big” or “important” issues.

Whether we cling to the idea that politics and physical culture are separate spheres, or merely feel that they should be, it is often because we are thinking about politics in a very limited sense: the institutions and practices of government or the politics of identity. In the case of the former, we might decry a sporting boycott stemming from the political disagreements of two or more nations or be annoyed at a politician trying to associate themselves with a successful sporting team just to burnish their political brand. When it comes to identity politics, we might be critical of those who use sport as an opportunity for protest (e.g., the gender pay gap in sport or ethnic underrepresentation in coaching and management) or be aggrieved at an athlete voicing their opinion about a particular social or political issue (e.g., police brutality, immigration policy, health funding, or violations of human rights). The conception of politics in either case is not necessarily wrong. The activities of politicians and governments are undeniable instances of politics in action. So are identifications with, and interventions on behalf of, a group that shares common essential attributes like race, ethnicity, gender, religion, or sexual orientation (regardless of whether such commonalities are real or perceived). However, an understanding of the relationship between physical culture and politics that only identifies politics as government action or identity-based advocacy would rule out the wide variety of settings in which physical cultural politics takes place. More specifically, it limits our thinking about the multiple and sometimes subtle ways in which the active body is the instrument and object of politics and of political action.

To fully grasp the political significance of physical culture and active bodies, we need to first reconsider how we use the term politics and broaden our thinking about what politics is and where politics takes place. Our starting point for doing so is the concept of power.



Understanding Power

Although there is no universal consensus on the meaning of politics, most definitions involve power in some way. We similarly take politics to be fundamentally about how and where power forms and how the distribution of power in turn shapes social structures and social relationships. To be more precise, we see political activity as taking place whenever and wherever power is formed, exercised, negotiated, or resisted. Of course, suggesting politics is ultimately about power leads to an obvious question: What exactly is power? The short answer is that power, like politics itself, is complex. It can be positive. It can be negative. It can be imposed. It can be resisted. It can be used intentionally. It can operate unintentionally. Sometimes power allows us to make decisions. At other times, power is exercised by not making a decision. It can be held by human agents, including both individuals and groups. It can be held by nonhuman institutions and organizations. Power takes many forms, has many sources, and operates in different ways. Common sources of power include political power, bureaucratic power, military power, and financial power. There are also less obvious sources of power, such as technical expertise and knowledge, social networks and access, and a range of personal attributes such as attractiveness, persuasiveness, and charisma. Finally, there is the complicated issue of how power can be identified and measured—or whether it can be seen and measured at all. You’ve likely encountered “Power Lists,” “Power Rankings,” and “Power Indexes” identifying everything from politicians, businesspeople, and brands, to athletes, teams, and sports leagues. Such lists make it seem that power is something that can be acquired, held, and wielded and that certain individuals and groups possess quantitatively more or less power. Within the social sciences, however, such notions have been widely questioned. Most theories of power now agree that it is much more fluid, not always distinguishable, and—perhaps most importantly—highly contextual.

Ultimately, power is an elusive, and at times contradictory, concept. It is little wonder that there is no consensus as to how power should be defined. Even among those who study sport and physical activity there are differing theories of power and how it operates on and through the active body (see Atkinson & Gibson, 2017). It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the diverse ways scholars in the sociology of sport and related fields have conceptualized power and the many theoretical problems they have sought to address. Instead, for the purposes of this chapter, our preference is to suggest that we can think of power in two ways:


	As the capacity to exert influence over others (what is commonly referred to as power-over)

	As an individual’s ability to act in certain ways for certain purposes in certain contexts (known as power-to)



Power-over perspectives emphasize how society is socially stratified according to dimensions such as class, age, gender, nationality, and ethnicity and, in turn, suggest power is manifest in and through the social inequalities between these groups. This perspective focuses on power asymmetries—how one actor has power over another, whether these actors are individuals or collective entities such as governments, corporations, or political parties.

In contrast to power-over theories, power-to perspectives focus on the productive aspects of power—what power enables us to do. Because power-to theories are often concerned with how individuals in subordinate groups acquire “the power to act,” some scholars take power-to as largely synonymous with empowerment. Although this may seem to imply that power-over and power-to theories are separate and opposite, the reality is that they are best understood as a spectrum: both may be present in differing degrees in any situation or relationship. Thus, think of power-over and power-to as broad, overlapping categories that we distinguish merely for the purposes of analysis. In essence, they are another framework or lens through which to view and critically analyze the role of power in physical culture.

The analysis of gender relations provides a good example of these two ways of thinking about power. A power-to approach would be more likely to concentrate on the power that women have to act; here, power is associated with empowerment. However, a power-over approach would focus on the ways in which men have power over women; here, power is understood as a form of domination and control. Feminist scholars have shown how men continue to have power over the governance of women’s sport, including the power to determine how, when, and where women’s sport is played, what sports are given greater financial and marketing support, and the conditions under which participation occurs. Male power also extends to deciding who can participate in women’s sport and what types of bodies are considered acceptable or legitimate. World Athletics’ limits on “acceptable” testosterone levels for elite female athletes and World Rugby’s recent decision to ban transgender women from international women’s competition are cases in point. Meanwhile, outside of governance men also dominate all levels of sports media, from reporting to ownership; thus, they hold disproportionate power over women in determining what women’s sports are shown and how they are covered when they are. Feminist scholars have presented strong evidence that women’s sports continue to be underrepresented and underreported—and trivialized when they are accorded coverage.

Again, it is important to note that power-over and power-to are not totalizing or mutually exclusive. For example, power-to might be used to gain power-over, as in cases where the efforts of feminist movements have led to the implementation of laws that prevent discrimination on the basis of sex or gender. Similarly, sport’s largely male leaders have increasingly been forced to address the calls for fairness and equality in governance from advocates of women’s sport. Most governing bodies now have initiatives to increase the number of women in decision-making positions (the effectiveness of such initiatives, and the degree of commitment of organizations to them, are, of course, another issue). A number of major sports media organizations have likewise implemented programs to increase the number of women in the industry, including moves to hire more women for senior leadership and management positions. Outside of the industry itself, feminist scholars have shown how female athletes, despite their subordination, have been able to win space and change cultural perceptions of the “normal” female body. The growing use of new, social, and mobile media provides potential avenues for female athletes to gain further control over the way they are represented and defined (Thorpe et al., 2017; Wheaton & Thorpe, 2019).


Active Bodies

The Impact of Social Class

The impact of social class on our physical cultural practices and experiences is a good example of the influence of power relationships on the active body. One of the more obvious impacts of class is the way it shapes our sport and physical activity choices. Research suggests that sport and physical activity preferences are strongly correlated with social class (Gemar, 2020; Whigham et al., 2020). Moreover, those from lower socioeconomic groups are less likely to participate in sport and physical activity in the first place. On one hand, this reflects what the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has described as different class “dispositions” or “tastes” (Bourdieu, 1984). He argues that, through socialization and social learning, different classes acquire different values and interests. This extends not only to our sport and physical activity preferences but also to whether we see exercise and diet as valuable or important in the first place.

Of course, our sport and physical activity choices are more than simply a matter of taste or preference; what we participate in is heavily related to a range of other class characteristics and circumstances as well. Perhaps the most influential are differences in resources: money, time, knowledge, and social support all play a major role in determining which sports and physical activities are available to us. Certain sports have high fees or require costly equipment, which often puts them out of reach for many low-income or working-class families. Our sporting choices are thus limited or enabled by the resources we have, which are strongly influenced by our social class position. These types of class disparities also play a major role in explaining the higher level of obesity among lower socioeconomic groups (Kraus et al., 2017; Sayani, 2019; Venn & Strazdins, 2017). Those in higher socioeconomic groups are more likely to be able to afford healthy, nutritious food; have more time and career flexibility; and generally live in neighborhoods with safer streets and more accessible public parks. They are also more likely to be able to pay for an expensive gym membership, hire a personal trainer, or buy home exercise equipment. Those in the upper classes ultimately have more choices, more opportunities, and more power to make decisions about the activities and actions that affect their appearance and health. Although we may like to think that sport and physical activity are level playing fields, our choices reflect society’s structures and stratifications. As critical scholars of physical culture, we therefore need to consider the relationship between power and social class when seeking to understand how and why our active bodies are used in different ways—and we need to think critically about the social, cultural, economic, and health effects such differences might have.





The Relational Nature of Power

What both the power-over and power-to approaches highlight is the relational nature of power. Although we often refer to power as if it is an object that can be acquired and possessed, it is in fact best understood as a relationship. Power, whatever the type and however exercised, exists in the social relationships between individuals, groups, and organizations (Foucault, 1982), each of whom have different capacities and resources. Such asymmetric relationships should not, however, be seen as a case of someone (or something) having power while someone (or something) else does not. Power is seldom, if ever, a zero-sum game. Early sociological views on power often conceived it in binary terms: one was either powerful or powerless. However, such approaches have long been criticized for failing to recognize the many ways in which actors—even those traditionally characterized as “weak”—are able to exert influence within their social worlds. For instance, in the example of gender relations cited previously, feminists might point to the potential of women to retain the power to act despite their domination by men. This dynamic is encapsulated in Foucault’s suggestion that “there are no relations of power without resistances” (Foucault, 1980, p. 142). In other words, power in any relationship is never total or absolute. Instead, power always produces resistance, and we must thus understand that, though power can be repressive or constraining, it can be contested and potentially transformed. In terms of power-over and power-to, we could suggest that power-over the thoughts and actions of others allows dominant groups to maintain their status and privilege; however, it is fluid because of the power-to of subordinated groups to resist and potentially bring about change.

Understanding that power is both relational and dynamic is important to fully understand our earlier definition of politics. To recap, we suggested that power is fundamental to the definition of politics. We don’t mean to imply, however, that the two concepts are interchangeable; rather, politics refers to the processes and practices by which power is negotiated and struggled over. This includes how power is contested by different groups seeking to achieve their aims and objectives and how power is negotiated by these groups. Put differently, the study of politics is concerned with how different individuals and groups seek to change the balance of power and how they gain, maintain, and exercise power to get what they want (Lasswell, 1936). Politics is thus not defined by its actors (we don’t have to be politicians) or by where it takes place (political institutions are not the only political arenas). In politics, what is at issue is the struggle for power wherever and whenever it occurs. This means politics is both a macrosocial and microsocial issue.

In politics, what is at issue is the struggle for power wherever and whenever it occurs.



Macropolitics and Micropolitics

At its broadest level, power is central to understanding the sociohistorical conditions and contexts in which we live. Power shapes the wider macrosocial systems and forces that enable or constrain our lives because it influences the production and distribution of resources and knowledge. Macropolitics refers to the workings of power at this broad level. Of particular interest are the modes of governing (i.e., controlling, shaping, and regulating) society as a whole, including social institutions (governments, education, the media) and social structures (social class, gender, ethnicity).

But power also operates at the microsocial level of the individual, structuring face-to-face relations and day-to-day life. It is everywhere. We encounter power not only when we engage with the government, the legal system, our employers, or the wealthy and influential; it is present in all social relations. We engage with power whenever others exercise power over us, whenever we exercise power over others, and whenever we exercise power over ourselves. Thus, politics is an embedded feature of our social lives. This includes our relationships and interactions with others in everyday settings and contexts such as the home, schools, sports clubs and teams, and the workplace. This everyday operation and negotiation of power is referred to as micropolitics.

Macro- and micropolitical analyses of physical culture each raise distinctive questions and generally differ in their primary empirical focus. Macropolitical studies are more concerned with the relationship between physical culture and the broader systems and forces of societal organization and governance. Their main focus is how social institutions, such as the government, education, medicine, the media, and the economy, shape and are shaped by physical culture.

One particularly prominent issue is the influence of the state on physical culture (“state” here referring to a country’s institutions and means of government, including organizations at both the local and national levels). Although some may feel that governments shouldn’t be involved in sport and physical activity, the state nevertheless plays a major role in shaping and supporting physical culture. For example, those who see health and fitness as a personal responsibility may criticize government funding of sport and physical activity or oppose regulatory efforts such as antismoking laws and fat and sugar taxes. Conversely, providing opportunities for physical activity and promoting health and fitness may be seen as a centrally important function of government in societies where state intervention and welfare are more accepted (and, in some cases, expected). In countries such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom the state’s influence on physical culture is obvious because their respective national governments provide funding, resources, and space for sport and physical activity for their citizens. Conversely, in countries such as the United States, the state’s role may be less overt because the provision of sport and physical activity is highly commercialized and largely the concern of private businesses. Nevertheless, even in the United States, local, state, and national governments are enormously influential. Consider how the federal government provides antitrust exemptions for professional leagues, how certain states prohibit gambling on sport, or how local governments try to attract professional sports teams through tax incentives or stadium subsidies.

Whereas macropolitics broadly relates to structures and systems, the micropolitics of physical culture refers to the operation of power within individual, interpersonal, and small-group settings. Studying physical cultural politics at this level encompasses everything from the micropolitics of a sports team, to inter- and intra-organizational disagreements on sport policy and strategy, to the body politics on display in a gymnasium or fitness center. Face-to-face interaction and personal relationships are key sites of micropolitical activity. For example, individual differences in values, beliefs, history, expertise, and objectives can shape the interpersonal dynamics of and power relationships within the organizations and agencies that oversee sport and physical activity; thus, understanding the micropolitics of such organizations can help us understand how certain ideas and beliefs about sport and physical activity come to be adopted or take precedence over others.

Another example is the micropolitics of the player–coach relationship in elite sport. Obviously, coaches have an enormous degree of power over their players. From a young age, athletes are put through drills and training and taught to move and control their bodies in particular ways. A coach’s power often extends beyond training and games, with players frequently required to make physical sacrifices and exercise discipline to obtain a certain type of athletic body. However, though a player’s power in this scenario is obviously limited by the power of the coach (and the threat of discipline for not “measuring up”), coaches must always engage in a series of micropolitical battles in order to gain the support, space, and time to implement their coaching agendas. Moreover, as we have suggested, power and resistance are always coexistent. Though power is obviously unequal in the player–coach relationship, the player might choose to disobey the coach and do something entirely different. This might be because of self-interest or may be an act of symbolic opposition to the coach’s authority, but, whatever the case, the player’s actions can read as an expression of micropolitical resistance.

An important point to note is that macro- and micropolitics are not mutually exclusive; they overlap and interact in numerous ways. On one hand, macropolitics shapes the environment in which micropolitics occur. As you saw in chapter 1, our everyday social practices, including sport and physical activity, are embedded within a context of broader social relations, structures, and knowledge. Within physical culture, the ability of an individual to realize their different interests and preferences depends on access to resources, opportunity, and power—all of which are largely determined by broader societal structures and power relations. Here social power operates in a top-down manner, limiting and constraining our physical cultural opportunities and experiences.

However, power also operates from the bottom up. This can occur in a reproductive manner wherein our everyday actions and interactions not only reflect but reinforce macrosocial conditions. For example, sport and physical activity tend to be spaces that reproduce the material and symbolic power of men, masculinity, Whiteness, heterosexuality, and the able-bodied. Here the micropolitics of physical culture can be seen to be constitutive of the power relationships that shape macropolitical activity. But the micropolitics of physical culture may also play a transformative role because sport and physical activity provide important social spaces for questioning and challenging wider inequality and subordination. This can be described as a process of empowerment in which power relations are resisted and refashioned from the bottom up. Again, women’s sport and female athletes are an excellent example. The institution of sport faces a growing number of challenges from the emergence of female athletes and feminist activism. Although these challenges do not yet amount to a revolution, there are signs of a growing interest in women’s sport as well as changing cultural attitudes about the appropriate limits and appearance of the female sporting body.

A commonly used metaphor for understanding politics and power in physical culture—at both the micro and macro levels—is that of a contested terrain. We can think of a contested terrain as not unlike a battlefield on which competing sides—with different worldviews and interests—are at war over the power and resources they need to achieve their aims and objectives. In a similar fashion, physical culture can be understood as a field of struggle and negotiation between the interests of dominant groups and those of subordinate groups. However, rather than disputing territorial borders or natural resources, the main points of conflict in the world of physical culture concern the meaning, purpose, practice, organization, and structure of sport and physical activity. Like other areas of our lives, physical culture is a sociocultural sphere in which different interest groups, with varying resources and objectives, struggle to impose their own ideas and beliefs about sport and physical activity. This includes struggles over how, when, and where sport and physical activity take place, who can participate (and under what conditions), and the proper role and function of sport and physical activity in society. By corollary, these contests and struggles relate to the active body, including how it looks, how it moves, how and by whom it is regulated, how it is defined, and what it means within particular cultures and contexts. Whose views and values of the active body are dominant, and how and why they come to prevail, are at the heart of understanding the politics of physical culture.

Struggles over physical culture and the active body take place within social contexts characterized by disparities in power and in social and cultural resources. Major social classifications such as gender, class, ethnicity, age, disability, and sexuality all play an enormous part in determining our ability to influence others and bring about changes in any area of our lives. These different social contexts preclude (or facilitate) various options and limit (or enable) our capacity to act—furthermore, they shape what we perceive to be possible in the first place. This suggests that the ways sport and physical activity are organized and practiced also tend to reflect the views and interests of those who are privileged or empowered by the way society is structured (and the differences of power therein). Most scholars of physical culture would suggest this to be the case, with a general consensus that sport and physical activity tend to be practiced and structured in ways that reinforce the broader power of White, Western, heterosexual men while marginalizing the values and concerns of women, minorities, LGBTQIA+ communities, and those from non-Western countries. For the most part, these societal-level structural inequalities are relatively enduring because they tend to be reinforced through the dominant economic, cultural, and social institutions. However, this does not mean that individuals are the mere reflection or product of society. Nor does it mean that sport and physical activity are unambiguously determined by their social context. As argued in chapter 1, the personal and the public are dialectically related; that is, individuals both shape and are shaped by broader society. However minutely, our individual actions contribute to the making—and potential remaking—of the very social forces and structures that contour our lives. The same can be said of our physical cultural practices and experiences. As much as physical culture is a product of the social context, sport and physical activity are spaces and practices in which individuals shape their broader social environments.



Structure and Agency

This individual–society dialectic raises a number of important questions about the nature and operation of power in society generally and physical culture specifically. Two key issues are (1) the degree to which our individual ideas and actions are determined by social and contextual forces; and (2) the degree to which are we able to act despite the constraints of social structures and inequalities of power. These issues are often framed as a question of structure versus agency. The structure–agency question has been a central debate in sociology since the beginning of the discipline. In brief, agency refers to an individual’s capacity to act independently, to choose their behavior and make their own free choices. Conversely, structure refers to the systematic social relationships and regularities in social interaction that influence or limit the choices and opportunities available to us. The former might include aspects such as social and peer groups or forms of social stratification like social class and ethnicity. The latter includes our social roles (student, mother, supervisor, girlfriend, employee, etc.) and social institutions such as the government, religion, and the family. Proponents of the structure thesis emphasize the power of structural conditions in shaping individual ideas and actions along socially prescribed lines. Advocates of the agency thesis instead accentuate the capacity of individual actors (i.e., “agents”) to critically evaluate and choose their behavior regardless of structural influences.

A good example of the structure–agency question as it relates to the body and physical activity can be seen in debates about the causes of obesity (see also chapter 1). Some argue that obesity is a personal problem resulting from poor diet and physical inactivity (which are seen to be matters of individual freedom of choice). Critics maintain, however, that “individualizing” obesity ignores a range of broader issues affecting health, such as poverty, ethnicity, and inequality. Research on obesity, for example, shows that individuals from lower socioeconomic groups are more likely to fall victim to external forces (e.g., an economic downturn or government cuts to welfare), and their ability to engage in physical activity is strongly constrained by structurally determined factors. These conflicting opinions on the primary causes of obesity highlight how the debates over the relative merits of agency versus structure can have important consequences for understanding both the nature of social stratification and how we perceive our life choices and chances. Those who privilege agency and the capacity for self-initiated action would be less likely to favor government interventions such as public health campaigns, investment in public spaces for physical activity, and the regulation of unhealthy food and beverages. Others would suggest that agency is always mediated by social structures. We don’t all have the same capacity or motivation to act, and the social and cultural resources that facilitate agency are seldom equally distributed. Individualizing obesity therefore depoliticizes the problem and deflects attention away from the need to address broader structural issues, such as inequalities in employment and income, disparities in educational opportunities and attainment, and unequal access to healthy food and safe recreational spaces.

Our task as critical thinkers is therefore to make connections between structure and agency, between history and biography. In C. Wright Mills’ terms, we need to apply our sociological imaginations in seeking to understand the relationship between public issues (such as poverty and inequality) and private troubles (such as obesity and inactivity) (Mills, 1959). Determining the relative capacity of agency versus structure is obviously a difficult problem. To what degree are our individual life choices, circumstances, and troubles shaped by larger social forces such as gender, social class, and ethnicity? To what degree are we able to make free choices, exercise resistance, and pursue our interests in spite of these structural constraints?

When it comes to physical culture, it is worth noting that the sociology of sport was initially dominated by structuralist perspectives that viewed physical culture as ultimately reproductive. The prevailing forms and meaning of physical culture were seen to be the reflection or outcome of social structures and forces and thought to reproduce social inequalities and power relations. Such deterministic accounts of physical culture suggested there was little room for agency. Dominant groups within society were viewed as having the power to define what types of activities were socially acceptable; set the rules, conditions, and limits of participation; and shape our ideas about what types of bodies and bodily movements were considered normal or legitimate. The influence of feminism and the rise of cultural studies increasingly questioned this disciplinary orthodoxy. Scholars from these fields then reconceptualized physical culture as a site for contesting power. The active body was accorded agency and increasingly seen as an important means through which resistance could be expressed and prevailing values and structures questioned. Current views in the field, though disagreeing on the nature and effects of agency and structure, generally agree that the active body is a socially significant means for resisting or opposing dominant relations of power. This is not to dismiss the role of power in shaping our physical cultural practices and experiences; rather, as Hargreaves and Vertinsky (2007) aptly suggest, “although the body is subject to social power, it is not simply a passive recipient of it” (p. 9).



Antonio Gramsci and Hegemony

An idea that has been particularly influential in rethinking the dynamics of agency and structure is the concept of hegemony, as proposed by the Italian Marxist philosopher and politician Antonio Gramsci (Gramsci, 1971). Hegemony refers to a relationship of domination and subordination in which power is established and maintained primarily through consent rather than coercion. Power, as Gramsci saw it, is sustained not by brute force or economic dominance alone but rather by subordinated groups being persuaded to accept the values and beliefs of the dominant group as their own. In other words, power lies in getting subordinated groups to consent to their own subordination. For Gramsci, winning consent was dependent on winning the battle of ideas and meaning. In particular, he highlighted the key role played by ideology. In simple terms, ideologies are sets of beliefs and values through which individuals and groups interpret their lives. They are like frameworks for perceiving and understanding the world and they shape what we see as right and wrong, good and bad, normal and abnormal, and so on. Gramsci argued that although many competing ideologies exist in any society, certain ideologies come to dominate at certain times, in certain places, for certain reasons. As he saw it, dominant ideas and beliefs come to be seen as “natural” or “commonsense” and therefore go unquestioned and unchallenged (Gramsci, 1971). Consequently, ideological dominance translates to social power. It is easy to legitimize a particular way of life or justify inequalities in power when you can convince others to see and understand the world according to your own ideas and beliefs—few resist or revolt against ideologies which they take to be common sense.

Gramsci saw ideological struggles as taking place within the context of culture. It is important to note that culture here refers to more than simply the “set of things” that are particular to a community or group (Hall, 1997, p. 2). While we often take culture to mean objects and products (like art, literature, poetry, television, cinema, cuisine, and music) and observable customs, traditions, and distinguishing ways of life (like language, religion, and family structures), this notion of culture fails to capture what culture is, its key role in society, and how it is central to ideological struggles. As the cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall suggests, culture is best understood as all those processes and practices involved in the production and exchange of meaning: Culture, he argues, is primarily about the “giving and taking of meaning” between the members of a society or group (Hall, 1997, p. 2). Though this may make meaning sound like something abstract or divorced from material relations, meanings are in fact central to how a society functions and underpin the way society is structured. Consider the meanings of concepts like marriage and family. In many Western societies these have long been associated with heterosexuality, monogamy, and the nuclear family. The shared cultural meanings of these concepts shape how these societies are structured and reproduce power relations because they marginalize certain “abnormal” groups and “nonstandard” interpersonal relationships.

According to Gramsci, prevailing or dominant meanings generally reflect and reproduce the interests of dominant groups. For this reason, hegemony is sometimes described as a form of power that operates through cultural leadership, or what Williams (1977, p. 110) terms “cultural domination.” As Williams describes it, hegemony is accomplished when subordinated groups come to accept the existing social order and adhere to the worldview and values of the dominant group. Notably, these dominant groups also have greater control over how meanings are produced and circulated. We can think here of those with power-over political systems, education, religion, the media, and other key social institutions through which we come to know about our world. More generally, culture is produced in and emerges from “concrete conditions of existence” (Hall, 1996, p. 45), which are characterized by differences in power and hierarchically ordered along social dividing lines such as gender, ethnicity, social class, sexuality, ability, and age. Thus, although we may all be involved in the making of culture, some people have more “cultural power” than others because they have more power over the production and circulation of meaning.

Power lies in getting subordinated groups to consent to their own subordination.

While cultural dominance and social power are obviously related, this does not mean that hegemonic relationships are the inevitable outcome of an existing social order or that dominant cultural ideas are never contested. Consent is never without conflict because power, as we have seen, is not monopolized by the powerful. In addition, it is important to note that while certain cultural meanings and forms may be dominant within a society or group at a particular point in time, different meanings and practices always exist. These alternative cultural elements provide the basis for possible counter-hegemonic activity. Because they potentially undermine or oppose dominant cultural meanings and practices, they pose a threat to the power of those groups whose interests are served by the prevailing or accepted culture; and because opposing meanings and ways of life are always emerging, hegemony is thus always an active and unfinished process. As Williams (1977) aptly observes, hegemony “does not just passively exist as a form of dominance. It has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged” (p. 112).




Hegemony, Sport, and the Active Body

For Gramsci, culture is a site of struggle between groups with opposing values and worldviews, each vying to have their ideas and meanings accepted as the norm (Gramsci, 1971). This emphasis on the significant role of culture in social transformation is likely one of the reasons why hegemony has been so influential among scholars who study sport and physical activity from sociocultural perspectives (Rowe, 2004; see also Bairner, 2009). By taking culture seriously, Gramsci indirectly suggested that sport, exercise, recreation, and other myriad forms of physical culture must necessarily be seen as significant (and productive) elements of their social context.

A second appealing aspect of hegemony for scholars of physical culture is the implication that sport and physical activity are potential sites of agency and opposition. Whereas sport and physical activity had been conceived in traditional orthodox Marxism as complicit in reproducing social power, hegemony provided the opportunity to reconceptualize physical culture as an arena for social resistance, revolution, and change. Physical culture, when viewed through the framework of hegemony, becomes a medium of resistance through which to effect the transformation of broader social realities.

Hegemony has been particularly influential among scholars of physical culture seeking to explain expressions of agency while still accounting for the ongoing dominance of social structures that constrain the physical body. Historians of sport, in particular, have provided excellent illustrations of how physical culture has been an important arena for both maintaining and challenging social power and cultural dominance. They have shown how dominant sport forms have changed over time, with their organization and practice, as well as their social role and cultural meaning, varying according to shifts in the broader sociocultural context.

Modern sport forms emerged during the mid-to-late 19th century and are distinguished from premodern forms by their written rules, standardization, specialized playing positions, complex governing structures, preoccupation with records and competition, and their highly rationalized playing and training techniques (Guttmann, 1978). These sports rose to prominence in Western Europe and North America during the age of industrial capitalism (Collins, 2013), a period in which capitalists owned the means of production (factories, machines, resources, etc.) and workers were paid for their time and labor. Notably, this was not merely an economic system or system of production; it was a social system characterized by stark inequalities in wealth and in social, economic, and political power. Some critics, particularly those inspired by Marxist traditions, have argued that modern sport emerged as a reflection of this socioeconomic system (e.g., Brohm, 1978; Hoch, 1972; Rigauer, 1981). Sport’s social divisions and power structures mirrored capitalist society.

Ideologically, the physical practice of sport also played a significant role in incorporating subordinated groups into the prevailing norms and structures of power in capitalist societies (Collins, 2013; Newman & Falcous, 2013). As Jean-Marie Brohm has famously described it, sport was a key “technology of the body” because it reproduced all of capitalism’s bodily distinctions and disciplines, including the division of labor, the specialization of roles and tasks, and the importance given to repetition, measurement, and timing (Brohm, 1978, p. 50). For example, football (soccer) originally grew out of traditional European folk games where there were few written rules and little or no division of labor among players (Dunning & Sheard, 2005). However, modern association football was remade under capitalism during the 1800s. Rules were formalized and playing positions became increasingly specialized. Teams came to adopt increasingly complex organizational and staffing structures. A network of governing bodies, headed by the Football Association (FA) nationally and FIFA globally, soon emerged to oversee football’s competitions and development (Dunning & Sheard, 2005). Ultimately, the structure of football became not entirely dissimilar to those of many other highly-bureaucratized industries, with the play itself increasingly analogous to the workplace. The body, when placed into sporting contexts, thus became a medium through which workers were inculcated into capitalism’s social hierarchies as well as its bodily power structures and modes of production (Newman & Falcous, 2013).

Though early Marxist histories of sport identified the fundamentally reproductive and highly exploitative nature of sport in capitalist society, these works suggested little about the potential for resisting or transforming sport under capitalism. For later scholars inspired by Gramsci, hegemony provided a way to acknowledge the social and economic constraints on the less powerful while leaving open the possibility for resistance in and through sport. Histories of sport such as those by Richard Gruneau (1983, 1988) and John Hargreaves (1986, 1987) are good examples (see also Hargreaves, 1982). These works demonstrate that, while physical cultural practices may have reinforced capitalism’s power relationships, sport and physical activity were simultaneously an important part of middle- and working-class resistance. Gruneau’s analysis of the physical cultures of Victorian-Era Canada provide a particularly apt illustration of this dynamic. In Class, Sports, and Social Development (1983), he initially traces how many lower- and working-class physical activities and pastimes were, to quote Hall (1981), “driven out of the centre of popular life” and “actively marginalized” by a ruling class who, because they controlled key social institutions (e.g., education, finance, and politics), were able to impose their views of “acceptable” bodily practices on other social groups (pp. 227-228). Demonstrating the analytic value of hegemony and the potential for cultural change through sport, Gruneau then goes on to show how the growing appetite for professional spectator sport among the Victorian middle classes increasingly threatened the amateur ideals that underpinned upper-class power over sport (Gruneau, 1988, p. 20).

Similar Gramscian arguments are made by Hargreaves in his analysis of sport’s role in the class and cultural struggles of late 19th-century Britain (Hargreaves, 1986). Like Gruneau, Hargreaves argues that, though competitive sport largely supported ruling-class hegemony, it simultaneously produced counter-hegemonic forces and opportunities for resistance. In Sport, Power and Culture (Hargreaves, 1986), he cites the class-based struggles over association football in the United Kingdom during the 19th century as an example. In short, to quell the growing working- and middle-class opposition to amateurism and maintain their power over the sport, the upper classes who dominated the FA ultimately agreed to pay working-class players. Such changes, Hargreaves argues, played an important role in bringing about broader social transformations. Exemplifying the type of dialectic thinking outlined in chapter 1, he succinctly suggests sport “was significantly implicated” in the growing economic and political power of the middle classes during the 19th century (Hargreaves, 1986, pp. 6-7).

A similar example of how physical culture offers a site for both consolidating and contesting hegemony and power is the history of cricket. Though the sport has been associated with different social classes at different times in different places, it is often seen as a somewhat esoteric “gentleman’s game” played by elites and the wealthy. Such a perception would not be wholly misplaced. Since British elites first adopted the game in the 17th century, the upper classes have controlled not only how cricket is played and by who, but its cultural meaning as well. Indeed, the culture of cricket has long been central to the maintenance of upper-class control over the game. During the latter half of the 19th century, English cricket’s upper-class stewards imparted certain ethical codes and moral values on the game, which both strengthened their leadership and reflected their worldview. Notions such as amateurism and playing for the love of the game initially marginalized and excluded working classes; when the game was later opened to them, it was only under strict conditions. Class boundaries were thus firmly drawn by deploying the idea that cricket was a game for “gentlemen” and should be played according to the types of customs and mores valued by cricket’s upper-class governors (and to do anything less was “just not cricket”).

The idea that cricket could be a means of moral training and a source of class control was also extended beyond the game’s English home. Because obedience to the rules and practices of cricket implied a wider deference to upper-class power, cricket was incorporated into the endeavors of British colonialism during the 18th and 19th centuries. Cricket was seen as the very distillation of all that was quintessentially English (Fletcher, 2011; Wagg, 2007) and hence a natural means through which to assimilate the colonized into the British Empire (Malcolm, 2013; Scalmer, 2007; Stoddart & Sandiford, 1998). Colonial administrators encouraged participation as both a way of “civilizing” local populations and of acculturating them to the broader, class-based social patterns of British life. That local populations were allowed to play also implied a false openness—a “level playing field”—that obscured the divide between colonizer and colonized. In cricket, the Empire thus found a cultural tool through which to win the consent of the colonized to British rule and the inequalities of colonial society.

The inverse of cricket’s role in colonial society was its place in class resistance and anticolonial struggle. For colonized populations, cricket provided a space to realize agency within the constraints imposed by the broader social and power structures of colonial society. One of the most celebrated examples is the case of cricket in the West Indies. As famously described by the Trinidadian writer and critic C.L.R. James in Beyond a Boundary (James, 1963/1983), cricket in the West Indies arrived as an agent of colonial oppression but came to be adopted by Black West Indians as a space for expressing antisystemic, anticolonial attitudes and ideals. Precisely because cricket signified British moral virtue and imperial power, mastery of the game by Black West Indian players presented an important symbolic challenge. How Black West Indians played was significant as well; resistance could be expressed by challenging the orthodoxies of technique and the traditional ethics of play. By playing the game with a panache, flamboyance, aggression, and defiance that ran counter to convention, Black players demonstrated how the active body could become an “ideological weapon of a subversive, anti-colonial, creole nationalism” (Beckles, 1995a, p. 2; see also Beckles, 1998a; Beckles & Stoddart, 1995). This was particularly true of the postcolonial era, a period during which many Caribbean states obtained their independence from Britain. The way cricket was played in the West Indies during this time politicized the active body. In particular, the West Indian style challenged the English identity of the game and embodied an emergent sense of emancipation and independence through a distinctly “un-English” approach to how cricket should be played. Cricket in the West Indies thus illustrates the dynamics of hegemony and the duality of physical culture therein. Although cricket’s politics may have initially coincided with the subordination of Black West Indians, the sport was later appropriated and remade in ways that allowed them to express political resistance by transforming the movements and meanings of the Black athletic body (Beckles, 1995b).



Dominant, Residual, and Emergent Forms of Physical Culture

In West Indian cricket we see a clear demonstration of hegemony in action within the context of a physical cultural practice. On one hand, the adoption of cricket among Black Caribbean players was central to the establishment and maintenance of colonial power and the imposition of a colonial worldview. On the other hand, cricket provided Black West Indians with a space of material and symbolic opposition and a means of advancing their wider political cause (Beckles, 1998a, 1998b; Malcolm, 2013; Stoddart & Sandiford, 1998). In sum, it could therefore be suggested that the history of West Indian cricket demonstrates how physical culture can be understood as a contested terrain wherein competing ideologies of domination and resistance can be traced.

A useful framework for understanding the dynamics of continuity and change within and through physical culture is the description of the culture–hegemony relationship proposed by Raymond Williams, a foundational figure in cultural studies. Borrowing from and expanding on Gramsci and hegemony, Williams argued that cultural forms can be characterized as variously dominant, residual, or emergent (Williams, 1977). As we have suggested, we can think of a physical culture as a contested terrain, a site of struggle not unlike a battlefield. On this battlefield different interest groups, with varying resources and material interests and with competing ideas and beliefs, attempt to control which values and meanings are privileged and which forms sport and physical activity should take. In Williams’ terms, we can propose that different physical cultural forms and meanings coexist in any context; there are always dominant, residual, and emergent physical cultural practices at any one time (and dominant, residual, and emergent meanings of the active body therein). The prevailing sports and physical activities of any society could be said to be the outcome of the struggles between these dominant, residual, and emergent physical cultures. Those sports and physical activities that predominate in the current moment are dominant cultural forms; previously dominant sports and physical activities that are declining in popularity or significance, but nevertheless exist in some shape or form, are residual cultural forms; and those that are increasingly popular or influential (which may potentially alter or overtake dominant forms) can be labeled emergent cultural forms.

Of course, not every sport or physical activity fits neatly into one of these categories. Instead, we can think of dominant, residual, and emergent as classifications that are relational, overlapping, and contingent. For example, a sport may be variously categorized as dominant, residual, and emergent according to the level of competition, degree of organization, space in which it takes place, and the motivation of the participant. Basketball, for instance, would likely be considered by most to be a dominant physical cultural form. Professional basketball, in particular, exemplifies the currently dominant corporate-backed entertainment-oriented model of contemporary spectator sport. However, basketball also retains many residual aspects that, in Williams’ terms, continue to be “effective element[s] of the present” (1977, p. 122). These include both the fundamental structure and rules of the game as well as some of the meanings and values commonly associated with basketball. A good example is the way in which basketball continues to be seen as a useful instrument for crime prevention and the moral and social development of at-risk youths. Arguably, programs such as Midnight Basketball are motivated by similar objectives, and underpinned by similar philosophies, to those of basketball’s founder James Naismith. Finally, there are new forms of basketball which could be classified as “emergent.” Here we can consider something like 3×3 basketball, a game whose rules and style depart from regular full-court basketball in a number of ways and whose rising popularity may ultimately threaten the dominance of “traditional” or “mainstream” basketball.


Dominant Forms of Physical Culture

Although various combinations of dominant, residual, and emergent elements are always at play within a society’s physical culture, the range and balance of each is always dependent on the balance of power at any one time. As we have suggested, although hegemonic relations are never stable, certain groups always have more or less power over ideas, meanings, and resources. The result is that certain forms of physical culture (i.e., certain ways of using our bodies) are more or less prevalent, receive more or less resources and support, and are seen as more or less acceptable or legitimate. A simple example is the way we think of some sports as “mainstream” and others as “alternative” or “niche.” In addition, new sports are continually appearing on the sporting landscape; and while some of these might be ephemeral fads, others may go on to become permanent features of mainstream sporting culture. At times it seems like our sport and physical activity interests are changing so regularly and so rapidly that attempting to categorize them would be an impossible task. Moreover, a certain sport or physical activity may be seen as dominant and acceptable by some, but fringe or objectionable by others. A good example is the case of mixed martial arts (MMA), a sport that has grown to enjoy enormous popularity, but is still seen by some as barbaric, dangerous, and offensive to prevailing cultural values (we discuss MMA in more detail in the Active Bodies sidebar later in this chapter).

Caveats aside, we can probably come to a general consensus about which sports and physical activities are most valued within a society at any historical juncture. According to Williams’ framework, these preeminent forms of sport and physical activity are examples of dominant physical culture. At times they may be the most widespread, widely practiced, or widely accepted forms of sport and physical activity, but this is not always the case. A dominant physical culture is not simply the most popular sports and physical activities; rather, they are those forms and practices that have the most cultural significance and influence. Williams describes them as the most “central” in a society in which multiple cultures exist: “in any particular period, there is a central system of practices, meanings and values, which we can properly call dominant and effective” (Williams, 1973, p. 9). Note the use of the word effective: In everyday conversation we say something is effective when it produces, or is capable of producing, a desired result. Williams has something similar in mind when he describes dominant culture as “effective culture”: because dominant culture shapes our experience and “ordinary understandings” of the world (Williams, 1973, p. 9), it comes to be seen as the norm for society as a whole. Returning to Gramsci, we might therefore describe dominant physical cultural forms and practices as hegemonic because they reflect the values and interests of society’s dominant groups and are often taken as the natural or commonsense way to organize and participate in sport and physical activity.

In his recent examination of the relationship between sport and politics, Andrews (2019) uses the term uber-sport to describe the physical cultural practices and meanings that are currently dominant in most Western societies. He argues the global sport system is dominated by an uber-sport culture characterized by “corporatization, commercialization, spectacularization, and celebritization” (Andrews, 2019, p. 1). Illustrating how hegemonic culture is taken as the commonsense way of seeing and doing things, Andrews argues that uber-sport is seldom questioned because owners, managers, coaches, players, and fans alike see it as the natural and only way of doing things. Notably, uber-sport’s significance is not confined to the world of sport and physical activity. The dialectic relationship between physical culture and society means uber-sport has broader political implications in that it contributes to the popular acceptance of, and investment in, the current sociopolitical order. In Gramsci’s terms, it could be said that the uber-sport model plays an important part in encouraging our consent to a socioeconomic and political system that privileges profit, privatization, commercialization, and the values of the free market.

The relationship between dominant modes of physical culture, cultural hegemony, and the prevailing sociopolitical system is not unique to the contemporary United States; rather, sport and physical activity play a key role in reproducing the social, cultural, and political order of most societies. This is especially clear, however, in the evolution and development of sport and body cultures in Western society. Many of today’s dominant sport forms, and the values and ideas associated with them, began to emerge in the 18th and 19th centuries. These sports and physical activities were shaped by, and helped to shape, the ideologies and practices that were in ascendancy at the time. The process of “modernization” and the evolution of “modern society” represented a move away from traditional social structures (e.g., feudalism) and institutions (e.g., religion and the Crown) in favor of ideas such as individualism, competition, rationality, efficiency, scientific development, and technological progress (Giddens, 1990; McGuigan, 2006). Sport and physical activity were influenced by these modernizing social currents (Guttmann, 1978). At the same time, “modern sport” and new forms of “rational recreation” were central to the diffusion and reproduction of modern society’s structures and values. As historian Tony Collins has argued, modern sport accorded perfectly with modern society’s emphasis on rational processes, organizational efficiency, individual responsibility, and hyper-competitiveness (Collins, 2019).

Arguably, no sport more obviously testifies to the dialectic relationship between dominant sport forms and modern society than American football. Adapted from rugby during the late 1800s, the early American gridiron version of football has been described by Waddington and Roderick (1996) as a “highly modern game” in terms of both its social organization and the “high degree of specialization and rationalization” involved in many aspects of play (pp. 59-60). For example, some of the distinctively “modern” aspects of American football include


	clear rationing of time (with timed 15-minute quarters echoing the modern eight-hour workday);

	a hierarchical staffing and management structure that resembles the bureaucratic nature of commercial organizations (i.e., a player reports to the assistant coach, who reports to the head coach, who reports to the general manager, and so on);

	highly specialized playing positions in which players repeat a specific task within the context of a collective (team) effort (paralleling the division of labor and assembly lines of the modern factory);

	the highly competitive, outcome-oriented nature of play with an ultimate goal of outperforming a competitor (in much the same fashion as the free market); and

	the high degree of regulation and quantification involved in both training and game analysis and measurement (reflecting the growing emphasis on performance management within modern business).



Over time, American football has developed in parallel to other changes in the dominant American social, economic, and political order. At the professional level, in particular, the National Football League (NFL) now reflects the broader corporatization of society (Doyle, 1994) and the ascendancy of sociopolitical ideologies that emphasize individualism, personal responsibility, celebrity, militarization, media spectacle, global expansion, profit maximization, and the primacy of the market. Indeed, such is the NFL’s corporatization and commercialization that a plausible argument could be made that it is the exemplar of presently-dominant, hegemonic uber-sport forms and practices (Andrews, 2019).



Residual Forms of Physical Culture

Although sports like American football might dominate the current sporting landscape, this has not always been the case and—as some commentators have argued of the NFL—may not be the case in the future. As discussed previously, any hegemony is dynamic and involves an ongoing struggle for power over ideas, meanings, and resources. Similarly, dominant physical cultures are subject to challenge and change. However, even when a sport or physical activity is pushed from the center of cultural life that does not mean it simply disappears or is no longer practiced. Certain meanings, ideas, and values can also survive into the present even as the dominant forms and practices change or evolve. For instance, “amateurism” and the romantic idea of playing for the “love of the game” are contemporary vestiges of the values and beliefs of the Victorian upper-classes.

Williams’ concept of residual culture provides a useful conceptual tool for understanding such historical continuities in sport and physical activity. Williams describes residual culture as those ideas and practices that were once, but are no longer, dominant. Numerous examples of such waning but still practiced cultural “residues” exist in contemporary sport and physical activity. One of the more obvious examples is physical education (PE) in schools. Many of the ideas and practices of modern PE emerged in Britain’s elite boys’ schools during the 19th century. For the leaders of these schools, sport and physical activity provided a tool for training, regulating, and discipling the body and a means of producing healthy, vigorous boys and men. The value of sport and physical activity were thus seen in terms of their “utility” and their capacity to prepare boys and men for war, work, and the demands of modern society (Kirk, 1998; Kretchmar et al., 2017). Such a notion may seem somewhat antiquated today. Certainly, the use of sport and physical activity as “tools” of social, moral, and bodily discipline is no longer an explicit feature of modern PE. Nevertheless, these once dominant ideas and beliefs as to the virtues and moral worth of sport and physical activity continue to inform PE curricula today. For example, PE in schools is often defended on the basis of its potential to improve classroom outcomes and teach children positive values such as teamwork, cooperation, and discipline. It also continues to be promoted as a means of increasing physical activity and improving public health (Evans & Davies, 2017; Quennerstedt, 2019). Arguably, such views are underpinned by an instrumental or outcome-driven orientation toward physical activity that echoes those of Victorian schoolmasters. Though perhaps of less significance today, such an example suggests how residual elements of past physical cultures are often “still active in the cultural process” (Williams, 1977, p. 122).

Residual physical cultures may also be effective in the present as a cultural counterpoint to currently dominant, “mainstream” physical cultures. An example is the way in which subcultural groups use residual sporting forms and practices as a basis of identity and community. Dog fighting, for instance, is a once popular sporting pastime that over time has declined in popularity and social acceptability. On one hand, dog fighting’s cultural marginalization suggests how a residual practice can be “effective” in contemporary culture as its stigmatization suggests what is socially acceptable and what is not, and thereby makes visible those norms and values that are culturally dominant. Beyond highlighting modern moral borders, however, dog fighting remains culturally active in the present because it is an important cultural practice and source of identity for some (Alonso-Recarte, 2020; Harding, 2014). Research examining dog-fighting subcultures in Asia, Eastern Europe, and the United States has shown how the sport can provide an important space for socialization and entertainment. This is especially true in some isolated parts of the United States’ rural south where dog fighting has long been a part of the culture and community (Evans & Forsyth, 1997; Evans et al., 1998). Dog fighting, like other residual physical cultural practices more generally, can thus be seen as politically relevant in that it can provide a means through which to express opposing worldviews and resist dominant ideas about “legitimate” sporting practice.

When it comes to the active body, some of the more obvious illustrations of residual physical cultural forms are combat sports such as boxing, wrestling, and judo. Boxing is a particularly good example because its popularity and social acceptability have changed throughout its history; that is, its status has continually alternated between dominant and residual as different interest groups have won the ideological battle to define the meaning of “acceptable” forms of physical culture. Boxing’s trajectory since the 19th century is particularly germane to our discussion of hegemony and physical culture. Up until the 1800s, most saw the sport as dangerous and lacking legitimacy because fights were generally unsanctioned and often brutal affairs (Gems, 2014). This began to change when fights started receiving support from aristocrats, elites, and politicians during the mid-1800s (Sugden, 1996). Their patronage provided “fist fighting” with a degree of cultural acceptability and eventually led to the upper classes assuming greater control over how and where boxing was practiced. The widespread adoption of “Queensbury Rules” was particularly important in this regard. Published under the patronage of the Marquess of Queensberry in 1867, they outlawed wrestling techniques and holding and introduced the use of padded gloves, limitations on rounds, the 10-second count, and weight classes (Boddy, 2008). The general acceptance of such rules is emblematic of the sociocultural power of the ruling classes at the time and evidence of their desire to redefine the moral and physical cultural value of boxing during the late 19th century.

By the Victorian Era, boxing had come to be seen as a legitimate and acceptable sporting practice. Such was the change in its social status and cultural meaning that the upper classes began to employ boxing as a tool for teaching moral values and instilling bodily discipline. In England’s exclusive boys’ schools, boxing was widely promoted as a means of building masculine character (Donnelly, 1988; Wamsley & Whitson, 1998), while in North America boxing gained similar favor among upper-class advocates of athleticism and strenuous exercise (Gems, 2014).


Active Bodies

Residual Physical Culture and MMA

Mixed martial arts (MMA) provides a useful example of how residual culture often remains influential in a contemporary cultural context. When it first began, MMA was largely perceived as a no-rules, anything-goes combat sport, akin to a quasi-legal street fight as opposed to a skilled athletic contest (Sánchez García & Malcolm, 2010). Faced with public and political opprobrium during the 1990s, promoters soon realized new rules and regulations were needed to make the sport more palatable to legislators and audiences alike. Led by what is now MMA’s largest and most lucrative organization, the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC), the sport introduced a range of detailed rules, which prohibited certain moves, promoted more interventionist refereeing, and saw the adoption of protective gloves (Andreasson & Johansson, 2019; Helms & Patterson, 2014; Sánchez García & Malcolm, 2010). The new rules helped MMA redefine and institutionalize itself as a “legitimate” sport (van Bottenburg & Heilbron, 2006). In only a little over two decades, MMA has gone from “being perceived as a subcultural, violent and predominantly masculine phenomenon” to a legitimate, extremely popular—and extremely lucrative—mainstream sport (Andreasson & Johansson, 2019, p. 1184).

Nevertheless, to some MMA still appears more like barbarism than sport, offending customary notions of what should be accepted as legitimate sport or entertainment. Some critics have also voiced concerns about MMA’s apparent glamorization of regressive forms of masculinity and manliness, which celebrate excessive violence and the domination of others through infliction of pain and injury (Bowman, 2020; Gong, 2015; Hirose & Pih, 2010). Whether worthy of such characterizations or not, there are some grounds for suggesting that MMA represents a site through which to express a type of reactionary male body politics that values and validates violence, risk, and injury. There is certainly an argument to be made that MMA popularizes a revived, contemporary rendition of the types of idealized visions of working-class masculinity that some feel to be under threat (Bowman, 2020; Channon & Matthews, 2015). In this way, MMA reflects how residual elements of contemporary sporting practices remain important sites for the contemporary struggle over physical cultural meaning and interpretations of legitimate use of the active body.



This approval by social elites eventually facilitated the widespread acceptance and later full professionalization of boxing. Over the course of the century, it would go on to become an enormously popular sport, producing global stars like Muhammad Ali, Joe Frazier, and George Foreman. Indeed, it was a dominant spectator sport in many countries during the 1960s and 1970s. By the 1980s, however, the ethics and safety of boxing were increasingly questioned (Jones, 2001). Critics called for tighter regulations and improved safety measures—and, in some cases, for the sport to be banned. Such concerns about the welfare of participants have been a feature of boxing in the time since and have undoubtedly contributed to the sport’s declining popularity and growing marginality in recent years (Socolow, 2019). Thus, boxing has once again gone from being a dominant sporting form to one which many now describe as a “niche product” (Socolow, 2019).

Boxing’s marginality does not mean, however, that it plays no role in the sporting present. Numerous “residues” of boxing’s past are apparent in its present-day practices and cultural meanings. These include boxing’s ongoing ties to the working classes (Wacquant, 2004), its reproduction of masculinity (Woodward, 2006), the modern use of boxing as a tool for social discipline and risk reduction (Ferguson et al., 2018; Morton et al., 2019; Morton et al., 2016), and the way spectacle, hype, and celebrity remain integral to its image and practice (Sammons, 1988). Taken together, the residual physical cultural aspects of contemporary boxing thus exemplify Williams’ description of how the remaking of hegemony is not simply a case of one set of ruling ideas, practices, and forms replacing another. We need to understand that ideas and practices from the past can remain active in the present and often play an important role in contemporary struggles over the power to define the meaning and legitimacy of physical culture.



Emergent Forms of Physical Culture

The shifting legitimacy of sports like dog fighting and boxing are good examples of how we need to understand physical culture as a dynamic, constantly negotiated phenomenon. As we have seen, this cultural dynamic can be explained in terms of the coexistence, in any given moment, of dominant, residual, and emergent forms of culture and cultural production. We turn now to the latter of these terms, emergent, to explain how and why dominant physical cultural ideologies and practices might be resisted and transformed.

Our starting point is to again remind you that hegemony describes a relationship of dominance within which there are always potentially oppositional cultural elements, including different ways of acting and thinking in the world. This is why power is never guaranteed. As we have seen with dog fighting and boxing, cultural change is a process by which dominant cultural forms and practices are variously marginalized and replaced or forced to reinvent themselves in ways that incorporate resistance (Hall, 1981, p. 227). These new forms and practices—which may themselves eventually become dominant—are what Williams means by emergent culture. Williams suggests there is always the possibility for the “emergence of elements of a new cultural formation” in any society; consequently, hegemonic relationships are always subject to challenge and change (Williams, 1977, p. 124). These may be new or alternative practices, new ideas and beliefs that question or oppose the status quo, or new forms of organization and management that reflect shifts in cultural and social power. The notion of emergent culture is particularly useful in helping us to understand how and why physical cultures change over time and how sports and physical activities might change in the future. As we have suggested, the history of sport and physical activity is one of struggles between different views about how sport and physical activity should be practiced and what their role in society should be; we can think of this as the ongoing interplay between dominant and emergent physical cultures.

As an example, while American football would likely be seen by most as a dominant form of physical culture, there are various signs of cultural opposition and resistance to the way it is presently structured and played. On one hand, such opposition can lead people to walk away from football and take up other sports or physical activities, either as players or spectators. Others have expressed resistance by calling for transformations to the game itself, both on and off the field. Many critics suggest rule changes or game modifications are needed, whether for reasons of player safety or to improve the on-field “product.” Debates surrounding the NFL’s current “concussion crisis” are perhaps the most obvious example of how contemporary football’s culture and management are being questioned (Bell et al., 2019; Grano, 2020). Beyond this well-publicized issue, other criticisms of the NFL include the league’s sponsorship deals with beer manufacturers, its overt militarism, its tolerance of violence on and off the field, and the underrepresentation of people of color in its ownership and executive ranks (Cunningham, 2021; Salaga & Juravich, 2020). Ultimately, the key point is that, while the NFL may currently enjoy a degree of cultural and commercial dominance, its culture and values have not gone unquestioned or unchallenged.

Central to Williams’ notion of emergent culture is the existence of competing ideas and practices within any hegemonic sociocultural system. Williams offered the category of emergent as a descriptor of how new or alternative cultural meanings and practices always “emerge” in the process of cultural production (Williams, 1977). In particular, there are always new cultural ideas, values, and forms that pose a potential threat to dominant ones. Perhaps the most obvious example in physical culture is the evolution of “alternative” sports. Though scholars sometimes use different terms (e.g., extreme, adventure, action, whiz, and new sports), alternative sports are usually distinguished by their contrast to mainstream, “achievement sport” cultures (Eichberg, 1998). Potential examples range from more established activities such as BMX, skateboarding (Beal, 1995; Dinces, 2011; Dupont, 2019; Lombard, 2015; Wheaton & Beal, 2003), snowboarding (Coates et al., 2010; Ojala, 2014; Thorpe, 2011; Thorpe & Olive, 2016), and surfing (Comer, 2010; Olivier, 2010; Wheaton, 2013), to more niche or fledgling practices such as parkour (Atkinson, 2009; Gilchrist & Wheaton, 2011; Kidder, 2013, 2019; Puddle et al., 2019; Thorpe & Ahmad, 2013; Wheaton, 2016), fell running (Atkinson, 2011), free climbing (Rickly-Boyd, 2012), kite surfing, ultramarathon, and breakdancing (Langnes & Fasting, 2014). Though this list is obviously diverse, there is a shared commonality in the way these activities reject core elements of traditional sports. To a greater or lesser degree, they place less emphasis on ideals such as competitiveness, displays of dominance over other athletes, and the measurement of success and attainment through scoring (Rinehart, 2000, 2008; Wheaton, 2004, 2010, 2013). We could therefore plausibly label them as emergent because they “either ideologically or practically provide alternatives to mainstream sports and to mainstream sport values” (Rinehart, 2000, p. 506).

We can also see the inherently political nature of physical culture in the struggle between traditional and alternative sports. Although integration into mainstream events like the Olympics may have eroded the oppositional character of alternative physical cultural activities (Thorpe & Wheaton, 2011; Wheaton & Thorpe, 2019), many participants continue to “denounce regulation and institutionalization and have an ambiguous relationship with forms of traditional competition” (Wheaton, 2013, p. 29). Here, physical culture is a domain in which meanings about what sport is and what sport should be for are contested and negotiated. In addition, the active body becomes a medium for expressing agency in the context of dominant social structures and relations of power. As Wheaton (2013) has noted, participants in alternative sports tend to emphasize the creative, aesthetic, and performative expressions of their activities, and the body is more frequently “used in non-aggressive ways, mostly without bodily contact, focusing predominantly on personal challenges and goals” (Wheaton, 2013, p. 30). Through differing visions of the legitimate use of the active body, alternative sports thus pose a potential challenge to mainstream, dominant ways of understanding, organizing, and “doing” sport.

Another example of an emergent physical culture is esports. Like many alternative sports, esports challenge our traditional notions of both what sport is and the role physical activity plays, or should play, in our lives (Ekdahl & Ravn, 2019; Hallmann & Giel, 2018; Jenny et al., 2017). Although perhaps less overtly political in terms of philosophy and practice than alternative sports, esports arguably share a similar kind of relationship to the sporting mainstream. For instance, participants in both esports and alternative sports, as well as their respective fans, are often those who, for one reason or another, do not see themselves as fitting into the world of traditional sport. Similarly, mainstream society’s present view on esports echoes early public skepticism about many alternative sports; just as surfers, snowboarders, and skateboarders were once seen as atypical outsiders, many still see esports players and fans as a culture existing outside the mainstream of both sport and society. At a more fundamental level, however, esports, like alternative sports before them, potentially provide novel and emergent ways of organizing and practicing physical culture. In particular, the nature of participation and consumption in esports is at times markedly distinct from more established sports and physical activities, with notable differences in how players and fans relate to the physical body, to space and place, and to teammates and opponents. Moreover, new gaming and communication formats allow esports participants to connect and interact in ways that disrupt more traditional mechanisms for developing sport-based community and identity (Xue et al., 2019).

Because they differ from dominant sporting culture, it is perhaps unsurprising that the rise of esports has not gone unchallenged. Williams suggests that emergent cultural forms and practices often engender a range of reactions, ranging from doubt to defensiveness; similarly, the growing popularity of esports has given rise to a number of ongoing disputes over everything from the impact of esports on the physical activity of children to whether esports should receive funding and support from governments and governing bodies (Hallmann & Giel, 2018; Heere, 2018). The common view among detractors that esports are not “real sports” highlights the hegemony of the traditional achievement sport model. However, as we have suggested, there is nothing natural or commonsense about the way “sport” is defined; rather, prevailing definitions of sport and “legitimate” physical culture often reflect the values and beliefs of ruling or powerful groups. Therefore, we must always ask questions about who has the power to shape what sport means and who has the power to decide which sports and physical activities should be supported and funded.

In thinking about the role of emergent cultures in challenging the status quo, it is worth noting a further aspect of dominant culture and hegemony noted by Williams: the capacity of dominant cultures to “absorb” or “incorporate” opposition (Williams, 1977, p. 123). Emergent physical activities that offer new ways of using and understanding the active body suggest possibilities for resisting hegemonic ideas and practices within physical culture. However, Williams suggested that hegemony is “flexible” in that any dominant culture has the capacity to contain resistance and conflict. Emergent culture, he argued, can always be “reinterpreted, diluted, or put into forms which support or at least do not contradict other elements within the effective dominant culture” (Williams, 1973, p. 9). Williams posited such “incorporation” as the dominant culture’s prevailing response to challenges from emergent and oppositional cultures. He describes this as a process in which “new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and kinds of relationship” are incorporated, in whole or in part, into the hegemonic culture (Williams, 1977, p. 123). This incorporation occurs in a number of ways. Sometimes an emergent element is fully assimilated into the mainstream. Examples arguably include skateboarding and snowboarding, which are both now highly commercialized Olympic sports (Thorpe & Wheaton, 2011; Wheaton & Thorpe, 2019). At other times, only selected elements are appropriated. These elements may then be adapted by and assimilated into the dominant culture in ways that strip away any resistive or “dangerous” aspects (see Hebdige, 1979, pp. 129-130). An example of this process is the selective incorporation of ideas and practices of esports by many established, traditional sports organizations. Teams, leagues, and governing bodies have increasingly embraced esport-inspired virtual or augmented reality perspectives, immersive fan experiences, and digital versions of real leagues and tournaments (Sturm, 2020).

An important point to note about incorporation is the way it often involves the remaking of an emergent physical culture according to the values and beliefs of the dominant culture. Consider the hyper-commercial X Games, wherein alternative sports have been appropriated, reorganized, and represented in ways that reflect mainstream values as opposed to “the original, non-competitive ethos of these sports” (Rinehart, 2008, p. 513). Arguably, esports are another example. Though still lacking recognition by official sporting bodies in many countries, recent trends suggest esports organizations are increasingly refashioning themselves in line with more conventional sporting values and customs as they attempt to gain wider acceptance and cultural legitimacy (Sturm, 2020). The result is that many esports now resemble traditional sports organizations, with professional players, teams, uniforms, coaches, managers, agents, leagues, arenas, and global competitions (Jenny et al., 2017). Such changes are suggestive of the way in which “elements of emergence” can be contained through incorporation (Williams, 1977, p. 126). As was the case with many alternative sports before them, while esports may have initially represented a counterpoint or challenge to the dominant sporting culture, their evolution suggests they are increasingly resembling traditional sports in their structure and practice. In sum, and as Williams reminds us, though it is always possible that emergent physical cultures can displace or disrupt dominant ways of thinking about and doing sport and physical activity, we also need to acknowledge the power of hegemonic forces.




Conclusion

Although many may like to believe otherwise, sport and physical activity are far from being “politically neutral” phenomena. While physical culture may appear to be a free or autonomous social sphere, our sports and physical activities are shaped by the broader conditions and relations in which they occur. More specifically, physical culture is constituted within a social context that is heavily structured along social divisions such as ethnicity, gender, sexuality, social class, age, ability, and so on. These divisions, in turn, are characterized by differences in power—in terms of both power over others and the power to act in the ways we desire. Our physical cultural practices are shaped by and within these power relationships. Conversely, sport and physical activity are also constitutive of the very power relations out of which they emerge.

The active body, in short, is always political because it is a cultural battlefield on and through which ideas and beliefs are contested and power is shaped and remade. On one hand, our active bodies become cultural sites through which social power becomes manifest and hegemony is won and maintained. At times, our bodies become the means through which dominance “from above” is imposed and through which certain meanings and practices are made to seem natural and incontestable. Yet domination goes hand in hand with resistance. Physical culture also provides a space for expressing forms of symbolic and material resistance “from below” and a means through which dominant ideologies can be challenged. Our sports and physical activities are not apolitical because they are contested terrains of struggle and negotiation between the interests of the powerful and the interests of subordinate groups—between dominant, residual, and emergent cultures.

Key Points


	Politics can be defined as the struggle for and negotiation of power wherever and whenever power occurs. Power, in turn, can be categorized as a “power over” others and/or a “power to” think or act in a particular way.

	Because power struggles are inherent to all social relationships, politics are a feature of everyday life, including sport and physical activity.

	The politics of physical culture concern struggles over the power to define the meaning and legitimate use of the active body, including what sports and physical activities are considered acceptable and how sports and physical activities are organized, funded, and governed.

	In any society, there are always coexisting dominant, residual, and emergent forms of physical culture. Dominant sports and physical activities often reflect and reproduce the values and interests of ruling or powerful groups. However, because power is always subject to opposition and resistance, dominant groups and, by implication, dominant forms of physical culture are always changing.



Discussion Questions


	Why is the active body worth studying? Does studying the body have broader implications outside of physical culture? If so, in what ways?

	What does it mean for power to become naturalized? What are some strategies in which we can denaturalize power relations?

	Think about the interrelationships of culture, power, and politics. How do the three interact?

	Think of examples of cultural forms that could be defined as dominant, residual, and emergent. Why do you think the dominant forms have become dominant, the residual forms have become residual, and the emergent forms have become emergent?

	Consider your own body and your forms of physical activity. How does your body and its behaviors reflect broader social structures (gender, race, class, nationality, etc.)? In what ways would they be different had you grown up in different circumstances?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Understand the development of modern physical education and sport management

	Understand the theories driving modern traditional education and critical pedagogy

	Implement critical pedagogical practices in the classroom

	Design assessments and learning activities from a critical pedagogical perspective

	Speak to the challenges involved with using critical pedagogy in the modern sociopolitical environment





Physical education and kinesiology research traditionally focuses on “best practices” to measure health and wellness by encouraging bodies to become physically able to achieve a particular task or benchmark. Recent research and practice in physical education has particularly focused on promoting physical literacy (SHAPE America, 2020), which encourages individuals to value and maintain physical activity well into adulthood. However, this traditional research has been challenged by the rise of heavily managed, profit-focused, privatized sporting practices. Thus, modern physical education and kinesiology are often centered on research and practice that sees sport and physical education from a spectacular, revenue-generating viewpoint that serves the most privileged sectors of society at the cost of all but a select few. An alternative method to studying the physical body that seeks to confront this norm and offer a more democratized ideology is critical pedagogy. In this chapter we will briefly explore the development of modern physical education, then consider how critical pedagogy developed as a means for voices of the underprivileged to be heard and how it can be used in kinesiology and physical education.


The Focus of Physical Education

Physical education has long been a part of formal academic study and public practice. As part of the Hippocratic ideal, ancient Greeks focused on nutrition (Kleisiaris et al., 2014), as well as what was later called “dualism” (Kudlacek, 2009), or the study of physical and mental health as artificially separate entities. China developed nonsecular sporting philosophies that helped formulate folk games (Jones & Riordan, 1999), a tradition that has continued in various forms through the Roman Empire, medieval times, and the Renaissance (e.g., Mechikoff, 2020). In the 1800s, gymnastics, hygiene-based training, care, and development of the human body (Park, 1987) were institutionalized and expanded thereafter in the United States. By 1851, the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) had opened, and by 1885, city gymnasia and the beginnings of parks and recreation programming had spread across a rapidly urbanizing America (e.g., Bustad, 2014).

At the turn of the 20th century, Luther Halsey Gulick, professor and educator to many staff members at the YMCA, began to promote a new athletically focused ideology with which to inspire members to convert to Christianity. “Gulick argued that the gyms that the Association had built to lure young men into its Christian reading rooms ought to be held in honor, because exercising in gyms promised to make people better Christians” (Putney, 2011, p. 146). This was related closely to William James’ pragmatic education focused on blending theory and practice through physical experience (Kudlacek, 2009; Mazurkiewiscz, 2018). The YMCA eventually adopted the mind–body–spirit triad as a central component for its mission and helped give rise to the notion of Muscular Christianity, or the belief that physical strength brought people closer to God and therefore made them better Christians (see also chapter 10). With a focus on Muscular Christianity, the YMCA helped educate a “generation of physical education teachers who valued morality in sport and, consequently, gave it its pragmatic character, building its shape on high moral ideals” (Mazurkiewiscz, 2018, p. 253). Gulick’s legacy regarding Muscular Christianity is complicated by the fact that he periodically, and almost at random, shifted his focus away from and back to religiosity; therefore, not all of his work can be characterized neatly under this umbrella (e.g. Putney, 2011).

Despite inconsistent ideas and methods, Gulick’s influence on physical education was profound. Beyond his work at the YMCA, Gulick used the mind–body–spirit philosophy when he taught William G. Morgan, Amos Alonzo Stagg, and James Naismith—the inventors of volleyball, the forward pass in football, and basketball—at Springfield College (Putney, 2011). As he moved away from a belief in Muscular Christianity toward a more “secular modernism” (Putney, 2011, p. 165) approach, Gulick took on roles as the founder of the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) and president of the American Alliance for Health, Physical Education, Recreation and Dance (AAHPERD), assisted with the creation of the Boy Scouts of America, and was widely influential in the playground movement and the sport-first approach in the field of physical education. Though it is difficult to accurately pinpoint the role of religion in his leadership throughout his life, Gulick’s profound importance to physical education is evidenced by the fact that AAHPERD began awarding an annual Luther Halsey Gulick medal for important members in the field six years after his death (SHAPE America, 2020). In sum, Gulick helped professionalize physical education, founded and led numerous athletic programs that still exist in the United States, and helped promote sport for all, including people with disabilities. However, his accomplishments were mainly intended for young people and tended to exclude adults who may have been entering the realm of physical activity later in life (Winter, 2004).


Public Health Focus

AAHPERD’s inception in 1885 and development thereafter signaled the rise in physical education in academia as its effects began to take hold in everyday life. For instance, in the United States, physical activity was viewed as a means of improving social conditions and public health. As a result, parks and recreation programs (Friedman & Bustad, 2017) and “planned communities” for physical activity (Clevenger, 2018, 2019) became more prevalent in city development.

In the United States, physical activity was viewed as a means of improving social conditions and public health.

The focus on physical activity for all reached its apex in elementary and secondary education with the creation of the President’s Council for Physical Education and Fitness in the mid-1960s. Physical education testing to prepare the nation’s youth for potential military service became part of national curricula as legions of young people were charted in their ability to complete the “50-yard dash, standing broad jump, sit-ups (maximum number), pull-ups (maximum number), shuttle run, and 600-yard run” (Dennison et al., 1988, p. 325)—a practice that continued in varied forms through 2012.



Neoliberalism and the Shift to Sport Management

In the late 1960s, the focus of physical education in the United States and other developed nations began to shift away from public health with the rise of neoliberalism, an ideology that weakens the power and promise of the state (via reduced taxes and a movement away from social programming) by placing the onus of success on the individual. Neoliberalism largely signaled the decline of physical education for all and the rise of commodified sport.

In academia, this shift has been most evident in the rapid expansion of sport management as an area of concentration. Ohio University is often credited with creating the first sport administration degree (a precursor to sport management) in 1966 (Hawzen et al., 2019; King-White et al., 2020). Tellingly, Ohio’s offering emerged from its business school, and though most sport management programs across the globe are taught through education or kinesiology (Newman et al., 2011), its moorings to business concepts made it more suited for success, growth, and rapid development over and beyond modern physical education. The field of sport management has expanded dramatically and rapidly since the 1980s—with the establishment of neoliberalism and colossal economic and cultural growth of sensationalized sports—and has easily eclipsed physical education as the most common college degree in sport (Hawzen, 2018; Hawzen et al., 2018; Newman, 2014).

Research and practice within physical education have maintained a focus on physical literacy and participation for all, but at the same time sport and physical activity have been privatized and stratified along class lines as a reflection of the neoliberal context. In effect, physical education has not moved along with neoliberalism, but rather resisted it, and as a result physical education programs are waning while sport management—with its focus on privatization, sensationalism, commodification, profiteering, and radical individualism—has grown exponentially during this era. For those in the field of physical education and public health, this has meant an ideological shift away from providing space and instruction of sport for the many toward the celebration of the physically fit individual. The social and public dimensions of physical education have been deemphasized in favor of business-first, corporate-friendly physical education. Public health has failed to foster mass participation in sports at all levels and does not provide good health outcomes across socioeconomic strata. At the same time, many physical leisure activities have become expensive, regimented, rationalized pursuits of a fit body and idealized body image, and sports that are supposed to be fun have been treated as overly serious work-like activities that are exclusionary, hypercompetitive mechanisms for success and achievement in capitalist society (Hawzen et al., 2019).

The social and public dimensions of physical education have been deemphasized in favor of business-first, corporate-friendly physical education.



Neoliberal Influence in Sport in the United States and United Kingdom

Though neoliberalism influences leadership and policy initiatives throughout the world, it has been argued that two countries adhere to its precepts most closely—the United States and the United Kingdom (Green, 2012). In the United States, Ronald Reagan is often credited with expanding the neoliberal agenda, but successive presidents and political elites from both parties have done little to slow the neoliberal push. Conversely, in England, Margaret Thatcher and John Major led the United Kingdom down the neoliberal path until New Labour candidate Tony Blair was elected in 1997 “following eighteen years of Conservative rule in the United Kingdom” (Green, 2012, p. 38). Blair promised a “third way” of economic and social policy that would blend the best of social democracy and neoliberalism, signaling a turn back to state-supported physical activity.

With England’s newfound focus on physical activity in order to promote societal well-being less burdened by health issues, there was a marked shift away from the neoliberal privatization of sport that was being experienced in the United States. For physical education and school sport in the United Kingdom, third-way leadership brought about the largest-ever investment in that area (e.g., Houlihan & Green, 2006), and policies were put into place via Blair’s Game Plan initiative to promote physical literacy (Department for Culture, Media, and Sport/Strategy Unit, 2002). However, the program tended to exclude on the basis of ability, limited the choice of physical activities young people could become active in, and largely ignored middle-aged and elderly adults, who were not seen as worthy of investment in a future-focused society (Green, 2012).

Those weaknesses in the third-way approach to sport and physical education suggest that there has yet to be a concrete answer to the neoliberal takeover of athletic programming. However, there is an approach that has gained traction within both physical education and sport management that may offer an alternative to neoliberal hegemony and other government-led responses—that is, critical pedagogy. The next section of this chapter outlines the broad historical development of critical pedagogy, how it has been used in developed countries, what its central tenets are, and how it could be applied to the teaching of sport and physical activity.




Critical Pedagogy

Critical pedagogy is a nontraditional, democratic approach to teaching intended to help learners more effectively identify, question, and challenge the social structures and power of the societies in which they live. It is founded on the idea that the educational process itself is a site of power and politics; indeed, education is a powerful tool that can effect progressive social transformation or conservative social reproduction. Despite the efforts of many critical educators, education in the United States has generally served the purposes of social reproduction. Rather than, for instance, being taught to challenge authority or question the norms of the modern workforce (i.e., why we have to get a job, etc.), youth are instructed on how to become fit for those roles prescribed by, and needed to reproduce, modern capitalist society—that is, as law-abiding citizens, productive workers, good neighbors, patriotic public servants, and (ideally) the future owners of that same capitalist society in which they were raised.

During Enlightenment, modern education was designed at the same time that western European nations were colonizing present-day North and South America. In addition to physically taking over the “frontier” through forceful displacement, violence, and enslavement of indigenous peoples, White patriarchs colonized the mind through education. They taught dominant Western ways of being (civilized), thought (rational), and behavior (obedient). In this style of education, the teacher or master stands before and projects over the students, who then, through emulation, repetition, and memorization, learn what to think—not how to think, independently or freely (Fanon, 1961). It is against this dominant mode of teaching and learning that critical pedagogy seeks to be different.

Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educator and early proponent of critical pedagogy, drew parallels between the oppressor–oppressed relationship of colonization and the teacher–student relationship of modern education. From his perspective, the student is seen as the oppressed and the teacher is the master. Critical of this method, Freire referred to it as the banking model of education. In the banking model, students are seen as empty receptacles ready to be filled with knowledge from the expert. Freire suggested this type of education dehumanizes students by transforming them into “receiving objects,” gives the teacher power and control over students’ thinking, and inhibits the creative power of students to change the world—or themselves—as they see fit. Although the banking model is highly effective for socially reproducing existing power structures, it fails to deliver transformative and empowering experiences or inspire critical, imaginative capacities.

Education is a powerful tool that can effect progressive social transformation or conservative social reproduction.

Although Freire’s work is no doubt foundational in modern critical pedagogy, it is contextually out of place for academicians and professionals to simply replicate in the developed world. The genesis for Freire’s vision of critical pedagogy was rooted in helping illiterate peasant farmers in Brazil learn to read in order to vote (McLaren & Jandric, 2018). His successful experiment in 1962 used a critical pedagogical approach to teach 300 sugarcane harvesters literacy in 45 days, eventually leading to Freire’s exile from Brazil in 1964 for political dissidence. Such efforts do not yield the same reaction in, say, the United States—the response is far more insidious. Those who teach in opposition to power admit that education is a political endeavor, and these attempts at social justice are routinely dismissed as out of touch with reality.

One such figure in this environment is Henry Giroux. Giroux, a high school teacher in Rhode Island between 1968 and 1975, was given a copy of Freire’s key text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1973). As Giroux once recalled, “all of a sudden I had a language that allowed me, in a very fundamental way, to not only explain what I was [teaching] but to get a greater sense of why I was doing it” (Media Education Foundation, 2006, p. 1). Now known as the “father of critical pedagogy” (Tristan, 2013), Giroux—along with Roger Simon, David Livingstone, and Joe Kincheloe, then Peter McLaren, bell hooks, Shirley Steinberg, and later Susan Searls (e.g., King-White, 2012)—applied Freire’s framework to a neoliberal North American context.

Beyond helping to empower the very oppressed, critical pedagogy requires reaching those who hail from relatively privileged backgrounds. This is important in this context because most college students do not emerge from the same conditions as illiterate peasant farmers, yet they are oppressed in their own ways. As such, Giroux and his contemporaries viewed education as one that


takes seriously what it means to understand the relationship between how we learn and how we act as individual and social agents; that is, it is concerned with teaching students not only to think but to come to grips with a sense of individual and social responsibility, and what it means to be responsible for one’s actions as part of a broader attempt to be an engaged citizen who can expand and deepen the possibilities of democratic public life. (Tristan, 2013, para. 3)



This form of critical pedagogy looks at education beyond the classroom to acknowledge family life, popular culture, and other social networking environments as powerful sites of teaching and learning (Giroux, 2010). In this sense, film, sport, music, social media, and more become spaces to interrogate how governmental and identity politics are reinforced throughout society. Giroux expands on this viewpoint:


The corruption of both the truth and politics is abetted by the fact that much of the American public has become habituated to overstimulation and lives in an ever-accelerating overflow of information and images. Experience no longer has the time to crystallize into mature and informed thought. Opinion now trumps reason and evidence-based arguments. News has become entertainment and echoes reality rather than interrogating it. Popular culture revels in the spectacles of shock and violence. Defunded and corporatized, many institutions of public and higher education have been all too willing to make the culture of business the business of education, and this transformation has corrupted their mission. (2017, para. 5)



As such, the critical pedagogy tradition aims to provide a space to challenge dominant norms in insightful and, hopefully, transformative ways.

The critical pedagogy tradition aims to provide a space to challenge dominant norms in insightful and, hopefully, transformative ways.



Understanding and Applying Critical Pedagogy

In this section we explore a conceptualization of critical pedagogy that focuses on four key areas:


	Understanding power dynamics

	Actively avoiding indoctrination

	Inviting learners to co-create meaning

	Encouraging critical consciousness and action



Our aim is to not only provide a way of thinking about critical pedagogy, but to offer a methodology for applying it in the classroom. To be clear, there are other understandings and approaches to critical pedagogy (Doyle & Singh, 2006), but a familiarity with these areas will undoubtedly serve as a helpful starting point to adopt critical pedagogy within kinesiology and other related fields.


Understand Power Dynamics

Understanding the operations and effects of power is crucial for understanding and applying critical pedagogy. Teachers and learners who engage in, or are engaged by, critical pedagogy respect the consequences of power—that certain social structures have provided them with power and privilege, whereas others have created barriers, challenges, and obstacles in their lives (King-White, 2012). Henry Giroux’s critical pedagogy deconstructs the operation of neoliberal power on, in, and through contemporary society. Giroux saw power from several theoretical perspectives, including the following:


	Hall’s assertion that “culture is central to understanding struggles over meaning, identity, and power” (Giroux, 2000, p. 158)

	Foucault’s understanding that “relations of power weigh down more than just the mind” (Giroux, 1983, p. 95)

	Gramsci’s argument that public intellectualism is oppositional to the cultural values and beliefs of the ruling classes (Giroux, 2000, p. 134)

	Freire’s philosophy that education is key to disrupting extant power (Giroux, 2000, p. 137)

	hooks’ push for a “feminism that is self-consciously political” to resituate gendered and sexual norms (Giroux, 1991, p. 35)




Context, Social Identities, and Histories

Understanding power from multiple viewpoints enables one to develop more complex and nuanced—indeed, realistic—perceptions of social life and more intricate understandings of how individuals behave in particular situations. Contemporary socioeconomic context works with and against the various ways sport, kinesiology, and other cultural formations “are (re)created, perceived, and remembered in knowledge, power, and teacher-student relationships” (King-White, 2012, p. 388). As King-White (2012) explains, teachers are


imbricated in and developed through a series of iniquitous power relations that work for and against their favor.… [M]ost are molded by an uneven and complicated mixture of the social location(s) they emerged from over time, the experiences they had with those who educated them, and the pressures associated with working in formal academia (the administration, tenure requirements, and the social identities that formulate their understanding(s) of and performance in the world. (p. 388)



In traditional educational approaches, this context usually goes unrecognized despite its potential impact on the educational experience. It is also further complicated in attempts to engage students who bring their own unique, complex social identities, life histories, dreams, and desires to the classroom and subject matter.

Because most people are heavily influenced by the sociopolitical conditions of their upbringing and experiences and naturally bring these to their work settings, these issues can have a profound impact on the way teachers perform in the classroom. Thus, in addition to years of formal education, research, and training, teachers come to the classroom with informal experiential knowledge about racism, sexism, homophobia, and social class oppression learned in a variety of cultural sites (e.g., at the dinner table, on the playground, through the television, or in the locker room). This can work out in a productive manner (even in situations where behaviors are seen as regressive) when the teacher–student sociopolitical backgrounds match. But it can also stunt learning when backgrounds do not match and neither the student nor the instructor is willing to alter their strategies. In this case, it is the responsibility of teachers to not only be mindful of the situation but also empathize with students in order to foster a more productive learning environment.



Relationship of Power and “Legitimate” Knowledge

Many proponents of Giroux’s critical pedagogical approach attempt to recognize the types of knowledge that have been deemed legitimate by institutional standards. Knowledge that attains the status of “legitimate” may hold undue power and be taken for granted. As such, it is important to examine these dominant ways of being, knowing, understanding, and communicating information, feelings, beliefs, and ideas. Winston Churchill is often cited as having stated that the “victors tell history,” and those who have come out on top have often hailed from privileged, White, heterosexual backgrounds. This reality makes it difficult to espouse a coherent vision for a socially just physical education (Hill et al., 2018).

Knowledge that attains the status of “legitimate” may hold undue power and be taken for granted.

Critical pedagogy encourages teachers and learners to consciously locate themselves within power and privilege continuums and to articulate those positions to wider sociocultural processes. For example, when a teacher walks into the classroom, students often (though not always) see a White, heterosexual, middle-class man. Therefore, it requires a concerted effort from the instructor to provide space for and encourage students to link social justice to the formal and informal curriculum in the classroom—an act that can challenge norms and “best practices” learned by the instructor (see Hill et al., 2018).

Giroux’s critical pedagogical approach also suggests subverting the power of the teacher in the traditional teacher–student relation. In the classroom, this may entail making it exceedingly clear to students that “no one voice holds the ultimate ‘truth’” (King-White, 2012, p. 389). Though the teacher usually holds power and discretion over the educational process, sometimes admitting so can be a powerful gesture in itself. Finally, when power and context are considered and made clear, each student may have a very different outlook based on the social contexts from which they have emerged (King-White, 2012; Tinning, 2002). The pedagogical approach could be achieved in this situation through open dialogue, sharing stories, and demonstrating ways that the world is bigger than just the classroom.




Avoid Indoctrination

It is important for teachers to avoid indoctrinating students with their own beliefs and ideas. Teachers are given considerable power by virtue of their position in academic institutes and may slip into overt forms of classroom activism if they are not mindful. Adhering to the teachings of Freire and Giroux requires the teacher to allow students to reach their own conclusions or beliefs, which may or may not be shared by the teacher. This poses challenges for teachers who are passionate about particular inequalities, especially the ones “they see in the world but that can be met by opposition or, worse, indifference” (King-White, 2012, p. 390). Vocal opposition from students toward the ideas being developed in the classroom are great for critical pedagogy because teachers can use them as starting points for opening deeper critical discussion.

Indifference, however, poses a different set of challenges. In this case, teachers may have to more radically alter their teaching strategies or subject matter to match the interests or desires of students. Because critical pedagogy requires not just a teacher but also engaged—and engaging—students, failures on the part of the teacher to adapt to particular classroom settings and students can doom critical pedagogy from the start. One strategy to combat indifference and foster learning is to begin lectures or create assignments that require students to contextually situate themselves within various layers of power. Rather than forcing students to learn something that is not relevant to them—or having them accept the relevance of a topic at face value—this empowers students to construct relevant subject matter out of, and in relation to, their own lives and the contexts from which they came.



Invite Learners to Co-Create Meaning

The way most high school and college students are educated trains them to emulate and reproduce the thoughts, opinions, and ideologies of dominant society (i.e., privileged classes and groups) rather than to challenge social structures that maintain unjust distribution of power and oppressions or to challenge themselves to be more socially aware or ethically committed public citizens. Many students—especially those in traditional kinesiology courses—do not challenge power, nor do they want to be political, act socially, or step outside the technical, perhaps because they have not been properly inspired (e.g., King-White, 2012; Wiest & King-White, 2013). The first hurdle to overcome in teaching with a critical pedagogical viewpoint is to challenge and guide students to contextually understand where they and others come from. All too often, standardized kinesiology courses simply teach “best practices” and expect students to reflect them in the real world by using this practical knowledge in the field. Often, they are encouraged to uncritically replicate what they have learned in student teaching or internships (e.g., Hawzen, 2018; Hawzen et al., 2018; Hawzen et al., 2019; King-White, 2012; Wiest & King-White, 2013).

A physical education teacher or sport practitioner trained in critical pedagogy would move beyond replication or learning to critical reflection and action. For instance, a teacher who grew up in a middle-class suburban household should understand that students who do not share a similar upbringing may not learn via traditional methods. Thus, the teacher would attempt to meet students where they are in ways that are practical and meaningful to them. This requires a challenging directive to the practitioner in that they have to set aside their taken-for-granted assumptions about teacher–learner relations and relinquish power in the classroom.

As an example in a higher education setting, a professor in sport management who comes from a White, middle-class, heteronormative background teaching how to use traditional methods to hail a particular consumer audience may unintentionally silence difference. Conversely, beginning with a statement such as “This particular advertising strategy has drawn the most consumers historically” serves to convey current best practices while opening up the lines of communication for alternatives. Perhaps by the end of the conversation the students and faculty members will agree, but then a follow-up question such as “Would this advertising strategy get people you know to purchase a ticket?” may elicit ideas that even the professor had not considered. This strategy allows for students to share, be innovative, and hold some power over the conversation that would not happen in a traditional teacher–student relationship.



Encourage Critical Consciousness and Action

The main goal of critical pedagogy is to equip engaged citizens with critical thinking and analytic capacities as well as a committed willingness to enact positive social change. Producing these types of learners and fostering this type of social engagement is accomplished with two main strategies. The first is conscientization (Freire, 1973), or critical consciousness, which refers to the process whereby the teacher and the student both become aware of the forms of power and oppression that have shaped their lives. This awareness is fostered through open and political classroom discussions about topics that may have no definitive answers but are intended to lead teachers and learners to enact positive social change no matter how seemingly insignificant the action (King-White, 2012). The second strategy involves praxis, or the use of critical knowledge to actively challenge inequities in society and their systemic roots in power (Freire, 1973).

The main goal of critical pedagogy is to equip engaged citizens with critical thinking and analytic capacities as well as a committed willingness to enact positive social change.

According to Giroux (1981), praxis “represents the transition from critical thought to reflective intervention in the world” (p. 117). Reflective intervention is not simply an act or attempt to enact change but requires critical reflection before, during, and after the act. Reflective intervention—no matter how seemingly insignificant the action—is important because, though the aim of critical pedagogy is to encourage reflection, pure critical reflection can lead to what Giroux describes as “crushing pessimism” or “the inability to link in a dialectical fashion the issue of agency and structure” (p. 235). This may actually perpetuate existing power relations by disabling the empowering effects of critical pedagogy. Therefore, Giroux proposes that critical pedagogy education should not only provide the foundational critical thinking but should also foster willingness to act—namely, against what the learners may now perceive as social, economic, and ideological injustices taking place in everyday settings (King-White, 2012).




Critical Pedagogy in Kinesiology

Although teaching within the sport and physical education realm has too often reflected that of the banking style, there have been many advocates for critical pedagogy within the field over the years (see Recommended Reading at the conclusion of this chapter). Early work using critical pedagogy focused on developing a critical curriculum within physical education teacher education (PETE) (Lawson, 1985, 1999; McKay, 1986). Since the 1960s, scholars working in the sociology of sport tradition have introduced critical consciousness and praxis through their research, writing, and teaching by drawing upon critical theory and qualitative methodologies to shed light on structural inequalities within sport settings (Gruneau, 1978; Ingham, 1976; Loy & Kenyon, 1969). Then, John Evans (1993), Jim McKay (McKay, 1986; McKay et al., 1990; McKay & Emmison, 1995; McKay & Pearson, 1984, 1986), and David Kirk (1992) explicitly demonstrated how critical pedagogy could be used in kinesiology. For example, McKay and colleagues (1990) asserted that critical pedagogy could help educators move past the one-dimensional limits that a technocratic physical education creates as it is wed to “professionalism, scientism, and instrumental rationality” (p. 56) in such a way as to provide space for progressive social change around physical culture.

As the fields developed, Kirk (2006), Emma Rich (2011), and Richard Tinning (2002) contemplated the ongoing relationships between critical pedagogy, PETE, physical cultural studies (PCS), and praxis. Kirk (2006) argued that connecting sport studies to critical pedagogy in an effort to reach students who will develop into teachers is an important feature of an educational rationale for physical education (p. 256). Rich (2011) asserted that faculty should carefully take on public pedagogy in spaces that academics do not regularly traverse, for those in an already marginalized field must constantly fight for legitimacy in the academy whilst also combatting the retrograde behaviors most often associated with practitioners. To that end, Fitzpatrick (2019, p. 1128) argues that “in fact, despite a long history of critical scholarship in HPE, educators outside the field rarely associate PE practice with the terms ‘critical pedagogy’, ‘critical practice’, and ‘social justice’”. Tinning (2002), Fitzpatrick (2019), and Kirk (2020) have reflected on critical pedagogy’s failure to gain traction in the broader PETE research and practice communities by considering the struggles that others (Gore, 1990; Macdonald & Brooker, 2000) and themselves have had in implementing those strategies in their own academic settings.

As critical pedagogical research and praxis shifted away from traditional schooling toward including popular cultural formations as powerful forms of pedagogy (Robbins, 2009), kinesthetic research did as well. Notably, Andrews (1996, 1998, 2001) echoed this turn by using Giroux’s critical media literacy (1996, p. 126) in an analysis on the ways Michael Jordan’s commodified body was used to promote and normalize neoliberalism, as further discussed in his most recent title Making Sport Great Again (2019). Giardina (2005) was able to further Andrews’ earlier efforts, using critical pedagogical theory to contextualize critical sport (media) consumption in his book Sporting Pedagogies. Following Andrews and Giardina, several scholars named previously have been able to share similar theoretical and empirical foci.

Though some of the aforementioned scholars have pointed out the ways critical pedagogy has struggled to take hold in physical education, the same cannot be said for sport management. As a partial result of the fact that numerous sport academics have shared their research and critical outlooks in popular public sources (including ESPN, local newspapers, and community groups), there has been a notable influence on multimedia sport programming and information. More to the point, although it is easy to critique an analysis such as Richard Lapchick’s Racial and Gender Report Card—published for various sports leagues since the mid-1980s—as overly simplified, the mere fact that it exists makes the public and those working for sport organizations aware of their hiring practices.


Active Bodies

Sample Assignment Using Critical Pedagogy in Kinesiology

For this project, go to a sport or physical activity-related social space (e.g., stadium, exercise class, public park, locker room, sports bar, etc.) where you are part of an overwhelming minority (by at least 4 to 1). Write a paper describing how you felt while there, how you were treated, and how comfortable (or uncomfortable) you were. Then describe a type of promotion that would get more people of your race, gender, class, or sexuality to go to that space. This might include volunteering at an after-school program, visiting a recreation or community center, or joining a group involved in youth and adult sport and physical activity—interested students are welcome to propose their own ideas or inquire about possibilities. This research would focus on the provision of sport and recreation to different populations and would allow the student to describe a specific venue of public, private, or nonprofit sport and recreation while also gaining potential career experience and contacts in the area. If you are unsure of a suitable space, ask the professor or other students who do not share your background.



Critical pedagogy’s call to acknowledge diverse voices in sport media was perhaps no better answered than at ESPN under the stewardship of its former president, John Skipper (Flood, 2019). Skipper empowered numerous minority voices by placing figures such as Jemele Hill, Michael Smith, Katie Nolan, Sarah Spain, Mina Kimes, Bomani Jones, Pablo Torre, Izzy Gutierrez, and Dan le Batard in prominent positions on the station. In so doing, ESPN was better able to offer alternative takes on major political moments in sport, such as the media reception of Jeremy Lin, ongoing LeBron James coverage, Colin Kaepernick’s protest of police brutality, and the recording of former L.A. Clippers owner Donald Sterling’s racist phone conversation, as well as regular sports coverage that has proven far different from the traditional views.

However, ESPN’s post-Skipper shift back to a “stick to sports” agenda (Flood, 2019) suggests that more work needs to be done. Joe Kincheloe (2009) refers to this shift as part of the recovery movement, whereby those who see their power being subverted seek to reestablish the normative way people view sport and physical education. The stick to sports agenda (e.g., reporting game scores, narratives about players working through on-field struggles, and otherwise not thinking or talking about the sociopolitical contexts that physical culture emerges from and reproduces) is a prime example of the ways those in power have enacted the recovery movement in such a way as to silence or punish those who have seen sport as a possible site for progressive social change and justice (Falcous, Hawzen & Newman, 2019). Further, scholars and practitioners simply relying on critical media literacy have become exceedingly good at identifying contemporary power structures in media narratives, but the backlash against doing so has suggested that structural change has been glacial at best (e.g., Tinning, 2002). Therefore, critical pedagogy’s push for intervention, social justice, and change needs to continue.

In addition to social issues and inequalities in the sporting landscape, the ascendancy of sport management may pose a serious threat to physical education’s position in U.S. culture. What sport management has accomplished (through corporate management, integrated and lifestyle marketing, and mass media production) is the establishment of new, encompassing cultural expectations about how sport should be experienced. Whereas kinesiology is highly effective at enhancing physical performance and pushing the limits of physical capacity, sport management is superior at making sport more popular, albeit as a consumer product. We have largely become spectators of the astonishing athletic performances kinesiology can produce, at the expense of actually playing sports ourselves (e.g., Dickson & Schofield, 2005).

We have largely become spectators of the astonishing athletic performances kinesiology can produce, at the expense of actually playing sports ourselves.

The sport management–manufactured economy of pleasures revolving around those performances of the few athletic virtuosos has gained market share of “sport” against physical education’s active participation. Most of the population has come to expect their engagement with sports to not only be a consumption of high-quality performance, but also that it will be an entertaining experience (Andrews, 2006). For instance, when fans enter the ballpark, sport management has ensured that they do not even have to pay attention to the athletes to enjoy themselves. They can indulge a pantheon of other fun options, including eating and drinking, socializing with other fans, playing fantasy sports, and gambling. Taking a cue from the accomplishments of sport management, it may be worth considering how critical pedagogy could make sport and physical activity more pleasurable and fun, especially at formative youth levels.

In the United States, for example, the drive to produce high-performance athletes has pushed more youth into specialization, entering intense year-round training in a single sport (Myer et al., 2015). Although there is general agreement that specialization produces heightened performance levels and may result in ascent to elite college or professional levels, there is also debate about its risks, which include social isolation, overdependence, burnout, and overuse injury (Malina, 2010). Moreover, sports specialization increasingly excludes children and adolescents from having other rich cultural experiences (for instance, art or music) and from enjoying other potentially more fun sports (Jayanthi et al., 2013). It is within this specialized sport system that kids are exposed to the banking style, as the coach instructs them how to comport their stance and motion, to act according to the rules and playbook, and to think about their mistakes so as to not repeat them. Through emulation, repetition, and memorization, kids learn what play is, not how to play creatively, freely, or enjoyably. And these modern sport expectations are not trivial: Failure to live up to them may be met with formal discipline from coaches or parents as well as informal types of discipline such as teammate bullying, hazing, shaming, and excluding (Hughes & Coakley, 1991; see Macdermaid, 2016).


Active Bodies

Critical Pedagogy and Coaching

Those looking for new ways to instruct teachers of kinesiology might find use in revisiting the philosophies of the winningest coach in the history of Division III football, the late John Gagliardi. According to most accounts, Gagliardi made football fun and often maintained rosters of 150 to 200 players (Feinstein, 2018). He was famous for his inclusionary methods outlined in his constantly evolving “Winning With No” rulebook. (The first principle: “No single way to coach football.”) The “No” rulebook rejects virtually every traditional football method, ritual, hierarchy, or practice that has at one time or another encroached on the fun of the game, promoted exclusion, exposed players to risk, or reduced their self-confidence.

Yet Gagliardi’s own book, titled Everything I Know About Coaching Football for 35 Years (Associated Press, 2018)—a tome with nothing but blank pages inside—might be the best way to think about the potential of critical pedagogy in kinesiology. If transformation is desired, some unlearning of widely held beliefs and paradigmatic shifts are necessary. We must make sure a few proverbial blank pages are always left open to remind ourselves what we “know” and to protect space for new ideas. Looking back on Gagliardi’s resistance to the prevailing football coaching doxa, rejection of exclusionary sport, and emphasis on fun is a profound experience in its own right and may hold some potential for new kinesthetic imaginaries to emerge.



Through emulation, repetition, and memorization, kids learn what play is, not how to play creatively, freely, or enjoyably.



Conclusion

Throughout this chapter we have explored critical pedagogy, particularly within the field of kinesiology. This traditionally takes place in the college and K-12 classroom, where instructors hold some ability to shape what is taught and how it is taught. It could be argued that “what we do in our classrooms is easily extended into public spheres” (Giroux et al., 1988, p. 154) by using the critical pedagogical approach to inspire students. This type of work requires encouraging students’ voices to be heard and, as much as possible, heeded. Using critical pedagogy is not easy, but academics and professionals could use it to shape coursework that has a goal of creating a more “utopian society” (Giroux, 1983).

It is unreasonable to suggest that all classroom settings should be fastened to critical pedagogical theories. For example, given that most students are comfortable with traditional direct instruction, academics and professionals may well succeed by blending critical pedagogy with technocratic instruction. In this way students are not denied the physical literacy and labor knowledge required for kinesthetic teaching. This form of instruction could also encourage action outside of the classroom when students use what they learned both kinesthetically and also informally through the subversion of power (Rich, 2011).

As this chapter demonstrates, moving forward with critical pedagogy will not be easy. However, it may be necessary to make physical education more relevant in the 21st century, especially in comparison to the prominence of sport management . Considerations of difference and diversity are imperative to kinesiology, and it is up to academics and professionals to fulfill the promises that critical pedagogy has to offer.

Key Points


	Physical education was originally developed with a focus on public health but dramatically changed under neoliberalism, when privatization and accountability measures led to the rise of sport management.

	The traditional Enlightenment model of teaching works well in imparting “best practices” to students, but it serves to quash ingenuity, freedom of expression, and alternative approaches.

	Critical pedagogy seeks to provide students a language with which to become conscious of inequity and strategies to challenge systemic injustices.

	Critical pedagogical practices have been used in physical education, sport, and sport media in a variety of ways that have challenged long-held norms. These practices could provide inspiration for others as they go forward in the field.



Discussion Questions


	Discuss the early development of physical education in the United States and how it differed compared to contemporary physical education.

	What was the genesis of critical pedagogy, and how does it differ from how it is used in the developed world?

	What does critical pedagogy have to offer the study of the physical body? What are some challenges to implementing critical pedagogy in the study of sport? What about in the physical education and sport professions?

	What are some examples of critical pedagogy in physical education and sport? How has it been used in sport media?

	Can you imagine new possibilities that critical pedagogical strategies offer for physical education and sport management?
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4
Medicine, Technology, and the Active Body



Katelyn Esmonde, Johns Hopkins University


Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, students will be able to do the following:


	Understand the changing role of physical activity in medicine and public health throughout history

	Explain the issues of healthism as they relate to physical activity

	Describe varying cultural perspectives on technology

	Appreciate the range of technologies used within physical culture

	Consider contemporary issues and potential innovations associated with technology use in physical culture





Physical activity has long been associated with health benefits, likely beginning in ancient India and ancient Greece, when physical activity was considered to be an important part of a therapeutic regimen (Berryman, 2010; Dishman et al., 2013). Today, physical activity is considered essential to a healthy lifestyle. Throughout this time, changing technologies—from weights to workout tapes to pedometers—have drastically shaped how people understand and experience physical activity. The impacts of these technologies have been both positive and negative, simultaneously giving people more control of their own health and lifestyle while also creating the perception that we are controlled by these technologies. By examining the increasing interconnections of physical activity, medicine, and public health, we will consider the possibilities and problems with technological innovation within sport and physical activity. This chapter will also explore the growth of the “exercise is medicine” movement, specifically focusing on the United States and Canada from the 1970s onwards.


Physical Activity and Epidemiology

In order to contextualize the current emphasis on physical activity as a component of a healthy lifestyle, some history is needed. To do so, we can look at a branch of public health research called epidemiology, which deals with the distribution and determinants of various states of health and disease within and across populations. An epidemiological study might try to understand the newly diagnosed cases of a disease (incidence), patterns within the population of health and disease (distribution), and potential causal pathways to health and disease with an eye toward interventions to promote health and prevent disease (Dishman et al., 2013).

Susser and Susser (1996) have identified three eras of epidemiology, based on the history of the western Europe and the United States. First was the era of sanitary statistics, taking place in the first half of the 19th century. At this time, when it was noted that disease, morbidity, and early mortality tended to cluster in crowded, poor areas with little sanitation, disease was thought to be the result of foul emanations—“miasma”—from the air, water, and soil. The solution to this clustering of disease was to clean up those areas with sanitation, drainage, and sewage systems. Though public health reformers at this time were incorrect in their causal attribution of disease to miasma, the changes that they put in place did indeed improve health considerably and lessened health inequalities.

In the second era, from the late 19th century until the mid-20th century, the discovery of agents that cause disease such as cholera and pneumonia led to the rise of germ theory: that a single agent causes a single disease (Susser & Susser, 1996). In response to the high rates of infectious disease, researchers sought to isolate these infectious agents in the laboratory and develop vaccines and antibiotics. As a result, less attention was focused was on social causes for disease.

Finally, beginning in the second half of the 20th century and continuing today, is the era of chronic disease epidemiology. As chronic diseases surpassed infectious diseases in morbidity and mortality, epidemiologists could no longer identify a single agent that was responsible for disease, but instead looked to what Susser and Susser (1996) term “webs of causation” (p. 671). These webs consist of risk factors that cannot be solely attributed to a disease, but collectively put people at more or less risk for developing chronic diseases. The solution at this time has been to try to control those risk factors by encouraging people to modify their lifestyles (e.g., diet and exercise) and by altering the environment (e.g., passing laws related to pollution and smoking in public areas).

The role of physical activity in the epidemiological eras described by Susser and Susser (1996) is explored in table 4.1. Physical activity was not generally associated with the root causes of disease that were identified in the early eras of epidemiology. Throughout much of this period, concerns abounded about the possible deleterious effects of strenuous physical activity, particularly with regards to its long-term effects on the heart (Whorton, 1982). Despite these warnings, physicians in the 19th century recommended moderate exercise as part of a “motion and rest” regimen, and in the treatment of ailments such as gout, dyspepsia, and consumption (Berryman, 2010, p. 195). Physicians were also instrumental in the institutionalization of physical education in the late 19th century, initially focusing on body development and health instruction before shifting toward games and sports in the early 1900s (Berryman, 2010; Park, 2007). However, as the shift in focus from miasma to germs fully took hold, more attention in public health was given to curing diseases and preventing transmission, rather than fostering physical activity practices (Berryman, 2010).


Table 4.1    Physical Activity in Key Epidemiological Eras




	
Epidemiological era


	
Description


	
Role of physical activity in medicine and public health







	
Sanitary statistics

(first half of 19th century)


	
Miasma theory was the prevailing approach to illness, in which noxious emanations from the air, water, and dirt were believed to cause disease.

To prevent the problem of disease, the solution was to clean up the dirt to minimize miasma through sewage and sanitation.


	
Physical activity was thought to be therapeutic and was often prescribed by doctors at this time. It did not tend to be a part of major public health efforts.

Physical education for youth, adolescents, and young adults was encouraged for health, hygiene, and moral education.





	
Infectious disease epidemiology

(second half of 19th century to mid-20th century)


	
Germ theory was the prevailing approach to illness, in which an illness was linked to one particular agent (for example, cholera was caused by the bacterium Vibrio cholerae).To prevent the problem of disease, the solution was to interrupt transmission by means of vaccines, quarantining the afflicted, and antibiotics.


	
Though sports and games continued to be popular, physical activity was not related to laboratory work and isolation techniques involved in identifying germs.





	
Chronic disease epidemiology

(second half of 20th century to present)


	
Because chronic diseases such as coronary artery disease cannot be traced to one agent, population studies now identify risk factors that make developing chronic disease more or less likely.

To prevent the problem of disease, the solution was to encourage lifestyle changes and environmental changes to help the population to avoid negative risk factors.


	
In the late 1940s and the 1950s, researchers such as Jeremy Morris, Martti J. Karvonen, and Ralph Paffenbarger used epidemiological methods to illustrate reduced morbidity and mortality for those engaging in regular physical activity.

In the 1970s and 1980s, physical activity became an integral part of lifestyle recommendations to reduce the burden of chronic diseases. The American College of Sports Medicine began releasing guidelines for physical activity in 1978, and exercise was prescribed by doctors beginning in the 1990s.







Note: Epidemiological eras were originally described by Susser and Susser (1996, p. 669).


It was in the era of chronic disease epidemiology that the connections between physical activity, medicine, and public health came to the fore. The modern history of physical activity epidemiology is often traced to the 1940s and 1950s, with an uptick in the 1980s that has continued exponentially ever since. The birth of physical activity epidemiology is largely credited to the work of three researchers: Dr. Jeremy Morris, Dr. Ralph Paffenbarger, and Dr. Martti J. Karvonen (Dishman et al., 2013). Morris’ study, published in 1953, illustrated a protective effect of occupational physical activity against coronary heart disease (CHD) through his findings that conductors in the London double-decker bus system, who were much more active than the drivers, experienced lower rates, later onset, and less severity of CHD. Paffenbarger’s studies focused on San Francisco longshoremen and graduates of Harvard University in the 1960s and 1970s, fueling interest in physical activity as a preventative health tool. Dr. Martti J. Karvonen also examined the health effects of physical activity, though much of this initial research focused on labor-based physical activity, as leisure-time physical activity was less common at this time (McKenzie, 2013). As this research was disseminated and exercise began to be seen as an important component of lifestyle, more people began to take up physical activity in their leisure time in order to promote health and well-being. Jogging, for example, became a popular pastime in the 1960s and 1970s for those seeking to stave off chronic diseases (McKenzie, 2013).

More recently, the exercise is medicine movement has gained prominence, particularly in light of concerns regarding increased rates of overweight and obesity (Dugdill et al., 2005). Beginning in the 1990s, physicians in Western countries such as the United Kingdom and Australia began to prescribe exercise just as one might prescribe medication (Maier & Jette, 2016)—a prescription sometimes described as “the exercise pill” (Sallis, 2009, p. 3). In the United States, for instance, the explicitly titled “Exercise Is Medicine”—a joint initiative of the American College of Sports Medicine and the American Medical Association—aims to bring physical activity assessments and prescriptions to disease treatment and prevention (Sallis, 2009).


Healthism

As chronic disease increasingly becomes a global burden, more attention has been paid to the ways that individuals can avoid developing a chronic disease through lifestyle changes (Braveman et al., 2011; Susser & Susser, 1996). Many people believe that an individual’s lifestyle is fully under their control: they decide what they eat, whether they work out, how much alcohol they drink, and so forth. For example, statements such as the following from Sallis (2009) are characteristic of the ways in which physical inactivity and health are linked:


It is tragic that so little has been done to address the one major factor affecting our health and longevity that is almost entirely under our control. At this point in time, I believe physical inactivity has become the greatest public health problem of our time and finding a way to get patients more active is absolutely critical to improving health and longevity in the 21st century. (emphasis added; p. 3)



When it is thought that people have control over their own lifestyle, and that lifestyle is linked to health and disease states, it is expected that people can stave off disease through healthy lifestyle choices.

Physical activity promotion is now a form of health promotion. Although health promotion—a term coined in 1974 by Canadian Minister of National Health and Welfare Marc Lalonde—was ostensibly expected to focus simultaneously on individual behaviors and environmental factors that shape health outcomes (Lupton, 1995), individual behaviors grew to receive considerably greater focus (Ingham, 1985). With this emphasis came a societal belief that those who failed to safeguard their health with prudent lifestyle choices were morally blameworthy. As the first U.S. Surgeon General’s Healthy People report argued in 1979, “we are killing ourselves … [through] our own careless habits” (cited in Lupton, 1995, p. 51).

Scholars of health and wellness have long noted that these health-promoting activities bring medicine outside of the clinic and into everyday life (Crawford, 1980; Lupton, 1995). Increasingly, it is not only those who are already ill who are in need of medical attention and monitoring: Everyone has the potential to become ill, and thus everyone is called upon by the state, medical experts, and employers to assess their health risks and to take action to minimize them (Lupton, 1995). However, Crawford (1980) argues, this medicalization of everyday life does not necessarily involve more interactions with medical professionals; instead, it is “the transfer of medical competence to the individual” (p. 366). People are expected to become experts about their own health and wellness, taking preemptive steps to avoid coming into contact with medical professionals. In this context, an increasing number of behaviors—diet, exercise, employment—are assessed based on their influence on wellness and illness (Crawford, 1980). This medicalization of life—which inherently focuses on disease within the individual—comes to shape how people view the world and their own bodies and health.

Crawford (1980) defines healthism as a societal preoccupation with health at the individual level rather than external factors influencing health, such as culture, environment, the economy, or other considerations. Crawford (1980) writes, “solutions are seen to lie within the realm of individual choice … [and requires] above all else the assumption of individual responsibility” (p. 368). This individualistic conceptualization depoliticizes health while giving people the false impression that health can be fully controlled through self-discipline and self-care. By replacing political action with privatized, individual attention on self-care and self-responsibility, changes to a political climate that exacerbates health inequalities are unlikely (King, 2006).

The fact that some people are more likely to be able to make lifestyle changes than others extends the focus on the individual shortcomings of those who are not healthy or who do not engage in health-promoting behaviors. The words of Krieger (2008) are important here: “Driving health inequalities are how power—both power over and power to do, including constraints on and possibilities for exercising each type—structures people’s engagements with the world and their exposures to material and psychosocial health hazards” (p. 223). A focus on lifestyle does not pay enough attention to how power shapes people’s opportunities to be healthy (see also chapter 2).

A focus on lifestyle does not pay enough attention to how power shapes people’s opportunities to be healthy.



Social Determinants of Health

Krieger and Zierler (1996) have described two theories of epidemiology: theories focusing on lifestyle, and theories focusing on the social production of disease. Theories that center on lifestyle operate under the assumption that the factors that influence people’s health are shaped by individual lifestyle choices, that the role of epidemiologists is to measure and aggregate these individual choices across the population, and that interventions targeting individual behaviors can alter those individual choices and thus the spread of disease. In contrast, theories emphasizing the social production of disease center on the ways in which social and economic positioning shapes people’s exposures and health behaviors, and that interventions conceptualized as part of this framework must therefore be dedicated to altering the structural and material conditions that lead to the unequal distribution of health and disease across populations.

As the previous discussion of healthism suggests, lifestyle theories often predominate in epidemiology and public health. However, scholars who are seeking to challenge an individualistic focus on health and disease have more recently been pointing to an array of social determinants of health. When scholars describe social determinants of health, they are referring to the nonmedical social factors, including economic factors, that both directly and indirectly influence health (Braveman et al., 2011).

Many factors have been identified as having an influence on health. Public health scholars refer to downstream social determinants as those that more directly shape health outcomes, meaning they are closer to the health effect both spatially and temporally (Braveman et al., 2011). Examples of downstream social determinants of health include health-related knowledge, lifestyle behaviors, and attitudes about physical activity. Due to the more direct relationship between downstream social determinants and health, it is easier to draw a causal relationship between the two, and there is often more of a focus on these factors as a result.

By contrast, upstream social determinants are further away from the health effect in question, although they set in motion the health effects that are more downstream. Examples include housing discrimination, racism, income inequality, education, and environmental inequalities. Linking upstream social determinants and downstream social determinants can be very challenging, as multiple intervening and causal pathways shape those relationships.

Figure 4.1 illustrates some upstream and downstream determinants of health (Bauman et al., 2012; Ray, 2017).

[image: ]
Figure 4.1    Upstream and downstream determinants of physical activity.


With regard to physical activity, much of the focus is on downstream determinants, such as individual knowledge of the benefits of physical activity or the motivation to be physically active. Although these are important, an excessive focus on individual factors risks ignoring the many upstream determinants of physical activity that shape people’s physical activity behaviors, such as interpersonal, environmental, organizational, social, political, and economic factors. These factors include the walkability of neighborhoods, the availability of public transit, social support, the availability and affordability of physical activity programs in schools and communities, and many others (Bauman et al., 2012; Trost et al., 2002). Barriers to physical activity participation based on gender, race, ability, social class, sexuality, and numerous other factors have been well-documented as well (Bauman et al., 2012). In other words, ignoring these factors can be considered a healthist approach to physical activity promotion that centers on individual choice and responsibility to the neglect of social determinants of health.




Physical Technocultures

So far, the focus of this chapter has been on the relationships between medicine, public health, and physical activity. Now, we turn our focus toward the role that technology has played, currently plays, and may one day play in medicine and physical activity.

Physical health and technology are related in important ways. The link between physical activity and health was in part supported by the statistical analyses of Morris, Paffenbarger, and Karvonen, who used technologies to gather and analyze data in large studies, showing that regular physical activity decreases the risk of chronic diseases. Public health recommendations for the type, duration, intensity, and frequency of physical activity are a product of technologies of measurement. Furthermore, measurements of distance and time help people calculate their own physical activity by determining how far, how fast, and for how long they have walked or run. In sum, technology makes the creation of exercise prescriptions and the measurement of physical activity possible.

The relationship between technology and physical culture is often a fraught one. On the one hand, many consider advancing technologies such as cars, televisions, video games, and phones to be the cause of the decline in rates of physical activity in recent decades. On the other hand, technology is often employed in the fight against physical inactivity: Treadmills, fitness trackers, and gamification apps like Pokémon Go increase convenience and motivate people to be physically active.

Before focusing on the specific technologies that are so important in physical culture, it is imperative that we be precise about what exactly it means when we use the term technology. For our purposes, technologies are the tools that are used in service of the needs of a culture (Shaw, 2008). In fact, many scholars use the term technoculture to emphasize the inseparable connection between technologies and cultures.

It is important to highlight the relationship between technology and culture for several reasons. First, technology and culture are always intertwined and interdependent. As Slack and Wise (2015) put it, “Human culture has always existed in relation to what we understand to be technologies: from voice, stone, and fire, to clock, computer, and nanotechnology” (p. 9). Second, what is colloquially considered a technology depends on context. As Millington (2018) points out, technologies are often thought to be applications of science, particularly in the case of contemporary technologies such as fitness apps and state-of-the-art mountain bikes. However, most people today are unlikely to consider a newspaper a technology, although it was considered an exciting technological advancement at the time of its emergence. In this chapter, the term technologies will encompass all tools that are used by cultures, from newspapers to smartphones.


Types of Technology in Physical Culture

Technology has always been central to physical culture. When considering the discus, javelin, or the measurement of distance for foot races, it is clear that even the earliest activities within physical culture relied on technologies.

Technologies within physical culture perform many functions. Butryn (2003) outlines five categories of sport technologies: self (physical and psychological) technologies, landscape technologies, implement technologies, rehabilitative technologies, and movement or evaluative technologies. In addition to those categories, we will also explore fitness media technologies and mobile health (m-health). These categories are summarized in table 4.2.


Self- (Physical and Psychological) Technologies

First, self- (physical and psychological) technologies are those that alter the body, either physically or psychologically. Examples include everything from protein powders and sport psychology interventions, to performance-enhancing drugs and prosthetic limbs, to genetic engineering. Such technologies are often used to optimize performance by altering the limits of what one’s body can perform.

Butryn (2003) contended that self-technologies are technologies of cyborgification, drawing from the work of Haraway (2016), who uses the metaphor of the cyborg to illustrate that the theorized divide between humans and machines is an increasingly untenable one—if it was ever appropriate to begin with. Through prosthetic limbs, eyeglasses, insulin pumps, prescription medications, and more, one is left to wonder if it is possible today to have a natural body that is untouched by technology. Indeed, what Butryn (2003) categorizes as self-technologies within sport invite us to question the boundaries of humanity, as intimate engagement with technologies in sport are so commonplace.



Table 4.2    Types of Technologies in Physical Culture




	
Technology type


	
Description


	
Examples







	
Self (physical and psychological)


	
Technologies that alter the body physically or psychologically


	
Gene doping

Sports psychology

Performance-enhancing drugs





	
Landscape


	
Technologies that form the environments in which athletes compete and exercisers perform their activities


	
Swimming pool

Running track

Trails





	
Implement


	
Technologies that directly enable participation in a sport or physical activity


	
Hockey stick

Football helmet

Step tracker





	
Rehabilitative


	
Technologies that are used to recover from injuries


	
Physiotherapy

Kinesiology tape

Ice pack





	
Movement or evaluative


	
Technologies that are used to scrutinize movements and look for areas of improvement


	
Game tape

Performance video

Workout or athletic form assessment apps





	
Fitness media


	
Technologies of communication through which users learn about techniques, practices, and norms of sport and physical activity


	
Workout videos

Social media platforms

Fitness magazines





	
Mobile health (m-health)


	
Wireless digital devices that disseminate health-related messages; track, measure, and record health-related activities; and nudge users to engage in more health-promoting behaviors


	
Fitbits

Text message-based physical activity interventions










Landscape Technologies

Second, Butryn (2003) has noted the importance of landscape technologies, which form the environments in which sport and physical activity are performed. This category includes sports stadiums, synthetic track surfaces, and Olympic-sized pools. Landscape technology also includes the sidewalks, weight rooms, and public parks that are frequented by exercisers. Altitude training (training high above sea level where the proportion of oxygen in the atmosphere is lower) is both a landscape technology, in that it is an environment where athletes can train, as well as a self-technology, because the practice can increase production of red blood cells and alter muscle metabolism, thus changing the body to improve athletic performance (Butryn & Masucci, 2009).

Exercising has an important relationship with the places in which it occurs (Bale, 2003). For example, consider the way a runner’s experience drastically differs when running on a track, up a mountain, or on a trail. As the altitude training example shows, the places that we exercise can change our bodies as well (Butryn & Masucci, 2009). We can get a sunburn from surfing or feel sick from exercising in an area with high levels of air pollution.

We also change landscapes. This can occur for the explicit purpose of using those landscapes: for instance, by demolishing housing in order to build a stadium for the Olympics, by altering neighborhoods to make them more walkable, or by watering and cutting grass for a golf course. The destructive environmental impact of such work is an important consideration (see Wilson & Millington, 2013).

There are also political considerations for this work. For example, Fusco (2007) uses the concept of healthification to describe how spaces themselves—such as parks, cities, and schools—are altered to promote healthy behaviors. For example, programs such as PlayStreets encourage physical activity in underserved areas by having city streets temporarily closed to traffic in order to make room for activities such as jump rope and bouncy castles (Pollack Porter et al., 2019). Signs that encourage people to take the stairs instead of the elevator are another example. On one hand, the intentional production of healthy spaces can lessen the environmental barriers that limit physical activity participation. On the other, scholars such as Fusco (2007) have expressed concerns that the production of such spaces implies that there is only one correct way to live in those spaces, and that way is a life of physical activity and prudent health choices.



Implement Technologies

Third, Butryn (2003) describes our use of implement technologies, which are the tools that directly enable participation in a sport or physical activity. For example, we use implement technologies when we exercise using a treadmill or free weights, or play sports using hockey sticks, football helmets, or kneepads (Butryn, 2003). We use implement technologies to measure time or distance, such as stopwatches or GPS. We can also use implement technologies to turn movement into a game—often referred to as gamification (Whitson, 2013)—such as the popular Pokémon Go app, which encourages users to walk in order to collect fictional Pokémon species in the wild and advance within the game.

In many cases, implement technologies are used for the purposes of surveillance. Sometimes those technologies are used for self-surveillance, which is the act of observing one’s own behavior and thoughts with the goal of aligning with the norms that one cares about (Vaz & Bruno, 2003). For example, people engage in self-surveillance when using a Fitbit to track how many steps they take per day or when counting calories to lose weight. People also use implement technologies for lateral surveillance, when peers observe one another and note their adherence to norms (Andrejevic, 2002)—for example, when posting on social media about physical fitness activities or using platforms specifically for such a purpose, such as Strava, an app for runners and cyclists (Lupton, 2016).


Active Bodies

Speedier Swimsuits: An Unfair Advantage?

Swimmers have long sought to decrease the effects of drag using practices such as shaving their body hair (self-technology) and wearing sleek swimming caps and hydrodynamic swimsuits (implement technology). Though these practices and technologies are usually uncontroversial, FINA, the international governing body of water sports, banned whole-body polyurethane swimsuits in 2010. These swimsuits were made of a material that encloses tiny pockets of gas, enabling swimmers to be more buoyant (i.e., more of the body is in the air, which has considerably less drag than water). These swimsuits also made the body more hydrodynamic and streamlined, giving swimmers up to an 8 percent reduction in drag (Barrow, 2012). The suits were deemed to give those wearing them an unfair advantage—not only against their competitors, but also against historical swimming records.

The determination of fairness was paramount in this decision. First, the price of these swimsuits made them inaccessible to some swimmers, which suggested to some that the playing field was not equal. Second, 20 new world records were set by swimmers using these suits at the 2009 World Swimming Championships alone, leading some to suggest that the technology, rather than the athleticism of the swimmers, was the reason (Barrow, 2012).

Do you think that it is fair to ban a technology such as a swimsuit for these reasons?





Rehabilitative Technologies

The fourth category of technology in sport and physical culture, as described by Butryn (2003), is rehabilitative technologies: the technologies used to recover from injuries, whether caused by a sport or activity (e.g., a twisted ankle sustained while playing basketball) or an activity of daily living (e.g., slipping on ice while walking).

These technologies can be—but are not always—administered by a health care professional, such as a physiotherapist, occupational therapist, athletic trainer, or sports medicine doctor. Examples of rehabilitative technologies include kinesiology tape, X-ray machines, ultrasound machines, workout machines, elastic bands for physical therapy exercises, athletic pain relief spray, and whirlpools. The prevalence of these technologies in everyday life further illustrates how intertwined our bodies are with the technologies that we rely upon to function our best.



Movement or Evaluative Technologies

The last category of sports and physical activity technologies put forward by Butryn (2003) is what he refers to as movement or evaluative technologies. These technologies are used to scrutinize movement in order to look for areas of improvement. Videotape has long been used to analyze plays of an American football game or the biomechanics of a swimmer’s strokes. When purchasing running shoes in an athletic store, it is now increasingly common for the store employee to take a video of the customer running to perform a gait analysis that will help find the appropriate shoe. In recent years these technologies have become increasingly digital, including slow-motion video analysis apps such as Ubersense, Dartfish, and Coach’s Eye (Lupton, 2016).



Fitness Media

In addition to the categories of sport and physical activity technologies outlined by Butryn (2003), one could add fitness media. Through televisions, computers, print media, tablets, and smartphones, health promotion messages pertaining to physical activity as well as techniques, practices, and norms of sport and physical activity can be disseminated to the public. People can also use fitness media to communicate with one another—for example, by posting details about a run or a bike ride on the web application Strava. Strava, and other fitness surveillance technologies, illustrate the overlap between these categories: It can be considered an implement technology, fitness media, and a mobile health technology.



Mobile Health

Finally, though overlapping considerably with fitness media in purpose and function, mobile health (m-health) can be considered a sport and physical activity technology for its role in spreading health messages and encouraging people to be more physically active. M-health includes wireless digital devices that disseminate health-related messages; track, measure, and record health-related activities and data; and nudge users to engage in more health-promoting behaviors (Lupton, 2012). A key feature of m-health is that it is continually available through mobile technologies (namely, smartphones) and thus can capture data and nudge users toward healthier behaviors in unprecedented ways. As Miyamoto and colleagues (2016) put it,


In a best-case scenario, mobile technology offers the possibility to deliver specialty care where it may not exist, reduce transportation burden, and move care away from traditional clinic and hospital-based care settings, allowing patients to be active participants in the management of their conditions wherever they may be, at times convenient to them. (para. 2)



The health goals for fitness tracking are to deliver personalized recommendations with regards to fitness, coaching, and goal setting, and to enable self-management without the help of a personal trainer or repeated visits to a doctor.

Fitness trackers, the quintessential example of mobile health and implement technology, are expected to encourage greater levels of physical activity by providing users with a greater awareness of their activity levels, creating and sustaining social support networks for activity through social media posts or online communities, enabling users to fit in physical activity throughout the day rather than in large doses, and creating visible ways to set goals and track progress (Al Ayubi et al., 2014; Miyamoto et al., 2016). However, with the ubiquity of these technologies comes a seemingly inescapable expectation of self-examination and self-responsibility to align with the goals of government (Lupton, 2012, 2016).

With regard to social media and m-health in physical culture, the concept of prosumption is an important one. Ritzer and Jurgenson (2010) use the term to refer to the simultaneous practices of production and consumption—for example, by serving as one’s own bank teller at an ATM or phoning into a radio show. More recently, the concept has become increasingly important with the popularity of websites focusing on user-generated content, such as Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. Through prosumption, users both produce content and data while also consuming the web platform. Millington (2016) also refers to the practice of producing data through the consumption of fitness-tracking devices as prosumption, which is an important topic to explore given that this data is valuable to third parties as well as the platforms through which they are gathered.

Though this list of uses for technologies within physical culture is far from exhaustive, it outlines many of the ways that technologies are inextricably intertwined with sport and physical activity. Some of these technologies, such as health and fitness apps and fitness trackers, are relatively recent. Others, such as swimming pools, synthetic track surfaces, and the practice of calorie counting, have been around for quite some time. People often think that revolutionary new technologies will change life as we know it (Slack & Wise, 2015), and though it is certainly true that some technological changes have accompanied significant cultural shifts, this is not always the case. For example, when the game Pokémon Go debuted in 2016, sidewalks were filled with people playing the game on their phones. Although there were some public health concerns that people might engage in dangerous pedestrian behaviors, such as crossing the street without paying attention, there was also excitement that such apps might improve physical activity levels en masse (LeBlanc & Chaput, 2017). After several weeks, however, the mass popularity of the game waned, as did the fears that everyone would walk around in a Pokémon-searching daze.




Determinism and Technologies

Many of the technologies listed, such as stopwatches and treadmills, may seem like commonsense tools. However, the relationship between technologies and cultures is not always a straightforward one. This relationship is often approached from either a technological determinist or a cultural determinist perspective (determinism refers to an explanation that focuses exclusively on one cause). Technological determinism positions technologies as the major driving force of social existence, and technological advancement therefore as the driving force of societal change (Slack & Wise, 2015). Technologies can even be considered revolutionary, as many would suggest that the Industrial Revolution was also a technological revolution (Winner, 1977). With a technological determinist approach, one might link the widespread use of walking as a form of exercise to the development and widespread use of pedometers, step-tracking apps, and wearable fitness trackers such as Fitbits. This approach posits that it is precisely because this technology was developed that society began to take up walking and step counting en masse.

The relationship between technologies and cultures is not always a straightforward one.

The opposite view is cultural determinism, which contends that culture is the cause of all technological progress. Those taking this perspective consider the values and beliefs of a culture to be the reason that particular technologies are invented and adopted by society, and that a change in culture will therefore result in technological change (Slack & Wise, 2015). Someone taking a cultural determinist approach would consider the development of the Fitbit to be the result of a societal interest in active living and a desire to fit physical activity into daily life.

There are, of course, limits to each perspective when taken to their logical conclusions. For example, as much as smartphones affect our behavior—encouraging us to carry them with us, to keep their batteries charged, and to look at them on a nearly constant basis—a technological determinist must concede that we have to consent to participate in their use. For instance, many Jewish people refrain from using technologies on Shabbat. Similarly, even from a cultural determinist’s perspective, it is readily apparent that technologies can stray from their originally intended purpose and often yield unintended consequences. For example, there are many unintended consequences of social media on culture. The perceived need to document our lives for social media—for example, by tracking a bike ride on Strava or posting a “sweaty selfie” after a workout—can alter how participating in those activities feels. A person might cut a bike ride short because they realize that they forgot to document it on the Strava app, or feel stressed about their appearance while working out because they plan on posting a picture to social media. Although these effects are unintended, they are still effects, and they illustrate the limits of our control over technologies (Slack & Wise, 2015).

The concept of control sheds further light on the limits of both of these approaches to technology: As Slack and Wise (2015) note, “We create technologies to establish control but then get upset when we are controlled by technologies” (p. 73). In other words, people use technologies to enable them to exert control over things that they previously could not control: a clock to know the time, a computer to instantly communicate with others anywhere, a step counter to keep track of how much activity one is engaging in throughout the day. At the same time, however, these technologies begin to control us in ways that make us uncomfortable: We are always checking our watches to make sure we are on time, we develop carpal tunnel syndrome because of the time spent our computers, and some people walk around in circles at the end of the day to make sure that they have reached 10,000 steps (Esmonde, 2019). Of course, a person is not forced to check their watch or walk 10,000 steps per day. Control, in these instances, works in more subtle ways. First of all, if data (such as the time) is always available to you now, it is thought to be irresponsible to willingly choose not to know it (and show up late). Second, we cannot “un-know” something, such as the number of steps we have taken in a day after checking in on the Fitbit app. When confronted with an insufficient step count, one has to actively choose to not take more steps instead of passively making the choice when that number was previously not available.

Interestingly, similar to the debate about technological and cultural determinism—two perspectives that many people hold at the same time—many people think we are simultaneously the master of, and slave to, our technologies (Slack & Wise, 2015).

Many people think we are simultaneously the master of, and slave to, our technologies.



Technological Affordances

The insights of both the technological determinist and the cultural determinist perspectives, without the pitfalls, help comprise a perspective that Earl and Kimport (2011) describe as technological affordances. This perspective acknowledges the abilities and constraints that technologies impose on those who use them or are affected by them, while also emphasizing that if people did not use a specific technology in that particular way, “what it offers is meaningless” (p. 36). In other words, technologies cannot by themselves alter the social world; instead, they support some ways of being in the world while closing off others.

A technological affordances approach to physical culture encourages us to analyze how technologies change how we move our bodies, how we understand and experience our bodies, and what our bodies can do. However, this approach also asks us to consider how the cultural contexts in which those technologies are created and implemented shapes their uses, and how people adopt or reject those technologies differently.

For example, when considering the increased uses of fitness-focused social media, it is vital to explore what these technologies enable: positive outcomes such as greater connectivity between people who are interested in physical fitness, the dissemination of knowledge about fitness-related activities, and social support—but also negative outcomes such as decreased feelings of self-esteem and the enabling of unhealthy behaviors such as disordered eating (Holland & Tiggeman, 2016). At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that these technologies will accomplish little at all if people do not use them, and people are not automatons who simply absorb information uncritically. They may read some posts or content closely and skip over others. They may challenge the assumption that thinness should be a goal of physical activity. People come to fitness-focused social media from different cultural contexts and with different identities, experiences, and beliefs, all of which shape the content that they consume as well as the content that they produce. What these technologies enable, and how people shape those technologies in turn, are both important to consider.

A technological affordances approach also entails asking critical questions about technologies within physical culture, and in many instances challenging our assumptions about their impact and importance. For instance, many people associate technologies with progress: As more technologies are developed and refined, the world can be more productive, healthy, and convenient (Slack & Wise, 2015). Though this is undoubtedly true in so many instances—cars are a prime example of a technology that allows people to move from place to place with ease and to be more connected through sprawling geographies—to paint the rise of car culture as an unequivocal sign of social progress would be to miss much of the nuance of the social impact of cars. With regard to physical culture in particular, one might point to the carbon emissions that have contributed to global warming and air pollution (which impact physical culture in substantial ways that are discussed in chapter 14), or the ways in which many neighborhoods are built to enable easy access for cars while making them dangerous or unpleasant for pedestrians. Considerable concerns have been expressed about how the increased use of cars means that people are moving less, and thus are missing out on the benefits of walking as a form of physical activity. As much as cars are held up as a symbol of social progress, it is important to critically question whether it is unequivocal progress or a more complicated state of affairs.




Sociocultural Issues and Possibilities for Technologies of Physical Culture

In this final section, the ethical, legal, and social implications of technologies within physical culture will be examined. Because technologies of physical culture encompass an incredibly broad range of devices and scientific advancements, not every technology will apply to the concerns and possibilities that will be outlined below. The goal of this section is to give the reader multiple viewpoints through which to assess technological uses within physical culture.


Increased Capacity for Surveillance

Many technological developments within physical culture enable forms of surveillance that were previously not possible, or at least increase the capacity of top-down (the powerful placing those with less power under surveillance, such as a boss surveilling workers), self-, and lateral surveillance. In particular, Internet-connected step counters such as Fitbits do not only send information to one’s own mobile device; they can also transmit health and fitness data to others who have been given access to the data, such as a friend, a colleague, an employer, and the Fitbit company itself. The collection of this data may not necessarily be a new technology—step counters have been used for decades—but with these devices, collection and dissemination to a large network of people occurs with greater precision and ease. For example, a GPS tracker that enables people to record their precise distance, time, and split pace on a run—and, perhaps, to share that data with others—is doing something that was possible before, but with more precision and a greater ability to instantly share that data with a larger network.

Many people welcome these forms of self-surveillance. They might enjoy learning more about themselves and their habits and working toward meeting health directives. Perhaps they like to track health metrics such as steps or sleep and observe changes over time (Lupton, 2016). Many people also appreciate having an opportunity to share their data with others to increase motivation—to participate in a step competition with coworkers to build some physical activity into what would be an otherwise sedentary workday (Giddens et al., 2017), or to hold themselves accountable to a network of friends as they train for a marathon. In physical education classrooms, teachers can access student data to assess if the exercises are truly getting the students to exert themselves, or if they are spending too much time standing (Partridge et al., 2011). In other words, this data can be useful for individuals as well as institutions.

Though surveillance within physical culture can be beneficial in this way, others have reservations about how new or intensifying forms of surveillance enable the collection of more forms of data, as well as more intimate forms of data. Lupton (2012), for example, uses the term surveillance society to describe the current state of m-health as enabling the collection of ever-greater amounts of data that can be scrutinized by both the subject of the data as well as third parties, such as doctors, employers, and social media users.

Employees in workplace wellness programs, for instance, may feel bad that they are falling behind their colleagues in a step competition and decline to participate in the future (Patel et al., 2015). If such programs are only encouraging to the most healthy and fit employees, they are unlikely to help those most in need of support (Schmidt et al., 2010). There is also evidence that school fitness competitions that focus on metrics such as steps can induce negative feelings and make students feel self-conscious (Drew & Gore, 2016; Goodyear et al., 2019). As much as some people might appreciate these new technologies, others do not and arguably should not be forced, or even enticed, to participate in their uses.



Privacy in Data Collection

It is also important to consider surveillance on a larger scale. The collection of large amounts of data has recently been referred to as big data, which includes (but is not limited to) government records, health records, genetic sequences, social media interactions, phone records, purchasing history, and any and all digital traces that are left by users (boyd & Crawford, 2012). “Big data” refers less to the quantity of data, and more to computational power to make legal, economic, social, and technological claims (boyd & Crawford, 2012). Furthermore, “big data” can be thought of as an ethos or mythology regarding the human potential that can be unlocked through the generation and analysis of objective, accurate, and true data sets (boyd & Crawford, 2012). Through widespread access to the Internet, mobile devices, and online sharing platforms, vast amounts of health-related data can be generated that can be used to better understand people’s health-related behaviors and attitudes and potentially help underserved populations (Vayena et al., 2015).

It is important to understand that most of our participation in data collection efforts is not conscious or voluntary. Though the use of a health and wellness app does require the user to consent to data collection, the ways in which that data is used by the app company and third parties is often quite opaque to users (Lupton, 2016). The majority of people do not read privacy statements, which use off-putting, legalized language to describe what data will be shared and with whom (Introna, 2016).

Most of our participation in data collection efforts is not conscious or voluntary.

Additionally, the data of self-trackers is part of the “global digital knowledge economy” (Lupton, 2016, p. 102) where self-tracker data is packaged and sold—and in many cases, stolen, in instances of data breaches. Data sets are often used for commercial or managerial value, often as a way to market to consumers or to learn more about the behaviors of those depicted in the data set (Lupton, 2016). To put this data collection into greater context, it is now estimated that the typical American is subject to about 20 forms of data collection on a daily basis, most of which they are not aware (Lupton, 2015). Furthermore, there are always concerns that data can be hacked, particularly health and medical information, which is typically deemed most valuable (Ajunwa et al., 2016; Lupton, 2016).

Context is fundamental here. It is easy to think that a single data point, such as an employee’s weekly step count, may not seem invasive. However, combined with other data points, employers may be able to make inferences about an employee’s health status, health risk category, or productivity that may feel incredibly invasive to that employee. Despite the seeming harmlessness of some of the data collected by health and wellness apps, it would be a mistake to conclude that wearable devices pose no risks to important privacy interests. How wearable devices may harm these interests, currently or potentially in the future, remains a significant issue.



Medicalization of Everyday Activity

Through the medicalization of everyday life, a focus on medicine and health is dispersed throughout daily activities, instead of being confined to the clinic. On the one hand, this can enable people to be mindful of how their everyday behaviors contribute to, or are detrimental to, their health. Technologies that measure and prompt physical activity, such as smartphone apps, can bring health and fitness to mind throughout the day, not only at the gym. This is much more in line with how most people tend to move—few engage in vigorous exercise, although many can walk for a cumulative 30 minutes throughout the day (Sallis et al., 2006). The concept of active living extends our understanding of physical activity beyond vigorous, leisure-time, and recreational activities to incorporate household and occupational physical activity as well as active transportation such as public transit and walking (Sallis et al., 2006). With m-health and self-tracking devices, people can be more conscious of how much they are moving throughout the day and work to incorporate more movement into their daily lives—an option that is much more feasible to most people than spending dedicated time in the gym or on other vigorous activities. An ethos of active living can make a physically active lifestyle more accessible to more people, potentially challenging the stratification of opportunities to be physically active—a vital public health goal.

On the other hand, the concept of active living can turn every part of our day into a health intervention. The decision to take the stairs or the elevator, a decision that many of us make multiple times a day, might be a referendum on how much a person cares about their health. With step-tracking devices that alert people of how many steps they have taken throughout the day or remind them that they need to get up and walk, walking becomes merely a means to accumulate more steps (Adams, 2019). Walking is so integral to so many people’s lives that turning it into a health intervention may be an unwelcome incursion. This is not to say that these practices might entirely replace the pleasure that people may experience from moving around, but it can certainly be said to shift the focus away from those pleasures toward step counting.

The concept of active living can turn every part of our day into a health intervention. The decision to take the stairs or the elevator, a decision that many of us make multiple times a day, might be a referendum on how much a person cares about their health.

Through this process, Adams (2019) argues that self-tracking technologies “narrow the meanings we might make of our bodies … In so doing, they make life smaller, and constrain our abilities to imagine life differently” (p. 112). An emphasis on physical activity exclusively as a means to lose weight, be healthier, or accumulate steps could diminish the pleasure that people can experience in movement. Balancing these forms of pleasure alongside the very real health benefits that people can experience by moving more is a challenge for physical activity promotion.



Democratization

It is sometimes suggested that technologies are a democratizing force, meaning that technologies enable expanded access to opportunities, expertise, or resources. Given that there are so many barriers to physical activity—such as a lack of access to safe and attractive places to play and exercise, a lack of time, a lack of knowledge—a tool that can make playing or exercise more convenient can help more people enjoy the benefits of physical activity.

Fitness media such as workout videos or streaming platforms, for one, can allow people to work out at home and thus save time on transit. Step counters can help people to integrate physical activity throughout their day, instead of needing to go to the gym or play a sport. Adapted sport, with the help of technologies such as prosthetics, wheelchairs, or even simple lever or pulley systems, can remove obstacles that hinder some with disabilities from partaking in physical activity (Cooper & DeLuigi, 2014). The use of m-health for data collection and service delivery can allow researchers and health practitioners to learn more about the needs of difficult-to-reach populations or deliver programming to help people to be physically active. This has been a particularly exciting prospect for many in the developing world, where the burden of chronic disease is high yet receives comparatively less attention than communicable diseases (Kahn et al., 2010).

However, one might challenge the contention that technologies—for elite sport in particular—can democratize fitness on the basis of resource allocation. When much of the resources of a school, state or province, or a country are allocated to the construction of elite athletic centers, expensive rehabilitation facilities, and high-level coaching staff, those resources only benefit elite athletes while not offering much to the majority of the population (Amis et al., 2012; Grix & Carmichael, 2012). It is a common belief that success in elite events like the Olympic Games can inspire a country to become more physically active or take up that sport, and that a government investing in Olympic athletes is thus money well spent. However, there is little evidence to support this claim, which might lead some to question whether spending money on technologies and support for elite athletes is an appropriate use of resources (Grix & Carmichael, 2011). Furthermore, given the high cost of many performance-enhancing technologies within sport, the gaps between those with resources and those without will only widen.



Optimization and Enhancement

Technologies in physical culture have long allowed people to enhance their performance and optimize their health. From individuals who buy a subscription to an exercise video platform to elite hockey players who use composite sticks, technologies so often hold the promise of making us healthier or better at our sport (two goals that may align, but in many instances do not). The goal of getting more steps in throughout the day, the goal of improving one’s baseball swing, and the goal of setting a world record in speed skating may involve very different technologies and levels of exertion, but they are all goals that use technology for the purposes of optimization and enhancement.

Is it good that technologies can enable us to be “faster, higher, stronger,” as the motto of the Olympic Games suggests? Many people are likely to answer yes to this question. For the average person, having access to m-health technologies, gym memberships, fitness media, and workout supplements would be considered beneficial. And when it comes to elite sports, most basketball fans like to see the star player that hobbled off the court return moments later as if nothing happened, thanks to pain-relieving technologies and physiotherapy. It is exciting to see world records broken, which can in many ways be attributed to advancements in dietary science, exercise physiology, and equipment function.

However, many of those same people would likely say that there are limits to how technologies should be able to enhance athletic ability. Illicit performance-enhancing substances and the prospect of gene doping are often cited as indications that enhancement and optimization can go too far. There are worries that these technologies can cause harm to athletes, but even further, that they may corrupt the cherished “level playing field” of sport by giving some competitors an unfair advantage. This is why some performance-enhancing substances are banned, and athletes who are found to be using a banned substance are disqualified and treated with moral opprobrium.

Some, however, welcome any safe form of enhancement in sport. Such critics argue that the line between an appropriate and inappropriate form of enhancement is quite blurry, perhaps even meaningless. Enhancement is incredibly common in sport, and ubiquitous in elite sport, and for numerous reasons, the playing field is not always level.

Part of this difficulty in drawing distinctions between acceptable and unacceptable forms of enhancement stems from the difficulty in determining what might be considered a therapeutic treatment and what might be considered enhancement (Juengst, 1997). Many athletes take banned substances for therapeutic reasons, such as athletes with ADHD who are given therapeutic use exemption for Ritalin (Savulescu, 2016). Furthermore, some athletes clearly have biological gifts that give them an advantage over others. For example, Finnish cross-country skier Eero Mäntyranta had a genetic mutation that increased red blood cell production, which most would not consider to be an unfair advantage that should result in a ban from the sport. On the other hand, a drug that increases red blood cell count, such as that taken by former U.S. cyclist Lance Armstrong, is a banned substance. Because it is very difficult to detect when athletes are taking banned substances that occur naturally within the body (Savulescu, 2016), might allowing athletes to take these substances not be considered leveling the playing field by leveling out natural variation? Is this distinction between natural advantages and “unnatural” advantages a tenable one? The advantages and disadvantages of allowing performance-enhancing substances in athletics are examined in table 4.3.



Table 4.3    Arguments for and Against Performance-Enhancing Substance Use in Sport




	
Arguments for


	
Arguments against







	
Athletes already have differing access to resources, which makes it challenging to decide what is an acceptable or unacceptable advantage.


	
Athletes should have to work hard to achieve excellence, and some athletes taking performance-enhancing substances negates the hard work of other athletes.





	
Athletes already put themselves at risk through training and competition. What is the difference between those risks and the risks of performance enhancement?


	
Performance-enhancing substances put athletes at risk, and accepting some forms of risk does not necessitate accepting all forms of risk.





	
Enhancement in sport enables athletes to reach new levels of athletic excellence, which fans enjoy witnessing.


	
If some participants are able to take performance-enhancing substances, anyone who wants to compete will have to do the same.





	
Performance-enhancing substances that occur naturally in the body are too difficult to detect.


	
Performance-enhancing substances adulterate the human element of sport by optimizing the bodies of athletes through pills.








Additionally, access to the best coaching, facilities, and other resources give some athletes a leg up over those less advantaged. This is rarely thought to be disqualifying or unfair. In sum, the degree to which performance enhancement—through self-technologies, implement technologies, rehabilitative technologies, and landscape technologies—should be permitted in sport is subject to constant contestation.

The degree to which performance enhancement—through self-technologies, implement technologies, rehabilitative technologies, and landscape technologies—should be permitted in sport is subject to constant contestation.

It is not only optimization in sport that people are concerned about. As the prevention of chronic diseases takes center stage, medicine is not only directed at existing patients. Digital self-surveillance, for example, is a manifestation of practices of optimization, as people are asked to engage in health-promoting activities on an increasingly large scale to avoid becoming ill (Lupton, 1995).

Finally, it is worth asking, why optimization and enhancement should be the de facto goal within physical culture. The types of technologies that seem to be common sense in physical culture—enhancement technologies and technologies that relieve pain quickly so an athlete can return to their sport, or a technology that helps people incorporate more physical activity throughout their day—exist in particular contexts that make them seem to be common sense (Slack & Wise, 2015). If the goal of sport and physical activity is not to win or improve at all costs, these technologies are unlikely to be widely implemented. Though it is important here to not take a cultural determinist perspective on technology, and to recognize as well the role that technologies themselves play in our lives and societies, it is equally important to take stock of how technologies do what they do, in part, because that is what we want them to do.



Technologies Challenge What It Means to be Human

Concerns about technologies undermining our humanity are not new, nor are they confined to sport. However, anxieties about the technologization of sport and physical activity have been particularly acute for sports fans and philosophers alike. In a review of sports studies approaches to “cyborgification” of sport, Butryn (2003) notes that many of those issues stem from the possibility that technologies will lead to an excessive degree of human engineering and optimization, altering the very foundations of humanity. As Simon (1994) puts it, “We eventually may be unable to identify the original ‘I’ whose performance we wanted to enhance” (p. 150).

It is undoubtedly true that technologies of all sorts alter the state of athletic competitions, although what counts as inappropriately adulterating the “essentially human component to the sport” (Savulescu, 2016, p. 302) is certainly up for debate. Most people would probably agree that athletic competitions should be a relatively true measure of what the competition seeks to measure. For example, most would agree that driving a car along a marathon route and finishing before all of your competitors would not entitle you to win the marathon: Marathons are designed to test human speed and endurance, not the speed and endurance of a car. On the other end of the spectrum, although shoes are not natural to humans and they allow runners to run faster and more comfortably, few would expect competitors to run a marathon barefoot.

Savulescu (2016) describes this dilemma as follows: “[One] reason to ban human enhancement is because it alienates us from something valuable and human—the so-called ‘spirit of living.’ This, however, is notoriously difficult to define. Do computers alienate us from mental operations? Memory enhancing drugs?” (p. 303). In between these two ends of the spectrum, there is considerable debate about what sporting implements, landscapes, timing technologies, and substances should be permitted in order to ensure a fair athletic competition. An unstated premise in these claims is that humans and the “spirit of living” are naturally separate from technologies and that humanity is adulterated through interactions with technologies. Both of these assumptions have been challenged throughout this chapter. Many like to believe that there is a clean line between appropriate uses of technology in sport for the purposes of excellence and inappropriate uses of technology that alter the very foundations of who (or what) should be able to compete in sport. However, this line can seem arbitrary in many instances (Savulescu, 2016).

This is a question for everyone, not only for those who compete in sport. Some might argue that technologies can undermine the very human pleasures that we experience through movement by turning the endeavor into a bid to collect steps, improve biometric data, or ceaselessly improve. If physical activity is guided only toward self-improvement, would something in our humanity be lost?




Conclusion

This chapter has examined how physical activity has become an important part of public health, particularly as the increased burden of chronic disease has led to more of a focus on lifestyle and downstream determinants of health as a means of prevention. However, this focus on individual behaviors is not the only way of thinking about chronic disease prevention: Scholars have called for greater attention to social determinants of health, or upstream factors, to understand why the burden of disease is unevenly distributed. With regard to physical activity, the neighborhoods that people live in, the programs available to them, and the policies that shape their lives all have a substantial impact on opportunities to be physically active.


Active Bodies

How Should Technologies Help Athletes to Reach World Records?

On October 12, 2019, in Vienna, Austria, Kenyan marathoner Eliud Kipchoge completed a feat that many thought was impossible: He ran a sub-two-hour marathon (1:59:40, to be exact). Though this was the fastest marathon ever recorded, this race is not considered to be a world record. This decision was made for a host of reasons. First, Kipchoge was the only competitor in the marathon; everything from the flat course in Vienna to the perfect running weather was part of the design by an international company that specifically sought to help a runner break the two-hour marathon barrier (Dalek & Sgobba, 2019). Second, he ran alongside a rotating group of pacers who formed a V in front of him to reduce drag. Together, these factors meant that the feat was not performed in true race conditions.

Implement technologies also played a role. Kipchoge was also wearing a new and controversial brand of shoes, the Nike Vaporfly, containing a carbon-fiber plate that Nike claims can improve metabolic efficiency by 4 percent. Brigid Kosgei, a Kenyan marathoner, broke the women’s world marathon record in Chicago the day after Kipchoge’s historic feat while wearing the same type of shoe. This prompted a response from American competitor and 2018 Boston Marathon female champion Des Linden: “It is an arms race, and it should be a foot race.… We should find out who the best athlete is and who can cover 26.2 [miles] better than the other person. Not who has the newest, greatest technology” (cited in Zaccardi, 2019, para. 6). Do you agree with Linden?



Technologies are pervasive in physical culture, from the places where we exercise, to the implements we use, to our very bodies. Contradictory beliefs about physical activity and technologies abound. Technologies are simultaneously thought to be the reason that people are not physically active enough and the driver for increasing physical activity participation. Technologies control us, but we also have control over the technologies that we use. None of these perspectives are entirely accurate: It is better to think about technologies as enabling some relationships and behaviors while closing off others. Most importantly, humans must engage with these technologies if they are to have any effect at all.

Worries about technologies changing what it means to be a human, or undermining the integrity of sport and physical activity, are not new. Despite this, we still need to constantly reassess the myriad ethical, social, and legal questions that arise as new technologies are developed and our uses of technologies change. Technologies can enhance our ability to assess our everyday practices while making us focus too much on our health; they can help us to be healthier and more athletic while narrowing other ways that we might understand our abilities and our bodies; technologies can challenge what it means to be human in ways that are good and ways that are bad; they can enable more people to participate in physical activity, or they may limit who has the resources to participate. Technologies are not monolithic, nor do they have a singular meaning. Debates continue as to how technologies can best be deployed to harness their potential.

Key Points


	Physical activity has become an important component of a healthy lifestyle as the burden of chronic disease has increased since the mid-20th century.

	Understanding why some people are physically active while others are not requires moving beyond the intrapersonal to examine more upstream factors, or social determinants of health.

	When analyzing the role of technologies in physical culture, it is important to consider how technologies and culture—technocultures—work together to create new possibilities.

	Technologies have always been an integral part of physical culture, from soccer balls to the prospect of genetic engineering. Concerns about technologies drastically changing what it means to be human are not only a contemporary issue.

	Technologies in physical culture represent enormous promise as well as contestation; careful consideration about their use and regulation is necessary.



Discussion Questions


	What should be the role of physical activity in health promotion?

	How might technologies help people live an active lifestyle? How might technologies hinder an active lifestyle?

	What are the advantages of technology use in physical culture? What are the disadvantages?

	Do you think that there should be limits to the technologies that elite athletes can use to improve their performance? If yes, what should those limits be?









5
The Corporeal Sport Economy



Adam Beissel, Miami University

Chris McLeod, University of Florida

David L. Andrews, University of Maryland


Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Develop an understanding of the sport industry as a corporeal economy operating in 21st-century America

	Describe how sport and physical culture changed with the emergence of industrial capitalism and the transformation to late capitalism

	Explain the relevance of Marx’s base–superstructure model and understanding of class relations within capitalism

	Describe the changes to the sport superstructure as a function of late capitalism

	Identify the negative consequences of the capitalist mode of production identified by Marx and Weber

	Critique how active bodies are simultaneously instruments in and objects of sport production within late capitalism

	Consider opportunities for change in the corporeal economy





This chapter will discuss the sport industry as a corporeal economy—that is, a network of exchange relationships organized around, and dependent on, bodies and their modes of valuation, commodification, and production.

Sport is not the only corporeal economy—medicine, health, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, insurance, entertainment, and even the sex trade and organ black markets are all concerned with the production and consumption of bodies. In fact, one could argue (as we sometimes do) that all economies are fundamentally corporeal because they depend on human labor and often exploit our deepest insecurities about what we look like, how we move, and what we can do. Nevertheless, the sport industry is a useful corporeal economy to examine because it illustrates how capitalism has changed and how our roles (both as consumers and workers) have changed with it.

We start by locating the sport industry in history by explaining Karl Marx’s base–superstructure model and describing how sport has changed with the emergence of industrial capitalism and the transformation to late capitalism. Next, we examine the role of the body in a corporeal economy and explain how the body has changed from an instrument of production to become both an instrument and an object of production. Then, we examine some of the negative consequences of the capitalist mode of production identified by Marx and Weber. Lastly, we apply these consequences to a critique of the sport industry, focusing on athletes as instruments and objects of production. We conclude with some opportunities for change in the sport industry.


The Economic Base and Sporting Superstructure

Karl Marx made many contributions to how social scientists think about the world, but one of his most lasting impacts was explaining how social structures were related to, and influenced by, economic structures. According to Marx, any given society consists of two parts: the economic base and the social superstructure. The economic base refers to all the activities and relationships humans use to reproduce life, especially the material things we need to survive. The social superstructure is built on the economic base and includes a society’s culture, institutions, power structure, roles, rituals, and political systems. This model is often interpreted to mean that social relations are caused by economic structures. However, as Hall (1986) would later argue, the base–superstructure relationship is not strictly unidirectional—the superstructure often affects the base, even though the base is predominant.

In Marx’s base–superstructure model, the economic base consists of three interrelated dimensions (see figure 5.1):


	The means of production (human labor power, tools and machinery, infrastructure, technical skills)

	The social relations of production (property, power, and social relations)

	The mode of production (capitalism)



First, the means of production are the physical tools, factories, and techniques of production used to create economic value and transform capital into goods and services for consumption. The social relations of production represent the social organization and interaction between specific groups of people and the various roles and responsibilities they have in the production process. Finally, the means of production interact with the social relations of production to create a unique mode of production—the way society is organized to produce goods and services as a means of subsistence to survive and reproduce itself. Since the Industrial Revolution in the latter half of the 18th century, the mode of production has been capitalism. Capitalism is a specific mode of production in which trade, industry, and capital are privately controlled and operated to create and accumulate profits.

The other aspect of Marx’s base–superstructure model is the social superstructure, which is made up of the various institutions comprising society: education, law, culture, religion, media, family, politics, and, for the purposes of the remainder of this chapter, sport. The economic base influences how these institutions, including sport, are built, as well as their role in society. At the same time, sport and the other social institutions reproduce and reinforce the means, relations, and modes of economic production. Therefore, building on arguments that have already been made in this textbook, sport is best understood as being dialectically related to the economic base, and especially the forms of capitalism that exist today.
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Figure 5.1    Dimensions of the capitalist economic base in Marx’s base–superstructure model.





Sport and Capitalism

During the late 19th and early 20th century, U.S. society was dominated by industrial capitalism, a form of capitalism organized around the production and consumption of material things. In industrial capitalism, value is created by taking materials (usually out of the ground) and using labor and machines to improve them in some way. A classic example of industrial capitalism is the production of the Ford Model T. It was designed to be mass produced (the Model T was famously one color—black) and to serve a clear utilitarian function—transporting people. The main social relations of production in industrial capitalism existed between two groups: the capitalists, who owned the factories, machines, and other means of production needed to create goods, and the laborers, who sold their time and effort to capitalists in exchange for a wage.

The growth of factories during industrialization, and their constant demand for an ever-expanding workforce, led to significant changes to the material and social relations of U.S. society. Modern sport also owes much of its popularity to the social changes caused by industrialization.

As discussed chapter 2, modern sport owes its popularity and modern structure to industrial capitalism. For example, industrial leaders integrated team sports like association football into factory life, believing that it would discipline workers into healthy and economically productive bodies that would make factory assembly lines more efficient. Factory life and team sport required “teamwork, obeying orders and discipline” (Vamplew, 2016, p. 342). Sport also required people to follow the clock. Clock time was used in factories to coordinate workers and make production more efficient, but it was not commonly used before the Industrial Revolution because most people did not have access to clocks and used more casual methods to tell time. Thus, by reproducing the disciplinary aspects of the factory, industrial capitalism popularized sport as a rule-bound, time-bound, organized, and disciplined activity.

By reproducing the disciplinary aspects of the factory, industrial capitalism popularized sport as a rule-bound, time-bound, organized, and disciplined activity.

At the same time, the unprecedented economic growth and social changes of industrial capitalism were accompanied by rapid urbanization. Factories required people to work in them, so capitalists built factories in places where people could live close by. Mass housing accumulated in urban areas, providing workers new opportunities to interact with one another through various social and cultural practices, including sport and physical culture. Workers also started to recognize themselves as belonging to the working class, uniting in solidarity movements against capitalists to improve labor conditions and shorten the work day and work week. Laws were passed limiting work time, giving people more leisure time in the evening and on the weekends to play sport and enjoy physical culture. Because most of the working classes lived together in urban areas, they could play association football during the evenings and attend organized matches as spectators on the weekends. The industrial work week “helped create a mass market for spectator sport by setting Saturday afternoons free of work, thus providing a time slot into which gate-money sport could fit” (Vamplew, 2016, p. 343). Thus, sport, as a superstructural element of industrial capitalism, became part of the social fabric of urban industrial life.



The Late Capitalist (Cultural) Economy

Industrial capitalism has since evolved into what scholars call late capitalism, referring to the “latest” form of capitalism. It is also sometimes referred to as cultural capitalism because, in contrast to industrial capitalism, which was defined by making and selling material things, late capitalism increasingly makes and sells intangible experiences, symbols, ideas, and meaning. For example, if industrial capitalism was exemplified by the Ford Model T, then you only need watch a car commercial today to see that what is being sold is no longer the car itself, but the identity, ideas, meanings, and symbols that are associated with that brand of car. For example, when Toyota released the Prius in 2001, it well outsold all the other hybrid cars on the market because it was impossible to confuse the Prius for a nonhybrid car. People who bought a Prius were buying the image that they were environmentally conscious.

The contemporary U.S. economy has gone through a process of deindustrialization, in which industry has largely moved to other countries via offshoring and outsourcing. It has also shifted toward a service-oriented mode of production that is based around cultural and symbolic meaning, moving the emphasis away from production and toward consumption. Companies now spend much of their time and resources trying to figure out how to get people to consume more. Consider, for example, the apt description of Nike as a marketing company that sells shoes, rather than a shoe company. Nike does not produce anything tangible—all shoes are made by contractors overseas—but it produces ideas and meaning about shoes through slick advertising and big-time endorsements like Michael Jordan. It turns out cultural products and services, such as sport, are especially effective for driving consumption.

In contrast to industrial capitalism, which was defined by making and selling material things, late capitalism increasingly makes and sells intangible experiences, symbols, ideas, and meaning.

How has the superstructure of modern society evolved alongside late capitalism? Anything that can be used to promote consumption is being used—and adapted—to encourage ever-greater consumption levels. Consider how religion, education, and health care have been thoroughly commercialized to encourage consumption. The megachurch, the student-as-consumer, and the ready-to-prescribe online doctor are all changes that late capitalism has wrought on the superstructures of our society.



Sport and Late Capitalism

Sport has been especially amenable to the dictates of late capitalism. Consider the following (by no means comprehensive) list of the different ways that consumption has been tied to sport and physical culture:


	Ticket sales

	Television viewership

	Print media

	Live streaming

	Sponsorships

	Celebrity endorsements

	Merchandise

	Digital branding

	“Fitspo” influencers

	Performance tracking

	Health and wellness

	Gambling

	Fantasy sport

	Athleisure wear

	Sport equipment



Sport, like other cultural products such as music, film, and social media, has emerged as one of the defining superstructural elements in late capitalism.

Like other superstructural elements of a late capitalist society, sport and physical culture have also changed to fit with the evolving economic base (Andrews, 2006; Andrews & Giardina, 2008). Elite sport has evolved away from its roots as a disciplinary and community-based institution into an economic motor for capital accumulation. There are now multiple streams of revenue generation at the venue (e.g., ticket sales, concession, sponsorships, licensed merchandise) and away from the venue (e.g., media rights, media advertising and sponsorships, media subscriptions, financial investments, more licensed merchandise). Sport managers also increasingly use entertainment strategies to make events more appealing to a wider consumer base. According to Gems and Pfister (2009), “sport has merged with entertainment to become a major business in the United States. Sport is sold, not only as a competitive event but as a product, as merchandise to be consumed. Media sport is ‘produced’ by a cooperation of athletes and sport organizers on the one hand, and the media, advertising agencies, and large companies on the other” (p. 369). In all, sport looks rather different today than when it emerged during industrial capitalism.

The bulk of the evidence shows that sports today are indeed big business. According to Forbes, the sports market in North America was expected to reach $73.5 billion in 2019, well within the top 100 revenue-generating companies in the entire U.S. economy (Heitner, 2015). Billionaire owners treat their sporting endeavors as a business. The bottom line matters, revenues are of paramount importance, and costs are fought with grim determination. At times sports may be about more than just money, but off the field, business aspects dominate.

Consider the following:


	Although reverse-order entry drafts, salary caps, and financial fair-play rules are sometimes justified to the public as a measure for improving competitive balance between teams, they were designed to suppress athletes’ wages—which are the highest single cost for any professional sports team—to increase profitability.

	Economists have also shown that, contrary to popular belief, many North American major league athletes are underpaid (especially those who have not yet reached arbitration or free agency) (Krautmann et al., 2009).

	Though team owners do not share financial information with the public, Fort (2006) estimated that the average real growth in Major League Baseball (MLB) team sale prices was twice the growth rate of the economy at large—meaning that, even if owners do not make large profits every year, they receive substantial returns on investment when they sell.

	The sport industry is the only industry in which owners can claim depreciation on their employees’ payroll as a deduction from their taxable income. After Bill Veeck pioneered this “roster depreciation allowance” in 1946, many rich business owners purchased teams as tax shelters for their wealth.

	NBC, the U.S. broadcaster of the Olympics, pays so much for broadcast rights that it dictates when certain events will be held to maximize viewership and therefore advertising revenues in the United States.

	Daily fantasy sport companies Draft Kings and Fan Duel marketed themselves as gambling companies to investors and consumers while telling lawmakers they were a “game of skill” to avoid regulation and, therefore, costs (Holden et al., 2020).



Even if the sport industry does not always appear to be profit driven when discussed in the media or among friends, most decisions in the sport industry can be understood as a quest for greater profitability or greater returns on investment. In other words, sport has been reorganized to better serve the objectives of a late capitalist economic system.

Specific changes to the sport superstructure can be summed up by the following processes: corporatization, commercialization, spectacularization, eventization, celebritization, and digitalization (figure 5.2).
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Figure 5.2    Processes representing changes to the sport superstructure.



Corporatization is when social institutions are reorganized to be more like commercial corporations, with a distinct institutional structure, managerial hierarchy, profit-driven focus, rational efficiency, and investment objective. For example, American businessman and Tampa Bay Buccaneers owner Malcolm Glazer purchased Manchester United Football Club for nearly £800 million in 2005 after taking out a loan of £540 million to finance the purchase (Conn, 2019). Glazer took Manchester United public in 2012, selling shares of the club on the New York Stock Exchange through an initial public offering. A sizeable portion of Manchester United’s annual gross revenue is used not only to pay for and acquire talent on the field, but to pay off Glazer’s initial investment (plus interest) and cut a regular dividend to Glazer and other shareholders as a short-term financial gain. In 2019, Forbes placed a valuation on the club of £3 billion—a return on investment of around 275 percent of the initial purchase price, should the Glazer family sell the club (Forbes, 2019).

Commercialization is when social or cultural values are turned into vehicles for revenue generation. Sport has become a motor of economic growth for corporate America. Multinational corporations want to associate their brands with sport to generate positive brand identity and meaning in the marketplace. The NFL exceeds $1 billion in annual commercial sponsorship deals from multinational corporations to be “official NFL partners” (Forsdick, 2020). In 2012, Nike replaced Reebok as the NFL’s official uniform supplier with an eight-year deal worth more than $1 billion. Nike expects the positive awareness derived from associating with the NFL’s brand will generate sportswear apparel and merchandise sales exceeding this sponsorship fee. Commercial sport has become an important vehicle for brand activation, “the process of making your brand known to people, increasing awareness and engagement through some kind of brand experience … an emotional reaction through interaction” (Rowe, 2020, p. 1). Late capitalist sport has become so commercially saturated that most people do not notice just how often they are exposed to brand information when visiting sports stadiums (e.g., the Connecticut Sun’s Mohegan Sun Arena, Delta Sky360 Club at Truist Park, the Under Armour logo on Fenway Park’s Green Monster) or watching sport media (e.g., Hyundai presents NBC’s Sunday Night Football, the Procter & Gamble NWSL Challenge Cup, MLB’s T-Mobile Home Run Derby, Coca-Cola 600 at Charlotte Motor Speedway).

Spectacularization uses entertainment strategies to produce sport events as either live or mass-mediated spectacles. Late capitalist sport centers on the production of “impossible-to-repeat live events” (Rowe, 2020, p. 1) as branded entertainment spectacles designed to generate as many viewers as possible. Sport has advantages for generating audiences over other types of entertainment (such as film, sitcoms, and music videos) because it is immediate, uncertain, and unrepeatable. Consequently, sport spectacles are a valuable commodity for generating live viewership, especially now that on-demand streaming is replacing traditional television viewership.

Sport has become a motor of economic growth for corporate America.

The process of eventization is key to understanding the process of spectacularization. Eventization is the manufacturing of corporatized and commercialized spectacles within privatized spaces. Spectator eventization involves the transformation of sporting performance into multilayered cultural events, spaces, and experiences that are intended to build live attendance. For example, the annual college football game between Ohio State and Michigan is a spectacularized live sport event that will regularly generate stadium attendance that eclipses 100,000 spectators. It is a multilayered entertainment event that includes several attendance-building activities, including tailgating before the game, singing the Buckeye Battle Cry as Ohio State scores their first touchdown, and witnessing the Ohio State marching band “dot the i” during their halftime performance.

Sport media eventization is a strategy of attracting viewers by using multiple media platforms and entertainment-based narratives. For example, the 2021 Super Bowl drew 96.4 million viewers across multiple media platforms, including the CBS Television Network, CBS Sports and NFL digital properties, Buccaneers and Chiefs mobile properties, Verizon Media mobile properties, and ESPN Deportes television and digital properties (Ourand, 2021). The event was preceded by a four-hour pregame show counting down to kickoff, including pre-event music, poetry, and military flyovers. There was a halftime concert with popular recording artist The Weeknd and a postgame celebration of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers’ victory and Tom Brady’s performance. Most importantly for media producers, a spectator who watched the whole event watched 1 hour and 30 minutes of advertisements, including the famous Super Bowl ads that now cost around $5.6 million for a 30-second slot (Heyen, 2021). All of this worked to render the Super Bowl a must-see cultural event—even for those not usually interested in sport.

As with much of contemporary culture, late capitalist sport is dominated by high levels of celebritization. Mass-media celebrities are the defining elements of contemporary sport spectacles and key drivers of the late capitalist cultural economy. For example, Serena Williams has more Grand Slam tennis titles than any women’s tennis player ever. As one of the most famous athletes in the world, her entry in tournaments drives in-person and televised interest around the world. When she reaches Grand Slam title matches, television viewership experiences the “Serena effect,” in which interest and ratings vary significantly by her performance. Her fiery and aggressive playing style on the court gives her a public persona that constructs an athlete-celebrity identity for public consumption. Yet, sport consumers come to know her and other celebrity athletes not only through their performance, but also through a multitude of mass-mediated texts that construct their public persona. Serena is most well known as an athlete, but she is also an author, sister, mother, philanthropist, activist, and endorser. In this sense, Serena’s celebrity identity is an intertextual assemblage of mediated roles and identities. We come to know her (or feel like we know her) as a cumulative product of these media images, some of which we can identify with on a personal level, which makes her an especially valuable commodity for capitalists who want to drive interest in events, brands, or products.

Sport’s digitalization has been used to facilitate instantaneous and mediated communication for capital accumulation and profit. Professional athletes use social media (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Cameo) to communicate directly to sports consumers, thus constructing their own celebrity identities. In addition to athletes themselves, brands also attempt to engage users in conversation on social media. During the 2016 NFL Super Bowl, there were 27 million event-related Tweets and 38 million Instagram users shared 155 million Super Bowl-related images and videos (Andrews & Ritzer, 2018). The online streaming platform Twitch has also emerged as a popular interactive medium for producing and consuming sport. Viewers of a live Twitch stream can engage with one another using second screening, turning “passive” consumers into “active” producers of the events they consume.

Digital sport products have also emerged as an important source of capital accumulation. One example is EA Sports’ FIFA video games—a product that digitalizes celebrity athletes such as Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo based on their appearance, on-field skills, and physical attributes. FIFA’s Ultimate Team mode has created an ancillary gaming economy around the buying and selling of popular digital sport athletes. Ultimate Team is now EA’s primary source of income, with the game mode accounting for 28 percent of EA’s profits in 2019, double the amount made from the actual FIFA game itself (Electronic Arts Inc., 2019). Professional sport organizations are recognizing this digital shift, with sports owners acquiring esport teams and leagues investing in their own digital sport leagues. The eNASCAR Coca-Cola iRacing Series is an online simulated NASCAR Racing league with corporate multinational sponsors, broadcast agreements, franchise and team ownership models, professional driver contracts, and race cash purses that routinely exceed $100,000. The digital sport media is clearly a product of, and helps reproduce, late capitalist sport.

Consistent with Marx’s base–superstructure model, we can see that contemporary sport has changed to better fit with the dictates of late capitalism, along with many other cultural spheres—corporatization, commercialization, spectacularization, eventization, and digitalization have also changed education, music, and health care. Sport is unique, however, in that the body is central to how value is created and realized.



What Is a Corporeal Economy?

The late capitalist sport industry can be described as a corporeal economy because the active body is the center of the network of exchanges that make up the industry. Sociologist Loïc Wacquant (2004) termed the concept corporeal economy in his study of boxing in Chicago when he noticed that boxers viewed their bodies as tools for earning money and accordingly invested in their bodies through the hard labor of training, preparing, and learning the norms of boxing. Wacquant (2004) also noted how earning money invariably took a toll on boxers’ bodies as they sustained injuries in the ring. According to Wacquant (1995), the gym is “a social factory to remaking human bodies into virtual fighting machines” (p. 70). We think Wacquant’s (2004) concept of a corporeal economy can be extended from his study of boxing gyms to the sport industry more broadly.

First, it is important to note that bodies have always played an important role in economic production. However, as our society has evolved from industrial capitalism to late capitalism, the body’s role in production and consumption has also changed. In industrial capitalism, the body was used as an instrument in the production of goods. People worked in factories, often in physically demanding and damaging jobs. For example, Upton Sinclair’s novel, The Jungle, which was based on his observations of the meatpacking industry in Chicago, described protagonist Jurgis Rudkus’ job on the killing floor of a plant as merciless and subject to a never-ending acceleration that eventually lead to Jurgis’ injury and decline, with his body another instrument in the meatpacking production process.

The body is also used as an instrument in late capitalist sport. Athletes use their bodies in physically demanding ways to produce sport spectacles. Like Jurgis, they are often at risk of injury and face a constant “acceleration” as competition and demand from spectators continually push the boundaries of what human bodies are capable of.

The sport industry is a corporeal economy, therefore, because the networks of exchange are organized around bodies both as instruments in the production process, but also as the objects being made, remade, commodified, and sold.

Consider the following:


	Paris Saint-German Football Club set the current record for transfer fees by paying €222 million to acquire Neymar from Barcelona FC.

	Professional athletes in the five major North American sports leagues (MLB, NBA, NFL, NHL, and MLS) are some of the only people in the world who do not have the right to choose who they work for. The remnants of the reserve clause, created by the National League (a precursor to the MLB), mean that owners have an exclusive right to their players for a set number of years.

	The average weight of a National Football League offensive lineman was 249 pounds in the 1970s and grew to 315 pounds in the 2000s (Belson, 2019).

	Roger Federer and Naomi Osaka, the highest earning male and female athletes, respectively, owe most of their earnings to endorsement deals with companies that profit from their association with the tennis players’ images (Badenhausen, 2020).

	When Michael Jordan played an away game in the NBA, he generated an additional 4,236 attendees per game, on average, from 1981 to 2014 (Humphreys & Johnson, 2019).

	ESPN The Magazine sells more advertising for its annual Body Issue than any other issue. The Body Issue also sells nearly double the number of magazines at newsstands as regular issues (Rovell, 2010).



These facts clearly illustrate that elite athletes’ bodies are commodities, produced through training and nutrition regimes and bought and sold by team owners, advertisers, endorsers, and consumers. Whereas industrial capitalism used bodies in the factory to produce material goods like cars, late capitalism produces bodies as the end products to be bought and sold. Thus, when we watch corporatized elite sport, we are effectively consuming high-performance athletic bodies.

Elite athletes’ bodies are commodities, produced through training and nutrition regimes and bought and sold by team owners, advertisers, endorsers, and consumers.

Beissel (2015) provided an in-depth case study of how corporeal economies work through his participant observation research of gridiron football culture in American Samoa, where boys born to Samoan parents are 56 times more likely to make it to the NFL than any other child in the United States. Beissel (2015) showed that Samoan boys’ bodies become valuable in the corporeal economy of football because of the unique economic, cultural, and historical circumstances in which they are produced. He explains how this process involves a “circuit of bodily production” (p. 335) that occurs in three stages: First, the active kinesthetic body is produced on the field through control, regulation, and training. At this stage, sports coaches and trainers discipline young men’s bodies to make them docile and economically productive. Next, the active commodified body is valorized as a material product to be bought and sold through geopolitical exchanges in athletic labor markets. This body is seen to possess physical capital that is a rare and valuable commodity sought by firms in athletic labor markets. Finally, the laboring football body that has successfully “made it” on the global stage is transformed into an active mediated football body, which serves as a powerful source of social and cultural meaning in the (re)making of the self and expressions of identity, citizenship, and cultural belonging. Young Samoan boys absorb these messages, aspire to “make it” themselves, and enter the production circuit, thereby keeping the corporeal economy running—even if most athletes are not successful.

The corporeal economy is a useful concept for illuminating the essentiality of bodies to economic production and value in the sport industry. By viewing sport through the lens of the corporeal economy, we can also identify some of the negative consequences of late capitalist sport.



The Material and Social Relations of Late Capitalist Production

According to Marx, industrial capitalism was exploitative, alienating, and oppressive of the wage-laborers in the factory system. These consequences can also be seen in corporeal economies, as we will explore.

Marx created a simple expression to describe how capitalism compared with traditional exchange: In traditional exchange, people created commodities, exchanged them for money, and then used that money to buy the things they needed to live, such as food and shelter. Marx (1977) simplified this exchange relationship using the expression commodity–money–commodity, or CMC. In contrast, the capitalist uses money to buy commodities, and then exchanges those commodities for more money. Instead of exchanging CMC, the capitalist exchanges MCM', or money–commodity–more money. The goal of capitalist exchange is more money (M'). In other words, the goal of capitalist exchange is to accumulate.

However, the only way for the capitalist to accumulate more than they started with is to find some surplus in the production process. According to Marx (1977), this surplus value was always found by taking more value from people’s labor than was paid to them in wages. Sometimes it might look as though a new machine had made the production process quicker, cheaper, and more efficient—but history invariably shows that “the machine” was really the embodied labor of the people who built it and made the process more efficient in the first place, and it was their labor that was being exploited.

Why is surplus value always found by paying human labor less than the value it creates? It may come down to the fact that humans are flexible, resilient, and creative, so they can do more with less when necessary. Capitalists exploit this quality in many ways. For example, here are four methods to extract surplus value from workers such as Jurgis Rudkus and his fellow meatpackers, adapted from Marx (1977):


	Labor can be “sped up.” If we pay Jurgis 17.5 cents for an hour’s work but make him produce a few more units each hour every day, then he will shortly be creating more value than he earns in wages.

	Labor can be overworked. If we make Jurgis work for some time unpaid, or if we make him take some work home, then he will create more value than he earns in wages.

	Labor can be underpaid. If we decide to pay Jurgis 16 cents instead of 17.5, then he will be forced to find creative ways to keep himself and his family alive for a bit longer, while still creating more value than he earns.

	The cost of living can be increased. If we and all the other capitalists raise the price of the goods Jurgis produces while continuing to pay him 17.5 cents, he will create more value than he earns in real wages (real wages refer to what you can buy with your money). Again, he will find creative ways to keep himself and his family alive for a bit longer.



You might notice a contradiction to these methods: If we continue to pay Jurgis and his fellow workers less and he continues to make more, then there is going to be a point at which workers—who are also consumers—can no longer afford to buy the things they create! Capitalism has had many solutions to this problem, including financial markets, consumerism, rising debt, and environmental exploitation (Harvey, 2015). In this chapter, however, we focus on the drive toward ever-more efficient production and work methods because they have clear implications for the role of our bodies in the late capitalist sport industry. Specifically, we review the concepts of exploitation, alienation, oppression, bureaucratization, and rationalization (figure 5.3).

Exploitation refers to a situation in which more is taken from someone than they are given. Marx (1977) believed that capitalists generated surplus value by exploiting workers in the ways described above. Consequently, capitalism is fundamentally exploitative. It takes from the working class and gives to the capitalist class, produces increasing inequalities between class groups, and causes conflict.

[image: ]
Figure 5.3    Marxist concepts to consider in understanding the drive to make bodies more efficient and productive in late capitalist society.


In capitalism, workers experience alienation (separation) from their products, their labor, themselves, and other people. Workers become alienated from the product of labor because they lose a relationship with the products they create. Workers are alienated from the labor process because labor is divided into smaller and smaller tasks, so that workers who once knew how to produce a product from the ground up are now limited to performing the same mundane chore over and over, which results in the de-skilling of the workforce. Workers lose control of their human essence—or what Marx terms species-essence—because labor under capitalism takes time and energy away from realizing one’s human potential. Finally, workers become alienated from other people because the time and energy commitments required for industrial labor separate workers from their immediate family and social circle.

Capitalism is fundamentally exploitative. It takes from the working class and gives to the capitalist class, produces increasing inequalities between class groups, and causes conflict.

As a result of the associated exploitation and alienation, the capitalist system contributes to the oppression of certain classes. Capitalism is a hierarchical system in which the owners of the means of production (bourgeoisie) derive their income from the surplus value by oppressing and subordinating the labor force (proletariat). These forms of oppression manifest in relative conditions of poverty, social immobility, and discrimination faced by the working classes. By preserving this hierarchy and keeping the working classes poor, the capitalist class creates conditions of deprivation and desperation so that there is a continued need for laborers to exchange their labor power for (exploitative) wages. The capitalist class does so by preventing social mobility through poor education and limited opportunities.

Max Weber (1992) used the metaphor of the iron cage to describe how individuals become trapped in capitalism’s system of economic efficiency, rational calculation, and systematic control. For Weber, the iron cage of capitalism was defined by two central aspects: bureaucratization and rationalization. Bureaucratization involves the organization of human activity in more efficient and rational ways. Rationalization is the process of moving away from “traditional” (spiritual, mystical, superstitious, or folk-based) prescientific understandings and ways of life toward more “rational” (secular, scientific, technological, or logical) ways of structuring and thinking about life and society. Modernity saw a shift from the traditional thinking of the premodern world to more rational approaches, including the idea that progress could be attained through scientific study.

Bureaucratization and rationalization have had many useful implications for our society, especially as we have benefited from scientific contributions. But it has also changed how we think of our everyday lives and our work. Most people live incredibly structured lives and are more anxious than ever because of cultural pressure to make sure that everything we do is toward a given end. Consider, for example, how fitness-tracking technology has changed the way people think of leisure time to focus on the quantifiable aspects of leisure, such as “steps,” heart rate, speed, and distance. Weber foresaw these implications and argued that people would feel trapped in a system of bureaucratic and rationally efficient organization, eventually leading to dehumanization and disenchantment. Dehumanization occurs when individuals are stripped of their emotions and the ability to shape their own lives, becoming simply a cog in the machine of everyday life. Similarly, Weber argued that individuals experience disenchantment as they lose much of their freedom and autonomy. In this sense, one’s life becomes predictable and devoid of purpose.



The Active Body as Instrument in Sport Production

In this section and the next, we consider how the concepts developed to explain the conditions of labor under capitalism can also be applied to athletes. As such, we are concerned with the impact of the corporeal economy on sport bodies, minds, and wider society. First, we consider the role of the athlete as an instrument in production, just as the factory worker was an instrument in the meatpacking industry. Next, we examine the role of the athlete as an object of production, which is one of the new characteristics of the sport industry to emerge with late capitalism.


Active Bodies

Elena Delle Donne as Late Capitalist Sport Worker

Elena Delle Donne of the Washington Mystics is one of the most accomplished players in WNBA history. The second overall pick in the 2013 WNBA draft, Delle Donne has been selected to six all-star teams, won two WNBA Most Valuable Player Awards, and became the first WNBA player to join the 50-40-90 club for her outstanding shooting. Delle Donne led the Mystics to their first WNBA Championship in franchise history in 2019. During the 2019 season, Delle Donne produced a league-leading 7.7 wins for the Mystics. This mark represented 3.8 percent of all WNBA wins in 2019. Despite these many accomplishments, Delle Donne is underpaid, with an annual average salary of $224,870.

To determine the economic value of Delle Donne to the Mystics, we can turn to the sport economist David Berri’s work measuring exploitation in women’s basketball. Berri (2018) estimates WNBA league revenue at $60 million in 2018, of which players were paid $12.3 million. That means WNBA players were only receiving 20.4 percent of league revenue (NBA players receive 50 percent). If we assume revenue and costs were the same in 2019 (they were likely higher, as revenues and costs grow over time), and the WNBA gave 50 percent of its revenue to players as the NBA does, then WNBA players in 2019 should be splitting $30 million. Following Berri’s (2017a, 2018) approach to measuring the economic value of basketball players, we find that Delle Donne should have been paid $809,522—nearly four times what she earned in 2019. In other words, if the WNBA split its revenue the same way the NBA does, WNBA players would receive quite a bit more money. Not only are WNBA sport workers paid less than the value of their labor product (if they were paid for value, Delle Donne would earn $1,951,390.74, or 100% of the value her labor produces), but they are paid less than their NBA counterparts relative to the revenue they produce.




Sport Worker Exploitation

Within the corporeal sport economy, a capitalist ruling class controls the means of production and derives surplus value from the wage-labor produced by workers. For example, Mark Cuban, who is worth $4.3 billion according to the 2020 Forbes 400 list (Dolan, 2020), used capital accumulated during the dot-com explosion of the 1990s to buy the NBA and WNBA teams Dallas Mavericks and Dallas Wings. Both teams produce sport commodities that can be sold to consumers for economic profit. Cuban not only generates profits based on annual net revenue, but also accrues valuable equity each year by owning teams that can be sold for a profit.

It is not always obvious when athletes are exploited because they are paid so much more than the average worker. In the NBA, for example, the average player salary for the 2020-2021 season was $7.9 million (Basketball Reference, 2020). Yet, despite these impressive sums, most NBA players are paid a fraction of the revenue they generate for owners. For example, although the Maverick’s most productive player, Luka Dončić, had a base salary of $7.6 million for the 2020-2021 season, he produced $25.5 million in economic value according to his Win Shares valuation according to Basketball Reference. Thus, Dončić produced a surplus value of $17.8 million for the Mavericks in one season of his wage-labor. Economists have shown that most early-career athletes in major league sports are, like Dončić, paid less than the value they produce (Krautman et al., 2009). This is also true of WNBA players and other women athletes (Berri, 2017a). Sports media, however, usually focus on the contracts of the most highly paid workers, many of whom earn especially high salaries because they generate extra revenue for teams beyond their performance on the field or court (Humphreys & Johnson, 2019). Focusing on the top-paid athletes draws attention away from the fact that most athletes are underpaid for the value they create.

In other sport contexts, the exploitation of athlete workers is more discernable. The Olympic Games are a highly commercialized global spectacle that relies on the exploitation of athletes, many of whom live around or below the poverty line: The 2015 average annual income of 150 U.S. track and field athletes who ranked in the top 10 in the country in their event was just $16,533. (Hobson, 2016). Some athletes can make big endorsement money, but the vast majority rely on state-sponsored stipends or charity donations to fund their Olympic training and travel. Furthermore, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) has established Rule 40 to protect its intellectual property and exert exclusivity of its official sponsors by forbidding athletes from endorsing or marketing a company that is not an official Olympic sponsor. Not only are athletes working to generate surplus value for the IOC and national sport federations, but they may not be compensated for this labor during the Olympics.

Former U.S. Olympic speed skater Emily Scott competed in short-track speed skating at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Training for the Olympics was a time-consuming endeavor and precluded her from working a full-time job. Because her $1,700 per month stipend from the United States Olympic Committee (USOC) was not enough to fund her training, nor enough income to sustain her, she applied for federal government assistance and crowdsourced monthly income on a GoFundMe campaign (Zaccardi, 2013). Scott’s dire situation is hardly unique—U.S. Olympian Lolo Jones brought attention to the issue of athlete funding with an online video in 2013 (Newcomb, 2014). This athlete worker exploitation comes to benefit the ruling class of the IOC. At the 2016 Rio Olympics, some IOC members got paid more to watch the Games than many athletes got paid to compete in the Games (Hobson, 2016).

An emerging trend is that some athlete workers have attempted to seek control of the means of sport production. A range of athlete workers have used money earned in sport to purchase ownership of, or equity stakes in, professional sport teams, including Lebron James (Liverpool Football Club), Michael Jordan (Charlotte Hornets), Patrick Mahomes (Kansas City Royals), and Serena Williams (Miami Dolphins). Leagues with athlete ownership have also existed in baseball, NASCAR, lacrosse, surfing, bull riding, and association football (McLeod, 2020). Athlete ownership is a promising strategy for improving work conditions for athletes; however, athlete-owned leagues face many additional challenges (such as trying to usurp the existing power structures and overcoming the huge difference in wealth between owners and players) that limit their viability in sports with well-established capitalist leagues, like American football, association football, basketball, and baseball, so we are unlikely see fully athlete-owned leagues in top professional sports any time soon (McLeod, 2020).



Sport Worker Alienation

In the capitalist mode of production, workers experience alienation by being separated from their products, their labor, themselves, and each other. One way to think about alienation in the context of the corporeal sport economy is coaching strategies and techniques. In a sport such as American football, coaches maintain tight control over players’ individual movements and actions on the field. In this way, football coaches manufacture “machine-like” actions that limit athletes’ pleasure, freedom, creativity, and independence. The football coach designs, implements, and rehearses an exhaustive playbook, which is all about controlling athletes. Football players have set roles (divisions of labor) and restricted, repetitive movements (automated tasks) akin to assembly-line workers. They are like cogs in the machinery of the corporeal economy.


Active Bodies

Anthony Rendon as Late Capitalist Sport Product

In nearly every sport, you will find data analytics and statistical research being used to optimize athlete productivity and performance. Athletes undergo rigorous training and conditioning programs that prescribe highly standardized and rationalized mechanics intended to deliver more efficient and economically productive outcomes. In Major League Baseball, the phenomenon of launch angle, a measurement of a baseball’s vertical trajectory, has been propelled into the mainstream. Sheinin (2017) explains the concept of launch angle: “While a launch angle of zero is essentially a line drive at the pitcher’s knees, a negative figure is a grounder and 90 degrees is a popup straight above home plate.” Baseball analysts have been able pinpoint the range of 25 to 35 degrees as the “sweet spot” for home runs, when paired with a pitch’s exit velocity—a measure of the speed of the ball off the bat—of 95 mph or greater. With increasingly sophisticated data available, baseball players are focusing on getting the ball in the air more than ever before. The discovery and emphasis of launch angle helped batters hit a record 6,776 home runs in 2019—a 61 percent increase from 4,186 home runs hit in 2014.

Making use of this new data, Major League slugger Anthony Rendon made a significant change to his swing mechanics and approach at the plate in 2016. He focused his off-season training programs on generating a standardized and routinized swing path that optimized the “sweet spot” of launch angle. According to Statcast data, he steadily increased his average launch angle from 10.1 degrees in 2015 to 19.5 in 2019. As a result, his slugging percentage—the number of total bases divided by number of at-bats—rose from .363 to .598 during this period, with Rendon hitting 34 home runs in 2019 and leading the league in doubles for the second consecutive season. As a late capitalist sport worker, Rendon’s focus on generating routinized swing mechanics draws on principles of scientific management intended to produce a more efficient—and therefore economically productive—sport product. Much like the worker on a Ford assembly line, Rendon and many other ballplayers are trained to produce standardized swing mechanics, making one player increasingly indistinguishable from the next, replaceable cogs in the baseball-producing machine.

Although launch angle has been good for maximizing efficiency among ballplayers and increasing run production for teams, there are concerns about what controlling sport in this way might mean for Major League Baseball’s product. The standardization of swing mechanics intended to create an ideal launch angle has resulted in more routine outcomes at the plate: 34 percent of Major League Baseball at-bats in 2018 resulted in either a home run, walk, or strikeout (Greenberg, 2019). The ball is now put in play at a lower rate than ever before, resulting in less action in the game overall. As Greenberg (2019) argues, launch angle has led to the detriment of baseball’s overall product as “the joy[s] of the game … are continuing on the slow road to extinction” (para. 1).



Another example of alienation is the growth of sport analytics in leagues like Major League Baseball (MLB). The last two decades have seen an explosion in data-driven analysis that has transformed baseball from art to science, which limits creative freedom and expression. The infield shift in baseball is a defensive realignment that takes players away from their traditional starting points to increase the probability of getting batters out. Massive amounts of opponent data are mined for the smallest insights into the probability of batted ball locations and shared with on-field coaches in binders full of “spray charts” and diagrams. Baseball infielders are shifted around the diamond by the manager in a regimented and mechanized way, with their precise locations on the field prescribed before every pitch. And though the success of the infield shift as a win-maximizing strategy is nearly impossible to dispute scientifically, the consequence is that baseball athlete workers are alienated from the product of their labor. Baseball players as free-thinking human beings are reduced to a quantified object on a data spreadsheet. In other words, baseball is structured more like work than creative activity. Moreover, as the baseball product becomes ever-more scientifically efficient, it also become a far less entertaining product, with the ball now in play less than at any point in the game’s modern history (Lindberg, 2020).

A consequence of alienation is that many athlete workers become disenchanted with sport because their experience is externally controlled. Certainly, sport is a place for joy and creativity—indeed, that is why many gravitate toward sport in the first place. However, as we get older and sport becomes more competitive, result-driven, and adult-centered, the joyous qualities can diminish. Disenchantment is often a major factor in burnout among adolescent athletes and also happens to elite athletes as well. Former U.S. Men’s National Team member and Major League Soccer (MLS) player Landon Donovan famously took a three-month sabbatical from the sport in 2013 due to “physical and mental exhaustion” (Baxter, 2013). Having played professionally since the age of 17, Donovan explained that his break was to combat feelings of burnout, stemming from his feelings of disenchantment with the overly competitive pressures of elite sport.



Sport Worker Oppression

The oppression of workers in the capitalist system is seen in sporting contexts as well. Some professional sport leagues, like the NFL, NBA, and MLB, employ predominantly Black and Brown workforces for the benefits of a predominantly White ownership and audience. William Rhoden (2006) called the sport industry a “the multibillion-dollar plantation of sports” (p. 252) and described how the industry limits the power and agency of contemporary Black athletes. In the college sport industry, one such tool of oppression is the principle of amateurism, presented to mass audiences through happy narratives about student-athletes chasing dreams of athletic excellence and playing for the glory of sport. In fact, amateurism was created to allow (mostly Black) athletes to work without being classified as—or having any of the legal rights of—employees. The term student-athletes was invented by Walter Byers of the NCAA in the mid-1950s and perpetuated through an orchestrated propaganda campaign to circumvent U.S. antitrust and labor laws.

At the professional level, owners have organized as a capitalist class to control athletes and extract surplus value. The National League of Professional Baseball Clubs was created in 1876 by William Hulbert and a coalition of owners who used territorial monopolies and a restricted number of franchises to limit demand for players and reduce salaries (Zimbalist, 1992). The National League (now MLB) also invented the reserve clause, which enabled owners to keep players on their teams for as long as they wanted. The reserve clause stopped athletes from being able to negotiate with other teams and make more money, and it also meant that owners could sell athletes to one another as if they owned them (Zimbalist, 1992). When Black baseball player Curt Flood was traded against his wishes in 1969, he wrote, “I do not feel I am a piece of property to be bought and sold irrespective of my wishes” (quoted in Appel, 1997). Although the reserve clause was eventually curtailed so that owners no longer controlled players in perpetuity, it still exists for all players who have not yet earned free agency. When you consider that athletes are not paid their full value until free agency (or arbitration), and were not paid as college athletes, then it becomes clear that athletes spend most of their productive career being paid less than they are worth.

Female athletes also face extra types of oppression that are not experienced by male athletes. As noted in the Active Bodies sidebar, Berri (2017a) noted that WNBA players were paid a smaller proportion of the revenues they create than NBA players. Although a new collective bargaining agreement in 2020 raised the amount WNBA players will earn, it will still end up as a lower proportion of overall revenues compared with the men. Cheerleaders in the NFL have also filed lawsuits due to work conditions that are economically and sexually exploitative (Waldron, 2015). Further discussion of how women’s bodies are especially likely to face oppression in corporeal economies can be found in chapter 6.




The Active Body as Object of Sport Production

As we have shown in the last section, many of the concepts Marx and Weber developed to explain the conditions of work in industrial capitalism also apply to athletes as instruments of production in the corporeal economy. In this section we turn to the unique role of the body in late capitalism—as an object of production.

As any athlete can tell you, sport science plays an essential role in producing bodies that are faster, stronger, and more agile. Therefore, it is possible to consider how athletes’ bodies and training regimes have been rationalized to make them more efficient and productive. One implication of sport science is that it treats the human body as a machine—a “mortal engine”—whose performance can be analyzed and improved according to scientific principles (Hoberman, 1992). For example, elite college football players who declare for the NFL draft will often spend months strengthening, training, and refining their bodies through highly rationalized exercises to maximize their performance (and thereby value) at the NFL Combine. Michael Johnson, a former U.S. Olympic gold medalist, built Michael Johnson Performance (MJP), a sprawling campus in McKinney, Texas, that now serves as one of the top predraft training facilities in the country using a training regime of assembly-line production to prepare players for the NFL Combine.

Corporeal rationalization is designed to allow athletic bodies to train and perform more effectively and efficiently. Sport science is motivated by this desire to create ever-more successful and thereby economically productive athletes. For this reason, many have referred to sport science as a form of sporting Taylorism. Taylorism refers to 19th-century industrial engineer J.W. Taylor, who analyzed worker efficiency in minute detail, using stopwatches and slow-motion photography to determine how to streamline the iron production process. By breaking the production process into a series of actions, he was able to make each specific part more efficient, so that industrial factories would be more productive. There is certainly a similar scientific management of sport performance.

Much of sporting Taylorism is guided by the pursuit of marginal gains—the principle of analyzing all the component parts that go into a performance and attempting to improve each of them incrementally in order to find a competitive advantage. This is seen in elite sport most visibly through the growth in performance analysis and “load management” that uses data science and predictive models to reduce the likelihood of player injuries. In the WNBA, for example, players’ workloads are carefully regulated through load management techniques. The premise of load management is that players have a finite number of minutes they can play in a season before productivity diminishes and probability of injury increases. A WNBA MVP-caliber player like Brianna Stewart will therefore be rested periodically to preserve her body’s productive capacity. Through advances in science and medicine, teams can mitigate the effects of overuse, particularly when games fall on consecutive days, to prevent injury and therefore increase economic productivity. In this sense, load management uses scientific analysis and the engagement of technology (e.g., machines, devices, tools, applications) to realize an objective of maximum sporting efficiency.

Another consequence of rationalization is that the boundaries between the natural athlete and technology have been blurred. Today’s elite athletes are often extensions of, or manufactured by, scientific technology. According to Miah (2003), elite sport bodies are “cyborg athletes”—the biological transformed into the “posthuman” via the means of exponential technological development. The blurring of the boundaries between the “natural” and “artificial” to create ever-more physically efficient and economically productive bodies can be seen in various developments in fields such as performance technology, tracking, therapeutic and medical technology, and footwear and textiles (see chapter 4 for more on technology and the athlete).

The commodification of bodies can also be seen in talent development in sports like association football. A franchise like FC Dallas produces revenue-generating events, but part of its business is also developing future generations of athlete commodities for sale in the global marketplace. In 2017, FC Dallas agreed to sign U19 and UCLA college standout Reggie Cannon as a “homegrown talent” for a fee estimated to be less than $100,000. Over the next three years, FC Dallas invested significant scientific and technological resources (e.g., coaching, training, mentoring) to develop Cannon into one of the most promising and productive young right-backs in North America. Not only did Cannon contribute to wins on the field for FC Dallas, but Cannon’s value as an athlete commodity increased so that by 2020, FC Dallas sold Cannon to Portuguese club Boavista for a fee of $3.5 million (Tolmich, 2020). In 2021, FC Dallas announced the sale of another promising U.S. player, Bryan Reynolds, to Italian giant AS Roma for a fee of $8.8 million, which could rise to as much as $15 million (Prince-Wright, 2021). FC Dallas has become quite efficient, operating just like any capitalist trying to accumulate more capital through the sale of commodities—but rather than selling goods or services, FC Dallas sells bodies.

Indeed, some sport industry firms and institutions have established global talent pipelines. As previously discussed, the U.S. territory of American Samoa is estimated to produce more NFL players per capita than any other U.S. state (Beissel, 2015). American Samoa has developed into a global football labor market, supplying coaches and scouts with players via what has come to be known as the “Polynesian pipeline” (Beissel, 2018). One program, Washington State University, has established a Polynesian pipeline like no other, with 15 Polynesian players on the 2018 team—or nearly 20 percent of the entire roster. In this process, American Samoan footballers are commodities produced and developed into efficient and economically productive beings through the U.S. collegiate sport system.

Lastly, the commodification of bodies can be seen in how images of athletes are bought and sold in the mass media. There are many examples of athletes’ images being used because of the types of bodies they have developed through hard work and training, such as the annual Body Issue of ESPN The Magazine. But the true value of athletes’ images has to do with the meanings that are attached to them, which consumers use to understand themselves and their own identities. As mentioned earlier, the highest earning athletes, such as Roger Federer and Naomi Osaka, make most of their money through endorsement deals (Badenhausen, 2020). Companies pay millions to these athletes because they want to associate their brands with the type of people athletes are perceived to be by the consuming public. In doing so, companies invariably draw on meanings around class, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality (detailed in other chapters in this volume). It is no accident that Roger Federer, a straight White man in an upper-class sport, has one of the largest endorsement portfolios in sport, populated with brands like Uniqlo, Credit Suisse, and Mercedes-Benz.

Another industry that heavily depends on mass-mediated images of athletes is daily fantasy sport. Consistent with the precepts of late capitalism, the daily fantasy industry does not generate anything of tangible value; instead, it has built itself on the existing sport industry infrastructure to extract surplus value from athletes’ performances. This strategy generated revenues of $2.91 billion in 2019, after existing for less than 10 years (Statista, 2021). It is worth considering who does the work that generates those revenues. Surely software designers, customer service representatives, and other people who do the day-to-day work at companies such as FanDuel and DraftKings have a role to play. But athletes must also be considered part of the production of value, because it is their performances (and sometimes even their mishaps and injuries) that are being commodified.

More industries like daily fantasy sport are likely to emerge in the coming years, because late capitalism by nature attempts to promote more and more consumption with less and less real production. For example, a crucial recent development in college sport is the prospect of athletes being able to benefit from their name, image, and likeness (NIL). Although we should celebrate this development as a step toward athletes receiving money for the value they create, we should also be cautious about how this industry will be structured and for whose benefit. For example, brands immediately began negotiating with universities to effectively control the rights to their athletes’ NIL; Oklahoma State University signed a five-year department-wide agreement with the platform-based company INFLCR in 2019, before NIL rules had even been properly implemented by the NCAA (Stephens, 2020). Although the deal is ostensibly to “empower Cowboy and Cowgirl student-athletes with content to build their personal brands on social media” (Stephens, 2020, para. 1), it is also likely that OSU and INFLCR have moved to position themselves in the best place to extract some surpluses from athletes’ images. Because most of the images will be produced by OSU Athletics and delivered through INFLCR software, athletes still will not own or have full control over their images—which, consistent with Marx’s theorization of capitalism, are the key means of production in this late capitalist marketplace. Consequently, athletes must continue to “sell” their time and labor to a controlling class. As more institutions sign similar deals, there will be less and less room for athletes to organize in order to gain control over an industry that has too often taken their talent, hard work, and ultimately, bodies for granted.



Conclusion

The sport industry has emerged as a critical superstructure of late capitalism. Although industrial capitalism has always used the body as an instrument of production, athletes’ bodies have also emerged as an object of production in the sport industry. This corporeal economy has consequences for athletes, including exploitation, alienation, oppression, and increasing rationalization. As the dictates of late capitalism have become more influential and changed the sport industry, athletes’ bodies are increasingly produced and promoted as commodities for consumption by the public.

At the same time, the more businesses and consumers grow to depend on athletes and the value they create, the greater potential there is for athletes to grab control of the industry. For example, the reserve clause was curtailed during a revenue explosion for the MLB, but only because players joined and supported the Major League Baseball Players Association. College athletes have an unprecedented opportunity to do something similar with the value of their names, images, and likenesses, and athlete-owned leagues provide other opportunities for up-and-coming sports. But if history tells us anything, it is that capitalists and others who benefit from athletes’ surplus value will act quickly to ensure that they remain in a position to benefit from the incredible wealth created by athletes’ bodies.

Key Points


	The sport industry evolved with industrial capitalism and has emerged as one of the critical superstructural elements of late capitalism.

	The sport industry is a corporeal economy that depends on athletes’ bodies as both instruments and objects of production.

	The corporeal economy has consequences for athletes, including exploitation, alienation, oppression, and rationalization.

	Recent developments in the sport industry follow the dictates of late capitalism—extracting more surplus value from athletes’ bodies by promoting consumption of images with as little new production as possible.

	As the sport industry grows, athletes have more potential power (because their bodies are the center of all value), but they do not necessarily have any real power (because capitalists maintain control of the means of production).



Discussion Questions


	The chapter discusses some of the changes in the spectator sport industry created by a transition to late capitalism. How else have spectator sports changed? What about other aspects of sport and physical culture? For example, how might the youth sport and exercise industries operate as a superstructure of late capitalism?

	An important distinction in this chapter is between the body as an instrument of production and the body as an object of production. Apply these ideas to discuss a segment of the health and wellness industry. Is it accurate to describe people’s bodies as instruments and objects of the health and wellness industry? Why or why not? Give examples. Do any of the consequences of the corporeal economy apply in this context? Explain and give examples.

	Discuss the three steps in Beissel’s (2015) “circuit of bodily production.” Identify one example other than gridiron football in American Samoa and discuss whether the circuit applies. Are there any production, valuation, or commodification steps that might be missing from his model but can be seen in your context? Describe and explain the step as if you were adding to the model.

	There are a few instances in the chapter where the authors allude to the unique roles of gender and race in corporeal economies. Discuss how athletes’ gender, race, sexuality, or disability might affect their treatment in corporeal economies.

	The authors are cautious about the benefits of name, image, and likeness (NIL) rule changes for athletes. Why? Discuss what athletes and others can do to maximize the benefit of NIL for athletes.

	The chapter concludes with some ideas about the possibility of athletes gaining more control in the sport industry. Discuss whether you agree with the authors. What can athletes do to have more control over their bodies and the value they produce?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Compare and contrast dominant ideas about gender roles

	Define the contrasting theoretical views of essentialism and social constructivism, and explain how each approach perceives gender differences, including in relation to physical culture

	Define the gender binary and its relation to both the sex binary and patriarchy

	Identify and describe ways that the gender binary is materialized in physical culture practices and, ultimately, can be imprinted upon bodies

	Explain how gender boundaries have been blurred in the 21st century, the resultant expansion of gendered identities through physical culture, and how society has resisted these expanded gender roles





In her ethnographic account of gender relations in the gym, sociologist Shari Dworkin (2003) observes the clang of weights, grunts, verbal sparring, and high fives that mark the weight room as a mostly male domain. She then describes what she sees as she walks down the hall and enters the cardiovascular area:


The cardiovascular room is predominantly filled with women, but proportionally more men enter this space than women enter the weight room. The paradox of simultaneous empowerment and constraint for women in fitness becomes more evident. Despite the fact that many fitness activities make women feel more physically powerful, their experiences are limited by fit, slender, toned bodily ideals that do not come naturally or easily. As we will see, bodies are carefully constructed through strategic selection and repetition of particular fitness practices. (p. 132)



In this chapter, we will explore how sites of physical culture such as fitness centers—as well as sport more generally—help reproduce particular gender norms. As Dworkin’s account suggests, they are the sites where both masculine and feminine experiences and identities are learned and performed. We begin with a discussion of how dominant ideas of what it means to be female (i.e., femininity) and male (i.e., masculinity) appear to be “natural,” but are in fact shaped by societal expectations and norms that take root in and sustain our cultural and societal institutions. We then focus on the similarities and differences between femininity and masculinity as they are expressed in exercise and sports culture. Throughout, we highlight the role of patriarchy in shaping a gender binary (whereby male/female are paired, yet distinct and opposite) (Beasley, 2005). We conclude with a discussion of the convergence of gender in physical culture and sport in contemporary times, and the resulting expansion of gendered identities through physical culture.


Social Construction of Gendered Identities

In Western society, it is common for specific traits, behaviors, and attributes to be considered innately male (such as strength and aggressiveness) and others innately female (such as kindness and nurturing). Sociologists of gender, however, would argue that these are not natural differences, but rather that they are socially constructed and learned (Beasley, 2005). At issue are two contrasting theoretical views about perceived gender differences: essentialism and social constructivism (Fisher, 2011). As Fisher (2011) explains, essentialism, sometimes called biological determinism, “promotes the view that sex characteristics are natural and determine behavior” (p. 4). Social constructivism, on the other hand, takes the view that, although we may believe there are natural essences of “being male or female” (expressed as masculinity or femininity), these are in fact learned cultural norms and conventions. This begins at a very early age as most people are socialized into their gendered roles. It is for this reason that sociologists of gender would view gender as a learned performance (Butler, 1990).

When we say that an individual’s gender identity is not natural but rather socially constructed, we mean that their experiences, identities, and bodies are shaped through ideological formations, cultural texts, cultural practices, and institutional structures, as depicted in figure 6.1. Ideological formations refer to the particular values, beliefs, and ideas centered around the body, specifically the gendered expectations of the body that people learn. Part of this learning comes from the cultural texts communicated by popular media—the implicit and explicit messages about acceptable and unacceptable forms of bodily behavior, expectations, sizes, shapes, and practices for men and women. The institutional structures of societies, such as education, religion, medicine, the law, and the military, are also gendered in particular ways that reinforce ideologies about gender values and beliefs. People then help reproduce these ideologies through the cultural practices that express the norms of these cultural texts and institutional structures. In other words, people act in ways that perpetuate the gendered institutions that they have learned.

This learning comes from more than just the physical activities and sports people play, but also from the types of music a person is interested in, the way a person walks, or the food a person eats. All the elements of gendered lives that people have learned and unconsciously perform are viewed as “natural” in many ways. However, these elements are cultural practices, and by doing them, people reproduce the (dominant, gendered) values and beliefs of that culture. The process is cyclical and interrelated; the individual is produced by the society, but in practicing specific gender acts, the individual also helps reproduce the society of which it is a product.

[image: ]
Figure 6.1    The social construction of the gendered individual.



We can further explore the construction of gendered identities by questioning the dominant approach to “sex” in Western society, whereby sex is a biological binary between the male body, which has particular biological structures and functions, and the female body, which has different, even opposite structures and functions. From this point of view, sex is a biological binary (male/female) simply based on anatomy. Contrary to this binary view are those who argue that there is not a hard and fast line between male and female (Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Morlund, 2011; Rosario, 2006). Many people are intersex, biologically falling somewhere in between the conventional ideas about absolute maleness and absolute femaleness. Significantly, there is disagreement as to what “counts” as intersex, such that estimates of the prevalence of intersex range from 0.1 to 1.7 percent of live births, depending on how it is defined (Rosario, 2006; Sax, 2002; Vilian, 2006). We would argue that such disagreement illustrates the socially constructed nature of this term as well.

One theorist who has been central to bringing the two-sex binary into question is feminist scholar Judith Butler (1990, 1993). Central to Butler’s argument is the belief that the body is a thoroughly cultural product and that the socially constituted gender categories of male and female actually create anatomical sex, as opposed to the other way around (as might be the more commonly made and easily accepted argument). The male/female binary, Butler argues, is a construction that is, essentially, used to order our society, including the prescription of appropriate gender roles and gendered spaces to “match” each sex (Butler, 1990). In response to those who might argue that bodies are sexually different and that this difference is the basis of gender, Butler challenges the overwhelming significance accorded to sexual differences over other physical attribute such as one’s eye color, and in doing so, challenges the inevitability of the two-sex binary. Today, we still have only the language, culture, discourse, and ideology for two categories: male and female. We think that this demonstrates that sex is not as natural as it appears.

Our understandings of sexuality tend to be rooted in the same gender (masculine/feminine) and sex (male/female) binaries (Butler, 1990). The heterosexual matrix is a framework put forth by Judith Butler that accounts for commonly made assumptions about the sexuality of others. According to Butler, when we encounter an individual we “read” the person’s sex and gender, and if these align (i.e., a person appears to be biologically male and performs masculinity, or appears to be biologically female and performs femininity), then it is assumed that the person is heterosexual. However, a woman who acts masculine is assumed to be a lesbian, and a man who acts feminine is assumed to be a gay man, both of whom are viewed as deviant by their transgression of the sex and gender binaries in a culture where heterosexuality is the compulsory norm (i.e., a heteronormative culture) (Beasley, 2005). Butler (1993) challenges this binary through her concept of queer politics, the intentional refusal of a set identity by crisscrossing categories of bodily sex (male/female), gender (feminine/masculine) and sexuality (homosexual/heterosexual). As Beasley (2005) explains, “[q]ueer theorizing is concerned with ‘mixing up’ traditional assumptions regarding supposedly inevitable combinations of attributes of the self (such as masculine gender is inevitably associating with men, male anatomical sex, desire for ‘the opposite sex’ and desire for the feminine gender” (p. 108). We will revisit these concepts throughout the remainder of the chapter as we apply them to examples specific to physical culture.


Active Bodies

Greek Medicine’s One-Sex Model

To illustrate the socially constructed nature of sex, we can look back to Greek medicine, and in particular the one-sex model, in which males and females were thought to have the same genitalia, but with the man’s on the outside and the woman’s on the inside (i.e., a woman’s vagina was thought to be an inverted penis) (Laqueur, 1987). At that time, philosophers and anatomists believed that proper human development was dependent on heat; a pregnant woman with insufficient heat to push out the baby’s reproductive organs gave birth to a female, or an imperfect (even deformed) male (Fisher, 2011). Thus, instead of the binary system in place today, sex was a hierarchical model, with the female body simply a lesser gradation of the perfect male body.

This model continued into the 18th century despite growing evidence to the contrary, in large part because the ideological underpinnings of the model provided a rationale for societal gender roles. The one-sex model was eventually disproved as scientists began to document “differences” in men and women’s bones, hair, and brains, among other body parts. Just because science had advanced, however, does not mean that the conclusions were any less ideological. As Fisher (2011) notes, “women continued to be perceived as inferior to men, but no longer because they were seen as imperfect males; rather, the multiple biological differences that were identified cast them as weaker [and] more vulnerable women” (p. 9). We share this historical example to illustrate how the one-sex model that we now recognize as incorrect (laughable, even) should act as a cautionary tale to our unquestioning acceptance of the two-sex binary.





Gender Binary

Not only does contemporary society enforce a gender binary system that classifies genders as opposites, but there is also an imbalance between the two that reproduces other power imbalances (Fisher, 2011). Figure 6.2 illustrates the traditional gender binary in terms of expectations for men as masculine and women as feminine. Through a comparison of the terms, it becomes apparent that the man is the leader, aggressive, powerful, strong, rational, pragmatic, subject, and superior, whereas the woman is a follower, passive, powerless, weak, emotional, romantic, object, and inferior. Maleness and masculinity is privileged over femaleness and femininity. This privilege is problematic because it has a significant impact on society. For example, the roles and expectations associated with men and masculinity are much more expansive, pragmatic, and dominant. Men are in positions of leadership, as opposed to women who are regularly (in cultural and social terms) put in positions of subordination. Men are more likely to be empowered by the perpetuation of the gender binary, whereas women are more likely to be disempowered by it.

Although this imbalance is not as stark it has been in the past, men and masculinity still retain a higher social value than women and femininity, even within contemporary 21st-century culture. Simply put, this means that we live within a patriarchal society. Derived from pater, the Greek word for father, a patriarchy is “a set of personal, social, and economic relationships that enable men to have power over women” (Strober, 1984, p. 147).
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Figure 6.2    The traditional gender binary.



Patriarchy

One major reason for patriarchy is the association of men and masculinity with leadership, power, and authority. Alternatively, women are associated with social support, care, and nurturing. This is how our world has been historically gendered, and though it is shifting, change is slow and the patriarchy is still quite clearly institutionalized. For example, we see very real differences between men’s and women’s median income. In 2020, U.S. women’s median annual earnings were 82.3 percent that of men (Jones, 2021). Although this is a significant improvement from 1960, when women’s median annual earnings were 60.7 percent that of men’s, there is still a significant gap, and it is estimated that if the rate of change in annual earnings continues at the same pace as it has since 1960, gender pay parity will not be reached until 2059 (IWPR, 2020b).

The persistence of the gender wage gap can be further understood by examining it in terms of occupation. As noted in a report by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR, 2020a, p. 1) based on 2019 data: “[w]omen’s median earnings are lower than men’s in nearly all occupations, whether they work in occupations predominantly done by women, occupations predominantly done by men, or occupations with a more even mix of men and women.” Another notable observation shared in the report is that, even when occupations demand comparable skill and educational levels, male-dominated occupations pay more than female-dominated occupations. For instance, the male-dominated occupation of software developer and the female-dominated occupation of elementary and middle school teacher both require at least a bachelor’s degree (with teachers often needing a master’s degree), and yet a male software developer earns $1,920 per week for full-time work (his female counterpart $1,718 per week) while a woman teacher earns $1,042 per week. This example illustrates the persistent undervaluing of the occupations—often caring or support roles—categorized as “female” (the other two largest female-dominated occupations are registered nurses and administrative assistants). In addition, men tend to make more than women even in female-dominated occupations, with a male elementary or middle school teacher earning $1,161 per week compared to the aforementioned $1,042 of his female counterpart. The situation we see in the United States is not unique. Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) data from 2019 shows an overall gender wage gap of 12.53 percent across the 38 member countries. Moreover, OECD countries that have pay equity laws such as Canada, Switzerland, and Germany demonstrated significant gender wage gaps in 2019 at 16.11 percent, 15.10 percent, and 13.89 percent, respectively (OECD, 2021).

What, exactly, accounts for these gendered wage disparities? A report by the Pew Research Center (2013) suggests that much of the pay gap can be accounted for by quantifiable measures such as educational attainment, occupational segregation, and the fewer hours worked by women compared to men due to a disproportionate role women play in childrearing and household duties (see also Moyser, 2017). However, the Pew report also acknowledges the presence of factors more difficult to quantify, such as gender stereotypes, discrimination, men having more robust professional networks than women, and hesitancy on the part of women to negotiate for raises and promotions. Whether quantifiable or “fuzzy,” the factors related to the gender wage gap can be traced to a patriarchal system.


Active Bodies

Institutional Patriarchy

Patriarchy is expressed and reproduced in a number of different institutions. In the family, for example, a man is often identified as the head of the household. This may not be the case, and a woman might be the major breadwinner, but even that may cause tension—when traditional gender roles within the family are contravened, many men feel emasculated.

These roles extend beyond the family to business, medicine, the military, and professional sports, especially in terms of who traditionally holds positions of leadership. For instance, according to The Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport (TIDES) 2019 Racial and Gender Report Card, there were no female head coaches in the National Basketball Association (NBA), and only 12.5 percent of CEOs were women. Even in the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), where all of the players are women, there were more male head coaches (58.3 percent) than female head coaches (41.7 percent), as well as more male CEOs than female (55.5 percent versus 45.5 percent). Thus, though women make up 50 percent of the population, they don’t occupy anywhere near 50 percent of leadership positions. It is men who come to dominate, because our society is defined and constituted by patriarchal institutions.




Embodying Patriarchy

Patriarchy is actually embodied and has material consequences. The active body is not a wholly natural entity. Both male and female bodies are a melding of the physical and the social, out of which gendered embodied forms take shape. In other words, the active body is shaped by, as it helps to shape, the social context in which it is located. The society in which one is located matters, because it creates specific gendered expectations of the body.

The very core of physical culture and sport is associated with particular gender expectations, with many women and men reproducing or re-creating those expectations in and through their bodies as they involve themselves in physical culture. We encourage boys to be physical and to develop strength at a relatively early age, and present it as being an important part of what it is to be a boy. Alternatively, girls tend to express flexibility and poise, and therefore relative upper body weakness, according to their embodied socialization. Those two very different patterns of socialization have tended to continue and they are very much linked to the dominant ideologies of gender.

“You throw like a girl” is a common taunt used to denigrate physical performance. The notion is quite interesting, however, because a number of studies (Dowling, 2000; Frederickson & Harrison, 2005) have demonstrated that any deficiencies in the “way girls throw” is a matter of a lack of repetition and experience with throwing, rather than any anatomical difference. A study of second graders, for instance, found that boys had a 72 percent faster throwing arm than girls when using their dominant arms (Dowling, 2000). However, boys and girls performed identically when they were using their nondominant arms. This suggests that cultural practice, not biology, is a factor (or at least initially). Boys are socialized into throwing much more frequently and probably more vigorously than girls, whereas boys and girls threw at exactly the same level when using an untrained arm.


Active Bodies

Patriarchy in Our Bones

Biologist Fausto-Sterling (2005) demonstrates how the higher rates of osteoporosis seen in aging women as compared to their male counterparts are not solely an effect of hormonal changes—notably, the loss of estrogen—that occur with menopause. She explains how the emphasis within the biomedical establishment on menopause as the “danger time” when bone resorption occurs, though profitable for the pharmaceutical industry in the form of estrogen replacement, detracts attention from how earlier sociocultural events, including exposure to physical activity, shape one’s bones. If we consider that women are generally socialized to be less active than men (especially women currently over the age of 65, who were young before second-wave feminism occurred) we can see that culture helps shape our bones via what activities we engage in—or not. In broad terms, what researchers have found is that restrictive understandings of women’s bodies (via the dominant ideology of femininity) is very much tied into expectations of those bodies and gendered expectations. This myth of female frailty and weakness becomes embodied, and thereby reinforced, through the expected performance of gender.



Although some forms of physical culture and sport circumvent traditional forms of embodied socialization—for instance, competitive female bodybuilders (Bolin, 1992) or female rugby players (Howe, 2003)—it is still reasonable to say that most physical culture, especially sport, celebrates traditional forms of masculinity and femininity. And even when athletes choose to transgress gender boundaries, they often must make up for it in other ways. For example, in her examination of professional female bodybuilding culture, Bolin (1992) found that in competitions, the participants were required to counter their extreme muscularity with overt displays of femininity such as breast implants, highlighted hair, and long, polished fingernails.




Performances of Exercise Culture

So far in this chapter we have explored the socially constructed nature of gender, sex, and heterosexuality, and outlined the way that the patriarchal gender binary defines and embodies male and female societal expectations. In the next two sections, we examine performances of exercise culture, beginning with female bodies and then moving to male bodies (although we recognize that we contribute to the binary by separating them out as such and return to a discussion of converging masculinities and femininities toward the end of the chapter).

Differences are apparent in the types of activities in which men and women typically engage, the meanings given to exercise (including in relation to health), and the bodily ideal. However, there are also similarities, namely the importance of the body as a signifier of one’s worth and the use of exercise practices to shape the body—and identity. We also see how gender can be negotiated or performed on a sliding scale whereby certain activities that might not be considered appropriately masculine or feminine are balanced by engaging in hypermasculine or hyperfeminine behaviors, respectively.


Femininities and “The Look”

One could argue that exercise culture for women is disempowering because they are shaping their bodies according to traditional expectations of female embodiment. Indeed, examinations of women in fitness and sport magazines illustrate how they are sexualized and their exercise or sport performance trivialized (Duncan, 1994; Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). Many, however, argue the opposite, seeing exercise culture as a site of agency and source of power where women can project, live out, and recreate their own ideal expectations and realizations of female embodiment (Heywood, 1998). In this view, women do not necessarily have to conform to traditional expectations. We take the position (along with others—see Dworkin, 2003; Markula, 1995, 2003) that it can be both empowering and disempowering, and women must negotiate this tension when they undertake physical activity. As Brace-Govan (2002) argues, it is empowering if women realize their own personal ideals and goals, but it can be disempowering if the bodywork in which they engage, and the embodied selves that they are projecting, are rooted in traditional female and feminine customs and conventions. In the case of the latter, women are modifying their bodies according to the dictates of the wider culture. In this sense, exercise culture could be viewed as disempowering, because women are modifying the body according to the norms of preferred or emphasized femininity, particularly those related to the constricted female form—and the modifications required to constrict one’s body in this way may well be physiologically impossible for many women to achieve.


The Look

Markula (1995) argues that the goal of exercise culture for women is to create bodies that are firm but shapely, fit but sexy, strong but thin—bodies that we would argue are virtually a physiological impossibility. Nonetheless, these are the bodies of emphasized femininity and constricted embodiment that are celebrated. They represent what Dworkin (2003) calls “the look.” Referring to the women she spoke to as part of her ethnography of fitness centers, Dworkin (2003) explains that although there are a range of images and looks the women deemed acceptable, it is quite a narrow spectrum:


Let us imagine a continuum of bodies with very thin, nonmuscular bodies on the left and large, muscular bodybuilders on the right. When I ask women to describe what they want their bodies to look like, the description lands near the left-hand side of the continuum (but not all the way left), and women rarely describe themselves as creeping up (or wanting to go) past the middle of the line. I define the middle of the line to the interviewees as a mesomorph—a medium-sized person with moderate muscularity. (p. 139)



Trying to achieve “the look” drives the physical activity practices of many women (i.e., activities engaged in and time spent on them), mainly by pushing them into the fat-burning crucible of the aerobics or cardio room, and away from the bulk-building arena of the weight room (Dworkin, 2001).

The reality is that women’s bodies, like men’s bodies, come in a variety of shapes and sizes. However, the commercial media typically only portray two types of women’s bodies: the thin and tight “good body” women are expected to have, and the fat and flabby “bad body” that women are expected to fear. There is a good deal of research demonstrating that media images contribute to eating disorders and body dysmorphia in girls and women (see Harrison & Cantor, 1997; Levine & Murnen, 2009), so the presentation of these images is not insignificant.

Further complicating the issue is the frequent assumption that fitness, health, and appearance and aesthetic are related. Fitness culture frequently suggests that what your body looks like is the window to your fitness and health—as well as your value as an individual (Crawford, 1980; White et al., 1995). In other words, fitness culture suggests that a person’s appearance can tell us how fit and healthy they are, as well as the kind of person they are (productive or lazy). Within the commercial media and exercise culture more specifically, the notion that a “fat” body (what is considered “fat” is socially constructed and culturally specific—see Jutel, 2005) can be a fit body is met with skepticism. Whereas the slim, toned body is considered a marker of fitness and health, the body that is even slightly overweight is marked as unhealthy and unfit, and the owner of the body as lazy, lacking self-control, and costly to society, with chronic disease portrayed as inevitable.

Significantly, this link between overweight and ill health is an idea put forth by the medical community and used to the advantage of the fitness industry to help create fear and panic about “fat.” Although it is not possible to discuss in depth in this chapter, the certainty with which the link between overweight and ill health is stated by the medical community and disseminated by the mass media is, in fact, an overstatement; there is a significant body of literature suggesting that not only is it possible to be “fat and fit” (Blair et al., 1995), but also that higher than “normal” BMI (i.e., being overweight) may actually be protective of health and mortality (Campos et al., 2006; Flegal & Graubard, 2009; Flegal et al., 2005; Flegal et al., 2010; Oliver, 2006). According to this research, extreme underweight (clinical anorexia) and extreme overweight (morbid obesity) are associated with ill health, but what is considered overweight in the medical community (according to BMI)—and most certainly in consumer culture—is actually associated with positive health outcomes.

It seems, then, that to be fat, fit, and healthy is very much a physiological possibility, but the images of fitness and fatness we see in consumer culture claim otherwise. What is ironic, however, is that there is not necessarily a relationship between health and the fit, trim, and muscular bodies seen in fitness magazines. In fact, there are some very unhealthy practices that are often required in order to obtain and maintain such a physique, including overexercising, disordered eating, and steroid use (the latter more frequently seen in men). The industry of exercise culture works to encourage us to aspire to “the look” rather than be satisfied with our health at a more realistic body shape or size. As such, appearance is considered more important than health within many forms of exercise culture because we want to be socially accepted as having slim, toned, “attractive” bodies. As a result, many women involve themselves in forms of exercise culture in order to realize this constricted body form and mask or alter their natural body shapes. They are trying to live up to an embodied ideal that may be detrimental to their health, both emotionally and physically. In trying to discipline her body into an ideal, a woman might look relatively healthy and fit—and socially attractive—but internally, she can be harming her body.

What is ironic, however, is that there is not necessarily a relationship between health and the fit, trim, and muscular bodies seen in fitness magazines.



Negotiating the Look

From these examples, we can see that there are some tensions and contradictions within exercise culture. The contradictions come out because not all women (or men) are simply oppressed; rather, exercise culture can be an enabling space where individuals are free to create the bodies that they want, not necessarily the bodies that they feel they are expected to have (Collins, 2002).

For instance, based on her analysis of Australian women’s bodywork, Brace-Govan (2002) suggests that women are truly empowered through physical culture and sport when their bodywork focuses on the instrumental aspects of activity, such as what the body actually does and how they can improve its performance. This more instrumental approach stands in contrast to worrying about the appearance of the body, and how or if involvement in an activity will facilitate the projection of a particular idealized female form. In other words, worrying less about appearance and more about the function of the body is a way for women to become empowered through physical activity. Additional research out of Australia found that this is exactly what young men did as compared to young women; they discussed fitness in terms of how it enabled them to engage in a range of sports and daily life activities, including work (Wright et al., 2006). Notably, the young women had a much more diverse vocabulary than the men to discuss body shape and size, as well as criticize their own bodies.

However, even if women view their physical culture practices in terms of instrumental goals, concern for appearance can still factor into their workouts. In her ethnographic work around gym culture, Dworkin (2001) found that although the majority of women stuck to the cardio room, some of the women lifted light weights. The women who used the weights were interested in pursuing strength in terms of empowerment: cardio strength allowed them to perform other activities (hiking, walking, rollerblading) and react to situations (running for a bus or fleeing an attacker); muscular strength allows them to be more functional in daily life (carry groceries, move furniture) and protect themselves (if not able to flee an attacker). However, many of her participants were aware of an upper limit on their quest for more muscular strength: Strength is fine, bulk or being “big” is not. Dworkin (2001) transfers the concept of the glass ceiling to the fitness context (glass ceiling is a term used to describe the limit on professional success many women face when they try to move up the corporate ladder but are stopped). She notes: “women in fitness … may find their bodily agency and empowerment limited not by biology but by ideologies of emphasized femininity that structure the upper limit on women’s bodily strength and musculature” (p. 337).

With this research in mind, it appears that a more instrumental approach to fitness allows one to be (literally and figuratively) empowered, whereas appearance goals tend to be externally created around dominant assumptions around physicality and therefore disempowering. Following Brace-Govan (2002), it is a useful way to think about how women can empower themselves through instrumental activities as opposed to appearance-driven ones.




Masculinities and Muscularity

Just as masculinity is defined in terms of that which is not feminine, there also exists a hierarchy of masculinities, with an idealized version being dominant. The dominant form of masculinity in a culture has been called hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995). The concept of hegemony refers to the establishment of a particular set of beliefs or values (often of the elite) as the compulsory norm, and therefore unquestioned and taken for granted. In Western culture, hegemonic masculinity is associated with the “male” traits depicted in figure 6.2 (aggressive, powerful, strong, rational, pragmatic). As a result, it is not only women who experience subordination and marginalization, but many men also do as a consequence of not measuring up to these standards.

Although the literature concerning hegemonic masculinity and sport is extensive (and discussed in more detail later in this chapter), scholars have paid less attention to masculinities and exercising bodies—or even just male bodies in recreation, for that matter, as suggested in a recent special issue of the Annals of Leisure Research, in which the editors lament the lack of research on masculinities in leisure studies (Pringle et al., 2011). Although many feminist researchers have examined women and leisure, men have been less interested in “deconstructing their gendered identities concerning leisure” (Henderson et al., 2002, p. 267). A few of the featured articles suggest that this is a fruitful area of study. Consider Norman and colleagues’ (2011) account of the gendering of outdoor spaces in rural Newfoundland, Canada, with the woods being viewed as a space for boys to recreate (e.g., camp and snowmobile), and the town as space for girls (e.g., shopping and movies). Espiner and colleagues’ (2011) examination of hunting, fly fishing, and scuba diving in Australia and New Zealand captures a similar gendering of recreation spaces, but with an additional insight: Although the outdoors is a masculine space where the actual activities take place, resourcing and preparing for the activities take place in domestic settings, with men taking over significant areas of the family home to house and prepare their equipment.


Building Muscles, Fighting “Feminization”

Much of the (albeit limited) scholarship focused on men’s exercising bodies focuses on gym-going activities, with a particular emphasis on bodybuilding (Andrews et al., 2005; Klein, 1993; Monaghan, 2002)—perhaps not surprising, given the long history linking muscularity with masculinity in Western culture (Luciano, 2007). There are two particular periods during which extreme muscularity has been privileged in the United States: the late 1880s and the 1980s. Although the specific social and historical contexts vary, it is not a coincidence that in both cases, masculinity appeared to be under threat, and building muscles was identified as a solution. This illustrates how masculinity is a performance, with muscles serving as a signifier of one’s manhood (as we explore later in the chapter, aggressive sporting behaviors serve a similar purpose).

Masculinity is a performance, with muscles serving as a signifier of one’s manhood.

In the late 1880s, the American frontier officially closed, and farmers and skilled artisans as well as landed gentry found themselves living in new urban centers (Kimmel, 1996; Luciano, 2007). Although it was initially working-class men who felt the need to prove themselves through rugged expressions of manhood linked to displays of toughness and power, physical strength also became a concern for middle-class men, who previously aspired to a leaner, ascetic body thought to reflect self-disciplined inner strength and symbolize an individual capable of hard work (Luciano, 2007; White et al., 1995).

The shift in bodily ideals was motivated by two main factors (Kimmel, 1996; Luciano, 2007). The first was fear about the feminization of men in the context of urban office jobs. It was thought that performing feminine tasks (i.e., paper pushing) in the sedentary workplace would sap strength and virility and add to the increased prevalence of nervous disorders triggered by the “overcivilization” of society more generally. Feminization was also attributed to the increased role of women in the raising of young boys; as men’s jobs moved out of the home and into factories and offices and women moved into the role of classroom teacher (the first wave of the women’s movement occurred around this time), men were no longer able to play a central role in lives of sons.

The second factor shaping bodily ideals was the perceived threat to the nation—from abroad, but also internally, as waves of immigrants arrived in U.S. cities from 1880 to 1910, vying for American jobs and “polluting” the Anglo-Saxon bloodline (a similar situation occurred in Canada; see Hall, 2002). In order to preserve and protect the integrity and health of the nation, high-profile Americans such as President Theodore Roosevelt endorsed strenuous exercise and manly pursuits that would produce a race of strong and virile character.

Although extreme muscularity fell out of fashion in the first decades of the 20th century, bodybuilding continued to appeal to certain segments of the population, particularly teenage boys and young men who wished to transform their bodies into the powerful physique promised by bodybuilding entrepreneur Charles Atlas, whose trademark advertisement showed a gawky young man humiliated by sand kicked in his face, only to be turned into a picture of confidence and sex appeal after using the Atlas system (Luciano, 2007; Tharrett et al., 2011; see further discussion in chapter 10). It was in the mid-1980s, however, when the “cultivation of muscularity” moved outside the realm of bodybuilding and became a national pastime, engaging “millions of ordinary men in a newly legitimized quest for muscular perfection” (Luciano, 2007, p. 46). The rise of second-wave feminism in the 1970s was a major factor in this interest in muscle: As women increasingly encroached upon traditionally male domains (from the workplace to the sports field), muscularity was one way to assert power and strength (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009; Kimmel, 1996; Luciano, 2007). As Klein (2007) succinctly notes, “in a world in which gender divisions have shrunk, muscle still separates men from women (it also separates men from other ‘lesser’ men)” (p. 70).

Dworkin and Wachs (2009), who studied 10 years of men and women’s exercise and fitness texts, cite “male body panic” in response to the narrowing gap between ideal male and female behaviors (due in large part to the success of second-wave feminist movement). Through their analysis they found that, though certain bodily practices seemed to converge for men and women (exhortations to fear fat, treatment as sexualized objects, and the marketing of grooming and fashion), key differences are emphasized in a sort of “masculinist” response—one that attempts to reinforce separate spheres and value all male domains as separate from and superior to women. For instance, though size reduction is the primary focus of women’s workouts and nutrition advice, an increase in body size and strength, especially upper body, is prescribed for men. Men’s workouts are linked to “male” domains such as the military and sports, and stigma is attached to practices most associated with femininity or the female body such that “working on the lower body, cardiovascular exercise, and stretching all carry the stigma of the feminine; hence these activities are downplayed and when carried out, the stigma must be partly removed to encourage male engagement” (p. 92) (mainly by linking these practices to improvement in hegemonic male pursuits such as sports performance and the military).

Dworkin and Wachs (2009) conclude that we are in the midst of a third-wave crisis of masculinity that is both similar to and yet different from the previous two crises of the late 1880s 1980s. The same fears of feminization cause men to attempt to mark themselves as different from (and superior to) women through musculature; however, consumer culture now plays a central role: “as the contemporary male body becomes a negotiable profit-generating commodity (with a shift from instrumental use to appearance), men are increasingly sold bodily problematizations which are largely assuaged through continual purchases” (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009, p. 70). Thus, at a time when the body takes on new importance in shaping identity (Shilling, 2003), we also see the influence of neoliberalism, whereby the pursuit of health through work on the body has become a crucial means by which citizens can publicly express such virtues as “self-control, self-discipline, self-denial and willpower—in short, those qualifications considered important to being a ‘normal,’ ‘healthy’ human being” (Petersen & Lupton, 1997, p. 25; see also Crawford, 1980; Ingham, 1985; White et al., 1995).

The health and fitness industry has capitalized on this interest in the body as a marker of symbolic value and has also perpetuated it by flooding the market with a plethora of goods and services which themselves are imbued with certain (desirable) meanings such as “health,” “beauty,” and “control” (see Bordo, 1993; Shilling, 2003; White et al., 1995). As Klein (2007) argues: “Bodybuilding is valued because of its fit into bigger cultural projects: body work and the U.S. values surrounding the Protestant ethic. The U.S. culture’s long-standing veneration of self-reliance articulates nicely with the marketing of the self-help movement, of which it is a part. At bottom, it is about control: taking control of one’s body” (p. 81).



Negotiating Masculinities, Muscularity, and Health

One of the most well-known and compelling ethnographies of extreme bodybuilding subculture was conducted by Klein (1993) and presented in his book Little Big Men. Interested in the social world of competitive male bodybuilding, and expressions of masculinity in particular, Klein explains that the subculture projects the image of power “not because it actually exudes it so much as because it seeks to deflect the question altogether.” He argues that male bodybuilders pump up their bodies to compensate for lack of self-esteem, faulty parental relationships, and difficulties developing meaningful social relationships (Klein, 1993, 2007). He explains that, unlike sport, where bodily form follows function (e.g., a major league pitcher is put on a training regime intended to improve his functional performance, which in turn shapes his form), bodybuilding’s focus is not what muscles do, but what they look like.


It is important to note that this is extreme bodybuilding—not all men display this intense muscle hypertrophy, nor do they wish to. There is, however, very little research exploring men’s physical activity and exercise practices in relation to their understandings of health and masculinity, particularly in North America (there is more in the United Kingdom and Europe). The lack of research on men’s physical culture as it relates to health is particularly interesting given that physical activity is one of the few health-promoting behaviors that men report engaging in more than women, as compared to seeing a primary care physician or making dietary changes, for instance (Sloan et al., 2010). However, it has also been suggested that men are more likely to engage in risky competitive sports with higher injury rates, as opposed to lower-intensity aerobic activities (Courtenay, 2000).

Sloan and colleagues (2010) interviewed British men in order to better understand how masculinity was performed in relation to health. The authors found that, despite being recruited for their “healthy” credentials (the researchers used various health screening tools around physical activity, diet, smoking, and alcohol consumption in order to recruit men who report engaging in healthy behaviors), the participants were reluctant to present themselves as directly concerned with their health. Seeking help from a doctor was considered an admission of failure; it would make men more like women, who (according to the participants) tend to blow health issues out of proportion or simply have weaker bodies such that they need to see the physician more. In this way, the men’s talk naturalized gender differences (male as autonomous, rational, and stronger). With regard to activity, a healthy lifestyle was positioned as important to allow participants to perform better in sport, thus providing a masculine framework for their motives. As opposed to the extreme bodybuilders in Klein’s (1993) ethnography, these men reported taking care of their bodies in order to perform better (i.e., an instrumental approach). Several also indicated that their physical activity was motivated by a desire to look good, although they tried to normalize this motivation (something typically associated with women) in their conversations with the researchers. The authors also note that, although participants rejected certain behaviors linked to hegemonic masculinity such as eating high-fat foods or drinking alcohol to excess, these participants emphasized other aspects of hegemonic masculinity such as rationality, functionality, and autonomy to compensate. de Visser and McDonnell (2013) use the term masculine capital to characterize this trend toward performing certain masculine health-related behaviors (especially engaging in particular competitive sports, explored in more detail in the latter half of this chapter) so as to accrue sufficient capital to offset nonmasculine behaviors (dieting for slimness, consulting a mental health professional, drinking lightly or avoiding alcohol). This act of specifically engaging in masculine-coded behaviors to offset participation in feminine-coded behaviors was also phrased as “gaining man points” by participants in their study.

The lack of research on men’s physical culture as it relates to health is particularly interesting given that physical activity is one of the few health-promoting behaviors that men report engaging in more than women.


Active Bodies

Men’s Health and “Man Points”

The success of a walking program intervention in Scotland intended to help male participants lose weight illustrates the phenomenon of “man points,” and how the researchers who designed the intervention capitalized on it (Hunt et al., 2013). Realizing that a walking program is typically viewed as a more feminine activity and that weight loss is often coded as a feminine concern, they delivered the initiative through Scottish Premier League football clubs, thus allowing the participants to bolster their masculine identities by rooting the intervention in a valued, masculinized context. They also attributed success of the program to the use of pedometers as a technology for motivation and self-monitoring, which resonated with the men’s (rational) desire to set targets and receive immediate feedback, as well as monitor the speed at which fitness was regained and weight reduced. The researchers also observed that the men associated their successful weight loss with the ability to begin to do more desired forms of physical activity such as sport, thus allowing them to further regain masculine capital and motivating them to continue their weight loss. In short, this example illustrates how the researchers recognized—and capitalized on—the phenomenon of “man points.”



Another way we can think about this idea of masculine capital (or “man points”) is in terms of a mosaic of masculinity (Coles, 2008), which is the notion that masculinity is made up of the sum of its parts, some perhaps overtly masculine, and others not. And often, many men who involve themselves in activities, sports, or practices (including health practices) that are perceived as being nonmasculine, if not feminine, counter that feminized aspect of their existence by involving overt forms of hypermasculine performance—thus “balancing out” the mosaic of their identity. This is an interesting insight, demonstrating that masculine identities are not uniform across the board; they tend to be negotiated, complex, and have elements of hypermasculinity, elements of ambiguous gender identity, and possibly some feminized or feminine elements as well. It is often through sport and exercise culture that men derive the hypermasculine aspects of their masculine identity, as suggested by the participants trying to gain “man points” in the previously discussed studies. In the next section, we delve further into the role that sport plays in constructing the mosaic of masculinity.





Performances of Sport Culture

Similar to exercise culture, there is a hierarchy of value and importance in sport culture. Dominant male sports and physical cultural practices, associated with masculinity, generate and produce active and aggressive bodies. Dominant female sports embody the expression of aesthetics, passivity, and docility—they are not aggressive, and they are not expected to demonstrate strength or power. As a result, males and masculinity tend to dominate sport culture both in terms of the number of events, the levels of participation, and the focus that they get within media culture. Furthermore, sports that are identified as traditionally male or female (see figure 6.3) are a vehicle for the expression of these dominant understandings of gender; those who cross this boundary are seen as transgressing dominant expectations of what it is to be male or female.


Hypermasculine Center

In the following discussion we make more apparent the relationship between masculinity and physicality, and how that relationship privileges particular types of sport. Particular sporting endeavors and sporting practices are key definers of an individual’s sense and expression of masculinity.
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Figure 6.3    A sporting binary.



A large body of research on physicality and masculinity indicates that the three main sources of adolescent boys’ masculinity are


	sporting prowess,

	physical aggression, and

	sexual conquest.



Sport prowess is defined by proficiency in athletic or other physical pursuits. Aggression speaks to one’s ability to be physically dominant (or fight, if necessary) among their peers on the playground or in the school halls. Finally, sexual conquest (or perhaps simply stories of sexual conquest) is a source from which individual adolescent boys derive their sense of self and express their masculinity.

If we had to identify which of these was the core source of masculinity for boys at this age, we would argue in favor of sporting or physical prowess. Men demonstrate their maleness through physical prowess, which is usually exhibited through sport and athletics. Reflect on your own adolescence: Were the boys who had social high status viewed as particularly masculine? You may not think they were overtly masculine, but they probably had at least one of the three attributes, most likely sporting prowess. They gained their higher status because, by demonstrating sporting prowess, they reproduce dominant understandings of what it is to be a boy—what it is to be masculine. Many studies by various sociologists have identified sport as the leading definer of masculinity, or the way that men can prove and express their masculinity to the rest of society.

Sport is patriarchal because it tends to privilege traditionally masculine attributes and practices. Messner notes “we tend to culturally elevate sports that entail explosive physical power and domination expressed through aggressive bodily contact and collision. In other words, we most highly value and reward those sports that express the most extreme possibilities of male bodies” (Messner, 2002, pp. 145-146). Physical activities that demand the expression of physical violence are the ones we elevate culturally and value within the sporting landscape. This is evident in the amount of media attention and money they receive, attendance numbers, prestige, and so on. Therefore, those who excel within those sports are the people within our sporting culture who are valued most. Significantly, only two women appear on the list of the 100 highest paid athletes in 2020 (Forbes, n.d.).
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Figure 6.4    The gendered institutional center of American sport (the hypermasculine epicenter and gender ambiguous periphery).



Messner adds, “what these sports effectively do, is they value and reward sports that express the most extreme possibilities of male bodies” (2002, pp. 145-146). Figure 6.4 shows one way of thinking about this core, overt, and extreme hypermasculinity. At the center of the American sporting landscape is, we would argue, American football. (This sport would likely be hockey in Canada, association football in England, and Australian rules football in Australia—though the sport may vary from country to country, physical aggression is a key element.) Around the center of figure 6.4 is a ring of activities that are very much anchored within that absolute or extreme hypermasculinity. Toward the outside is a perception of “lower-status sports” that do not express the same type of hypermasculine attributes.

The nearer to the “football” center, the more overtly masculine the sport practice is perceived, and vice versa. Further outside are activities that are viewed as lacking sufficient masculinity to provide them with social status within broader culture that these other sports do. The sports in the outer circles are often more accessible and welcoming to women; however, women who choose to pursue sports closest to the center are often questioned for encroaching on the preserve of masculinity by pursuing sports that emphasize strength, aggression, violence, and power.

Looking more closely at hypermasculine sport performances, sociologists have identified several dimensions that comprise the types of performance at the center of figure 6.4. The dimensions of the sports we are likely to see the epicenter of the sporting hypermasculinity are physical strength and stamina, physical toughness and bravery, the capacity for physical violence (which we think is crucial), assumed or compulsory heterosexuality, and unemotional pragmatism. We would argue that it is the violence that is the core of hypermasculine sport performances.

Although we need to recognize that there is no single masculinity (rather, there are multiple, complex masculinities), there is a dominant form of what it is to be masculine, which is expressed as hypermasculinity. Because it is dominant, it goes largely unquestioned as the norm. It is for that reason that we can say this is a form of hegemonic masculinity. The seemingly natural ideal male form is linked to those hypermasculine expressions.



Sport, Emphasized Femininity, and Constricted Bodies

Similar to our discussion of the construction of masculinity through sporting practices, we can trace how particular sports coded as “feminine” might inform adolescent girls’ constructions of femininity. For adolescent girls, the three main dimensions of deriving emphasized femininity are


	body shape and size,

	body adornment, and

	appropriate physical activity.



These are very different from the three sources of boys’ identity discussed in the previous section (sporting prowess, physical aggression, and sexual conquest).

Idealized feminine forms of sporting activity tend to focus on physical structure and form, physical grace and beauty, how the body moves within space, and a capacity for physical expression. As opposed to what is expected of men in sport performance (lack of emotion), women are encouraged to physically express themselves through such activities as dance, skating, gymnastics, competitive cheer, synchronized swimming, and diving. In each of these sports, bodily appearance and actions are expected to conform to dominant conventions of femininity. In this way, these practices are vehicles in which girls and women are encouraged to act in ways that reproduce dominant understandings of emphasized femininity. In order to excel in these sporting practices, a body that is petite, slender, and toned—yet not overly muscular—is privileged. Although it is, physiologically speaking, difficult to create such a body, female athletes are often expected to self-discipline their bodies by conforming their basic and perhaps natural shape into specific feminine expectations. The female sporting body can also be adorned in certain clothing and other accessories to further emphasize or accentuate feminine ideals.

For example, when writing about sport and femininity, former professional basketball player Mariah Burton Nelson (1998) noted successful figure skaters “are expected to win but without visible signs of sweat.” It is all about beauty and poise as “they are judged as beauty contestants are judged.… Prettiness is mandatory. Petite and groomed and gracious figure skaters” (p. 147). Figure skating is a very physically demanding sport, yet it demands a constricted size and constrained physicality in order to meet the aesthetic criteria by which the sport is judged. It is a paradoxical situation that female athletes find themselves in (cf. Feder-Kane, 2000). A central point is that expectations of femininity are, in many cases, actually written into the structure of these sports. In some, seemingly objective judges award scores based on criteria that favor particular body sizes and shapes (e.g., “poise and grace”). Thus, the codes and conventions of femininity within sport are actually institutional.

The processes of sexualization and infantilization are also significant for a consideration of the gendering of female sport. In terms of sexualization, the female body is presented in an idealized heterosexual form as an object of the male heterosexual desire, rather than for any instrumental reason. Because an aesthetic performance of heterosexuality is encouraged, overt sexualization of female bodies occurs. Infantilization refers to the demand within feminine sports for a body that is reduced in size and shape and often appears childlike, especially compared to most women’s natural bodies. The processes of sexualization and infantilization both work to disempower female athletes and female bodies.

They are expected to be strong and muscular, but they are not expected to exude, embody, or perform it while they are engaging in their specific activity.

Roth and Basow (2004) explain that through feminine sports, “the general public is reminded, not that women’s bodies are capable of incredible strength, but that they are expected to demonstrate incredible femininity” (p. 252). As a result, they are expected to hide their incredible strength, creating an internal paradox: They are expected to be strong and muscular, but they are not expected to exude, embody, or perform it while they are engaging in their specific activity.




Expanding the Range of Gender Identity Through Physical Culture

In the previous sections, we presented forms of traditional, dominant sporting masculinities and femininities. However, as we explore next, there are a range of emergent masculinities and femininities that challenge these dominant versions.


Emergent Masculinities

With regard to emergent masculinity, we focus on the construction of masculinity through aesthetic expression, from invasive surgery such as calf implants to the removal of body hair (a practice previously associated with femininity). Significantly, these alterations are made in order to obtain a desired physique that is purely about form and not at all concerned with functionality or instrumentality. This form of masculinity, we argue, emerged from the increased interests of consumer culture in masculinity to create a particular form of masculinity that we could call an “Abercrombie and Fitch” masculinity. Abercrombie and Fitch was a clothing store that specifically hired male models to stand shirtless at the front, objectifying men in a way that had rarely been done before within the mainstream fashion marketplace. Companies recognized that they had been able to sell products for decades to women who felt paranoid about their bodily projections of femininity, and one way to expand the market was to get men to think about the aesthetics of masculinity as well.

The way that Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps was presented at the height of his career could be an example of this “Abercrombie and Fitch” masculinity, but perhaps an even better example of that is former professional soccer player David Beckham. He was described as metrosexual, a new type of cosmetic masculinity that described the unashamed and unapologetic importance placed by men on their own appearance, grooming, and masculine aesthetics. David Beckham, and to a lesser extent Michael Phelps, are examples of individuals who embodied this new form of commodified masculinity through particular purchases and forms of cosmetic masculinity.

It has long been assumed that the expression of this hypermasculine sport culture is necessarily heterosexual. Consider Judith Butler’s previously discussed heterosexual matrix, whereby we “read” a person’s biological sex and gender performance to determine sexuality. Previously, a man demonstrating a form of embodied masculinity, through musculature perhaps, was identified as being necessarily heterosexual, whereas a man who demonstrated a less-than-hypermasculine body was questioned. In other words, insinuations (and even accusations) of homosexuality were cast upon a man with a nonmasculine body. Similarly, a woman with a very muscled, toned, powerful body often faced accusations of homosexuality, whereas if she demonstrated a feminine body, it was assumed that she was heterosexual.

However, in recent times this assumed heterosexuality of the hypermasculine body has been challenged, and homosexual masculinity has emerged. The “necessary” link between masculinity and heterosexuality has been weakened by the importance of muscle and muscularity within the male homosexual community, causing muscle to become a multisexual signifier (Tiggeman, Martins, & Kirkbride, 2007). Despite this shift in understandings of muscularity, many people live under the illusion that America’s hypermasculine sport culture is an exclusively heterosexual one (or if it is not, that it should be). In other words, some people have a hard time coming to terms with the statistical probability that there are LGBTQ+ people playing in the NFL, NHL, NBA, and MLB. However, the fact that few men have come out while playing in any of the major leagues in the United States suggests a continued compulsory heterosexuality in mainstream American sporting culture. For instance, Carl Nassib is the first active NFL player to come out as gay (although it is statistically unlikely he is the only gay athlete to ever play in the league), and this did not happen until June 2021 (Romo, 2021).



Emergent Femininities

A new wave of sporting femininities are emerging that use the body for form and function as opposed to focusing purely on appearance. The growing popularity of these instrumentally focused activities such as rugby, ice hockey, and boxing among women has challenged traditional assumptions about female physicality and femininity, to some degree normalizing what have been traditionally perceived to be masculine attributes (strength, toughness, aggression, violence). Now that women are involved in these traditionally masculine sports, the types, forms, and functions of bodies associated with them are becoming more accepted as female attributes as well. Consequently, we have the emergence of what Halberstam (1998) would call a “female masculinity” or what Wedgwood (2004) would call “bi-gender female embodiment.” The growth of alternative forms of female embodiment has made us question our assumptions about the accepted and culturally sanctioned forms of embodied femininity—in other words, what is acceptable for the female body.

The growth of alternative forms of female embodiment has made us question our assumptions about the accepted and culturally sanctioned forms of embodied femininity—in other words, what is acceptable for the female body.

Significantly, instrumentally focused sporting femininities often require negotiation for the women involved. Powerful, aggressive, and successful female athletes are often viewed as a problem; they may be identified as having “abnormal” bodies because they do not conform to the dominant expectations of embodied femininity, particularly if they are overly successful. A high-profile example occurred when South African runner Caster Semenya won the 2009 IAAF World Championships 800-meter race. Following her performance, people raised concerns that she looked too muscular to be “a normal woman,” with her success leading to questions about her gender and sex identity. Elisa Cusma, an Italian runner who finished sixth, told reporters “She’s a man” (Hart, 2010).

French tennis player Amélie Mauresmo was similarly successful when she had her identity questioned—which, incidentally, coincided with her coming out as a lesbian (Tredway, 2014). When she came out, notes Tredway, the attention in the popular media (and amongst her peers) shifted from her status as a player (unseeded) to the fact that she had an atypical tennis player’s body. Swiss competitor Martina Hingis said of Mauresmo, “She’s half man, she’s here with her girlfriend.” American player Lindsay Davenport said, “her shoulders look huge to me, I think they must have grown … a couple of times I thought I was playing a guy.”

Butler’s heterosexual matrix once again helps us understand the reaction to the bodies of both Semenya and Mauresmo and their successful performances. According to mainstream society’s understandings of sex, gender, and sexuality, women who embody traditionally masculine traits (or simply more instrumental notions of femininity) are identified as being either male or lesbian. This represents a very simplistic understanding of the interrelationships of gender, embodiment, and sexuality.

Whether these women are in fact homosexual is irrelevant—they are perceived as such because of the general homophobia that exists within society and sport culture, which unfortunately still carries threat of anger, aggression, and violence toward LGBTQ+ people. In response, there have been a number of initiatives that have looked to highlight the problems of homophobia within sport, specifically youth sport, and to bring attention to the experiences of young gay athletes. However, some female athletes have adopted strategies to try and counter the accusations of homosexuality that have derived from their nontraditional sports, their nontraditional bodies, or their success. One of the most well-known of these is what’s called the female apologetic defense, whereby a women will engage in overtly feminine behaviors to mitigate her sport-related gender deviance. Strategies include the practice of presenting oneself as feminine outside of sports; wearing hair ribbons, makeup, dresses, and frilly blouses; downplaying the importance of competition, aggression, and athletic achievements; and stressing heterosexual relationships by talking about or interacting with boyfriends, husbands, and children.

The female apologetic defense can, however, fall very easily into objectification and sexualization by positioning women as heterosexualized bodies as opposed to successful athletes. Not only is the individual athlete trivialized, but in doing so, women’s athletics are trivialized more generally. One interesting example is Danica Patrick, who was recently in pole position in the Daytona 500. She has been presented in media as the embodiment of progress for women and sport, yet at the same time she is frequently sexualized by the media as well. As such, there is a paradox between advancement and progress and sexual objectification and trivialization. In this regard, we might ask whether someone like Danica Patrick is progressive (in terms of challenging assumptions about femininity and embodiment) or regressive (in terms of confirming traditional assumptions about femininity).




Conclusion

In this chapter, we explored how sites of physical culture, from the fitness center to playing field, are spaces where gendered experiences and identities are learned and performed. Given the centrality of physical culture—especially sport—in contemporary Western society, we emphasized how these sites play a central part in shaping societal gender roles and norms while simultaneously being informed by gender roles and norms in broader society.

We began with a discussion of how dominant ideas of what it means to be female (i.e., femininity) and male (i.e., masculinity) are shaped by societal expectations and norms that take root in and sustain our cultural and societal institutions, even as they appear natural. We then focused on the similarities and differences between femininity and masculinity as they are expressed in exercise and sports culture, and underscored the role of patriarchy in shaping a gender binary whereby male/female are paired, but also viewed as distinct and opposite (Beasley, 2005). We concluded with a discussion of the convergence of gender in physical culture and sport in contemporary times and the resulting expansion of gendered identities through physical culture. Although expansion of gendered identities in physical culture may be progressive, dominant gender norms continue to influence reactions to, and representations of, these emergent masculinities and femininities.

Key Points


	Dominant ideas of femininity and masculinity appear natural but are in fact shaped by societal expectations and norms that take root in and sustain our cultural and societal institutions.

	Two contrasting theoretical views about perceived gender differences are essentialism and social constructivism.

	The gender binary is supported by a patriarchal system of unequal gender roles, identities, and experiences, which privilege the position of men over women.

	Patriarchy has material consequences, as traditionally male and female societal expectations become imprinted on active bodies and shape the practices and performances of physical culture.

	Hegemonic masculinity is the seemingly natural and idealized expression of masculinity in sport, characterized by such traits as physical strength and stamina, physical toughness and bravery, the capacity for physical violence, assumed or compulsory heterosexuality, and unemotional pragmatism.

	Masculine identities can be thought of in terms of a mosaic, with sport and exercise culture providing men the hypermasculine practices to counter the more ambiguous or even feminine-coded practices.

	In contemporary times, there has been an expansion of gendered identities available through physical culture, although dominant gender norms continue to influence reactions to, and representations of, these emergent masculinities and femininities.



Discussion Questions


	Compare and contrast essentialism and social constructivism as they pertain to how one might understand gender differences (i.e., being “male” or “female”).

	What is the sex binary? Explain how the now discredited one-sex model can serve to caution us against the unquestioning acceptance of this binary.

	Identify some possible societal effects or impacts of the gender binary.

	Give an example of how the gender binary can become “embodied” in an individual.

	Define hegemonic masculinity and explain how the concept of masculine capital relates to hegemonic masculinity in the context of men’s exercise and health.

	Identify examples of traditionally female sports and how they relate to dominant understandings of femininity. Similarly, identify examples of traditionally male sports and how they relate to dominant understandings of masculinity.

	Compare and contrast the sources of emphasized masculinity for adolescent boys with the sources of emphasized femininity for adolescent girls. Explain how sporting activities can help to inform these constructions of masculinity and femininity.

	Explain what is meant by emergent masculinities and emergent femininities and how these are reflected in an expansion of gendered identities through physical culture.
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Recognize the impact of race and ethnicity on experiences in life, sport, and physical activity

	Deconstruct widespread myths of race and racial stereotypes while outlining the history and contemporary workings of institutional racism

	Define and give examples of biological, bodily, cultural, and spatial racism within physical culture

	Critically engage the examples of Black and Indigenous physical cultures in North America to understand the legacies of racial classification

	Identify the ways through which physical culture both reproduces and resists racial inequalities




Whether we realize it or not, our race and ethnicity have a large impact on our opportunities in life, including our experiences in sport and physical culture. The common terms race and ethnicity are both socially constructed categories used to differentiate people based on appearance. Unfortunately, this differentiation is rarely neutral. Instead, our categorization of people into racial and ethnic categories has historically been a method of creating and justifying societal power hierarchies. Generally, those placed into the racial category of “White” or the ethnic category of “Anglo American” or “European American” have been granted various benefits and privileges in society, whereas those from what are commonly referred to as racial minority groupings (i.e., not commonly labeled “White”) have faced numerous barriers, discriminations, and disadvantages hindering their life chances. Because of physical culture’s dialectic relationship with society, the same racial hierarchies that organize wider social relations also influence the racial dynamics, and indeed the racialized experiences, of sport and physical culture.

The institutions of sport, exercise, and physical activity are commonly viewed as having relatively advanced race relations. It has become common—almost cliché—for commentators to point to the prevalence of Black athletes in mainstream sport as evidence of the success of racial integration, or as a living relic of how far we have come (Bryant, 2018). Additionally, because the outcome of sporting events is perceived as being determined purely by skill and performance, many people consider the seemingly egalitarian nature of sport to be a model of what true racial equality could look like. In many ways, these arguments make sense. Other than within professional sport, there are very few prominent institutions in the United States, United Kingdom, or Canada that include such a high percentage of successful ethnic minorities, provide a platform for racial representation and activism, encourage people of various social backgrounds to root for racial minorities, or allow for cross-racial interaction and cooperation toward a common goal.

However, it would not be accurate to say that sport and physical culture have transcended or are somehow devoid of racism. From the earliest forms of modern sport to the current moment, the access, opportunities, experiences, and perceptions of those participating in sport and physical activity have been explicitly or implicitly shaped by race and racism. Additionally, contemporary physical culture has been a key site for racialization, or the process of an individual or group being ascribed a race and thus granted the characteristics perceived to be associated with that race. Although the opportunities they provide for racial equality and reconciliation are routinely touted, many aspects of sport and physical culture are actually structured by and contribute to damaging racial stereotypes and systemic racial inequities in ways that surreptitiously advance the myth of race.

This chapter discusses the influence of race and ethnicity on sport, physical culture, and active bodies. We begin by defining and clarifying what exactly we mean by the terms race and ethnicity. Then, we briefly trace the history of how physical culture has been both a product and producer of race relations. Finally, we outline some contemporary issues regarding the impact of race on sport and active bodies, focusing specifically on the experiences of Black and Indigenous Americans. For both ethnic groups, we explain that, although sport served as a site of pride and empowerment for ethnic communities, it also reassembles and reinforces residual forms of racial exploitation, oppression, and hierarchy.


Disrupting the Myth of Race

The first task when thinking critically about race is to refute the notion that race is a biological or universal reality. As we will see, there is nothing natural or genetic about the dominant racial categories we perceive today. They are instead a social construction, meaning they are created and upheld through (often arbitrary) sociocultural classifications, rather than being rooted in any biological differences. Still, a system of racial classification has long been inculcated into Western societies based on spurious physiological differences. Because of how deeply race is embedded into our culture, people often conjure assumptions and expectations about a person’s character or demeanor based solely on the racial groupings a person’s appearance signifies. This point of view suggests that physiological differences are natural, biologically driven, and linked to mental, moral, or intellectual characteristics. In other words, the existence of a variety of skin colors is often believed to be “proof” that races exist and contain meaningful differences.

This is the way the modern world has understood race for centuries, and is still the common understanding of race today. Even many people who do not openly harbor any racial animosity, or who consciously treat everyone equally regardless of race, still believe that biologically based racial categories exist and are the explanation for the (stereotypical) racial traits or tendencies they identify in other people. However, if race were a biological reality, this would mean that people assigned to a racial category would exhibit similar characteristics in all instances, regardless of social context. Yet the boundaries of racial classifications have shifted dramatically throughout history, as different populations floated in and out of the definitions of White/European and Black/African, for example (Zack, 2002). Even today, the markers of who exactly is considered White, Black, Hispanic, Indigenous, Asian, or any other racial group is drastically different depending on nation, region, community, or cultural context.

This proves that race is a culturally constructed concept that rests on dubious biological assumptions. The classification of people into particular groupings are based on cultural rather than genetic codes. In other words, it has been people—not DNA—that have been at the center of attributing certain meanings, assumptions, and stereotypes to those who share common surface-level characteristics. In general, people chose to attribute meaning to skin color, hair type, and facial structure, although we theoretically could have chosen any of the thousands of physical variations that make humans unique. Phenotypical differences such as skin color can be eye catching, but scientists have found no evidence that they have any correlation with the mental, moral, biological, or intellectual characteristics around which people have attempted to build racial hierarchies (Miller, 1998).

It has been people—not DNA—that have been at the center of attributing certain meanings, assumptions, and stereotypes to those who share common surface-level characteristics.

The complete mapping of the human genome in the early years of the 21st century has helped to dispel myths around race and racial classification. As biotechnician Craig Venter (2000) of the Human Genome Project told the public, “race has no genetic or scientific basis.” To get into a bit of detail, the nucleotide bases that form the core of our DNA—which are the fundamental building blocks of our very being—are between 99.5 and 99.9 percent the same within everybody (Levy et al., 2007). The DNA responsible for the superficial phenotypical differences—that is, skin color, hair type, facial structure, and the like—make up as little as between 0.5 and 0.1 percent of the human genome. Such miniscule differences do not support forming distinct subspecies and classifications of people into racial groupings. In fact, scientists have concluded there is as much variation in terms of the genetic makeup of individuals within a racial group as there is between racial groups. In other words, there is as much genetic difference among people who share a common European origin as between people of European and African origins. Furthermore, the phenotypical differences from which we determine race are merely evolutionary adaptations to differences in environments, stemming from the migration of human groups from the common genetic origin of Africa and places all over Earth for the past 100,000 years (Zack, 2002).

Nonetheless, the cultural construct of race has had a substantial impact on the way people view themselves, the way they live their lives, and the way they interact with each other. Just because race (as our culture understands it) is not a biological reality does not mean that race can be ignored—race is a social construction with vast social consequences. For centuries, people’s lives have been either enabled or constrained by their placement into racial classifications. A look back at the early forms of racial classification is an effective tool for seeing how race is a product of particular context, as well as intricately linked to the power relations of a given era.

The idea of race originated in misguided scientific pursuits that consciously or unconsciously perpetuated contemporaneous power relations (Muir, 1993). Swedish scholar Carl Linnaeus (1735) developed one of the earliest racial typologies, as he called it. He characterized the human race into five subspecies: European, Asiatic, American, African, and Non-Geographically Defined. Unsurprisingly, Linnaeus—a European—placed Europeans at the top of this racial hierarchy or racial typology. He described the groups as follows:


	Europeans: White, serious, and strong

	Asiatic: Yellow, melancholy, and greedy

	Americans (as in Indigenous tribes): Red, ill-tempered, and subjugated

	Africans: Black, impassive, and lazy

	Non-Geographically Defined: Those who could not fit into the other categories




Although the exact typology and racial characteristics were debated by Linnaeus and his Enlightenment-era contemporaries, the ideas and effects of racial classification were the same (Mills, 2017). These racial typologies placed certain groups in a position of power and authority over others for political reasons, demonizing some as inferior, deviant, or threatening in order to position others (i.e., Europeans, who were perceived as the bedrock of civil society) at the top of the racial hierarchy (see Gould, 1996; Hoberman, 1997). Decades later, Blumenbach’s racial classification in 1795 divided people into Caucasian, Mongolian, Malay, American, and Ethiopian/Negroid groupings. Similarly, he placed Europeans atop his hierarchy and identified specific characteristics. Centuries later, in 1962, Carleton Coon developed his own groupings of Caucasoid, Mongoloid, Australoid, Capoid, and Congoloid. All of these classifications are false and arbitrary. However, these classifications and the logics producing them have been used to justify and defend numerous historical atrocities, such as apartheid, slavery, and genocide. This shows that while racial categories may be mythological and crude, they have historically been at the basis of social organization and have significant impacts on how racial assignment enables and constrains life chances and experiences.



Race or Ethnicity?

The concept of ethnicity presents an alternative way of looking at social categorization and thinking about how people’s lives are shaped by these divisions. Although it is related to specific racial histories, the contemporary notion of ethnicity differs from race (Marger, 2012). Unlike race, which is based on mistaken ideas about nature and biology, ethnicity refers to the culturally based learned, experienced, and performed aspects of behavior. Unlike so-called racial groups, which are mistakenly perceived to be linked by biological traits, ethnic groups share common geography, histories, practices, experiences, values, sense of community, and identities that are often derived from their experience of race-based privilege or discrimination (as illustrated in figure 7.1). Ethnic groups are perceived as coming from the same broad areas, with familial and regional lineages that have shared similar types of historical experiences. Ethnicities often have shared cultural traditions, pastimes, and practices, such as cuisine, traditional music and dance, and common sports and physical activities. Of course, this is just a general model of what ethnicity is and how ethnic groups are made up. Not all people within an ethnic group may share all of the same things, and some may have different experiences and values, but ethnicities are likely to be culturally bound by a shared community.

Just because race (as our culture understands it) is not a biological reality does not mean that race can be ignored—race is a social construction with vast social consequences.

Ethnic groups share cultural practices that are centered on the body. Figure 7.2 shows learned forms of ethnic body performance, which include the bodily practices, meanings, images, identities, styles, sizes, and shapes that can become associated with specific ethnic groupings. Sport and physical activity is then an institution through which ethnic identity becomes performed and expressed.
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Figure 7.1    Characteristics that ethnic groups share are often derived from their experience of race-based privilege or discrimination.
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Figure 7.2    The ethnic dimensions of physical culture lead to the establishment of different bodily conventions and expectations for different ethnic groups.



Shared preferences in the realm of sport and identity are one of these cultural mechanisms that consolidate ethnic communities. When people perform a cultural practice associated with a certain ethnicity, they are expressing and solidifying their identification with that ethnic grouping. For example, bocce is a popular game among the Italian ethnic group. Similarly, South Asian individuals—whether from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, or Sri Lanka—derive a sense of ethnic identity from cricket. Another example to consider is the Haka war dance, a ceremonial ritual performed prior to rugby matches by individuals in New Zealand, American Samoa, and other Pacific regions. This ritual brings Polynesian cultures and identities into the traditionally Western game of rugby, and allows for the assertion and reproduction of Māori, Samoan, and Polynesian ethnicity through sport (see Jackson & Hokowhitu, 2005; Palmer, 2016). These unique ethnic practices are not random. Instead, they often develop in response to race-based exclusions from mainstream sport culture. Although these examples largely represent marginalized ethnicities, there are also physical cultural practices that are central to the expression of dominant ethnic cultures (e.g., European American, European Canadian, or ethnicities currently included in the category of Whiteness). These include sports such as tennis, soccer, lacrosse, golf, swimming, and other sports through which access is determined by a certain amount of social or economic capital. As we will discuss later, ethnic groups assigned an inferior label were often unable to access these sports, and instead constructed alternative cultural practices.

We have discussed the complexities inherent to the loaded terms of race and identity. The question remains: is race or ethnicity the preferred term to use when describing the realities of social classification? Although race is the more common term, some believe that the arbitrary and mistaken nature of race-based classifications makes it somewhat useless as an analytical tool (Marger, 2012). In the United States, for example, many immigrant groups representing a variety of nationalities or religions were categorized as inferior races in the 19th and 20th centuries, just as various ethnic groups evolved into the category of “White” over time. Furthermore, the term race is often used too broadly in a way that includes many specific ethnic groups. For example, to speak of “Black people” in North America as a collective bestows a sense of sameness that overlooks ethnic variety. Although the majority of Black people in North America have an ancestry linked to American slavery, Haitians, Nigerians, Somalians, and Jamaicans (among others) are also considered part of North America’s Black population, despite having little in common culturally.

Some have argued that the myth of biological race will not wither away as long as it continues to be discussed and asserted uncritically (Gilroy, 2000). On the other hand, some defend the use of the term race, arguing that racial groupings still exist and have powerful implications, and that rejecting the term hinders the ability to point out the racial logics that continue to operate to this day. Because biological race is believed to be real by so many people, the differential treatment that follows racial classification has produced shared customs, practices, and forms of expression that have been central to navigating racial discrimination. Overall, it is the social consequences of racial myths and ideologies that have created the common histories and experiences around which ethnicities—and in some cases, races—have actually formed. Regardless of where you stand on this debate, we split the difference in this chapter by using the term racial-ethnic group to describe racialized populations that share common cultural histories or traditions (Marger, 2012). For the rest of the chapter, we turn to the experiences of two racial-ethnic groups—Black Americans and Indigenous Americans—to express the intricate relationship between race and physical culture. These are certainly not the only racial-ethnic groups worth considering. However, considering the scope of this chapter, they are groups for which racial identity has been the most salient, and thus serve to illustrate well the historical and contemporary impact of racial oppression.



Black American Physical Culture

We now turn our attention to the physical cultural experiences of Black Americans—perhaps the most suitable and widely researched example of the damage caused by the myth of race. The United States has a complex history with race relations far too expansive (and ugly) to describe fully within this chapter, including (but not limited to) the importation of the first African slaves in 1619, more than 240 years of brutal slavery, followed by roughly 100 years of Jim Crow segregation and discrimination, to the massive contemporary disparities in the institutions of wealth, health, education, policing, enfranchisement, and incarceration. It suffices to say that the Black American experience has been largely shaped by the forced navigation of widespread racial violence, prejudice, and systemic barriers.

Throughout this history, forms of sport and physical culture have always held an important yet complicated position for Black Americans. On one hand, physical culture was one of the few outlets of true equality, where bodily skills could be developed and expressed freely. On the other hand, Black American experiences within physical culture have been structured by and reflective of a given era’s racial hierarchies. As Howard Bryant (2018) explains, sport for Black Americans has always been more than an innocent game: “[D]espite its obvious legal and extralegal barriers to equality, in sport, the scoreboard served as a metaphor for the meritocracy America always considered itself, and sports was the barometer for where Black Americans stood in the larger culture, how American they would be allowed to be” (p. vii). This has been the case at every historical juncture.

During slavery, sports and physically active games—racing, wrestling, and boxing for men as well as singing and dancing for women—were combined with traditional African culture to create forms of leisure that were used to cope with the brutality of enslavement (Wiggins, 1977). Even after slavery was declared illegal in the United States in 1865, pervasive racial inequality remained embedded into all social institutions and lingered within the personal attitudes of many White Americans. This period after the abolition of slavery up until roughly the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s is often termed Jim Crow, referring to a collection of laws, norms, and social codes designed to keep Black Americans in an inferior social position, including segregation, poll taxes and literacy tests, and outright lynching.

Jim Crow social patterns carried into physical culture. Sports were largely segregated, with Black Americans being forced to form their own separate institutions because of their exclusion from White-owned clubs and leagues (with the exception of boxing—see the sidebar Active Bodies: The Symbolism of Boxing). These leagues—such as the Negro Leagues in baseball and historically Black colleges and university (HBCU) athletics—were severely underfunded in comparison to their White-owned parallels, but were cherished sources of pride for the Black American community (Rhoden, 2006). Black American athletes were at the forefront of exposing and challenging the Jim Crow racial inequalities during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Boxer Joe Louis, sprinter Jesse Owens, baseball player Jackie Robinson, sprinter Wilma Rudolph, and tennis player Althea Gibson were all Black Americans who broke countless barriers in national and international sporting institutions, demonstrating to White society that Black Americans were capable of greatness (Dorinson, 1997). Black American athletes such as boxer Muhammed Ali, sprinters John Carlos and Tommie Smith, and basketball players Bill Russell and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar also leveraged their sporting success into a platform for activism, using their voices to communicate the extent of racial injustice within global media (Smith, 2009; Wiggins, 1997; Wiggins & Miller, 2003).

The racism of today is not as blatant or explicit as the racism faced by the Black Americans of the past centuries. Many people today claim to be colorblind, meaning that they “do not see” color and subsequently treat everyone the same regardless of race. In fact, many people today deny that racism still exists, claiming that someone’s race is no longer a barrier to achieving success. Instead, they feel that anyone can achieve anything they work hard enough for, regardless of gender, race, class, or any social fixture. Ideally, this would be the case. But this colorblind attitude is narrow and unrealistic—it ignores the legacies of slavery, discrimination, and genocide that have yet to be undone, let alone acknowledged as harmful. Additionally, the colorblind approach suggests that racism is only a problem that exists in individual attitudes and opinions, and thus obscures the fact that racism exists most viciously not in hearts but in the social and economic institutions that victims of racism are forced to navigate (Bonilla-Silva, 2014). These institutional inequalities not only persist, but are deepening. Knowing that race is a social rather than biological phenomenon, we must ask what social processes are responsible for maintaining racism and reproducing the myth of race.


Active Bodies

The Symbolism of Boxing

From the 19th century until the mid-20th century, Black Americans were excluded from participating in mainstream sports in the United States. However, the one sport in which Whites and Blacks intermixed also happened to be one of the most popular sports of the era: boxing. Though Black boxers faced great difficulty in rising through the ranks of the global sport, it was not uncommon for Black and White athletes to box each other. However, the main rationale for this integration was pernicious: Boxing’s one-on-one competitive nature was believed to signal truths beyond the ring, with White boxers eager to face Black boxers as a way to assert the dominance of the White race over the Black race (Carrington, 2010). Of course, this notion is absurd; the outcome of a boxing match obviously cannot be extrapolated to explain something as complex and abstract as the “nature” of races. Nonetheless, boxing was one area in which the racist myth that Blacks were mentally and physically inferior to Whites could supposedly be put to the ultimate test. Unsurprisingly, matches between Black and White boxers would often be fixed, or would only occur if the White boxer was expected to win.

However, this changed with the emergence of Jack Johnson, the son of former enslaved people who grew into not only one of the best boxers of all time, but perhaps the most well-known Black American in the early 20th century. With his unique boxing style and braggadocious persona, Johnson quickly established himself as the best Black boxer in the world (Runstedtler, 2012). White champion boxers were hesitant to fight him, worried that he was good enough to beat them. Pursuing a chance to be recognized as the heavyweight champion of the world, Johnson sought to fight legendary White boxer Jim Jefferies, the world heavyweight champion at the time. Jefferies retired instead of facing Johnson. When Johnson finally got his chance to fight for the heavyweight title in 1908 against reigning White champion Tommy Burns, Johnson won the match.

The symbolism of a Black heavyweight champion in America’s favorite sport disrupted the assumed racial hierarchy. Calls went out for Jim Jefferies—whom media named “The Great White Hope”—to come out of retirement to defeat Johnson and restore the dominance of the White body over the Black body. In 1910, Jefferies agreed to fight Johnson. In what was dubbed “The Fight of the Century,” Jefferies threw in the towel in the 15th round of a fight that Johnson had dominated from start to finish. In what Carrington (2010) identified as the “birth of the Black athlete,” Jack Johnson became the undisputed heavyweight champion.

Johnson’s story and its implications demonstrate the racial politics intertwined with sport. There were race riots in cities all across the United States the evening after Johnson defeated Jefferies, and Johnson’s post-boxing life was harshly affected by racist backlash. He was imprisoned after being convicted of a drummed-up charge by fierce segregationist judge (and future Major League Baseball commissioner) Kenesaw Mountain Landis, in which his only indiscretion was having a White wife as a Black man. He eventually died in 1946 in a car accident, on the way home from a restaurant that refused to serve him because he was Black. Although Johnson was a historic figure with a great legacy, his victories cannot be said to have initiated racial equality. Rather than refuting the racist claim of Black intellectual and physical inferiority—or better yet, realizing that race had no connection to one’s intellectual and physical makeup—society adjusted to Johnson’s success by falsely claiming that Blacks were actually physically superior as compensation for the intellectual superiority of Whites. As we will discuss, the effects of this belief still reverberate in the current day.



For our purposes, we must ask how legacies of racism are still affecting physical culture. Additionally, although the dominant view is that contemporary sport and physical culture are working to heal racism, we must seriously consider some of the ways in which they actually hinder race relations and reproduce harmful racial ideologies. The question becomes: If the open racism of old is declining, yet racial inequalities are widening, how is racism operating in society today, and what is the role of sport and physical culture in either resisting or solidifying harmful racial beliefs? As a framework for answering this big question, we turn to four of antiracist scholar Ibram Kendi’s (2019) contemporary workings of racism: biological racism, bodily racism, cultural racism, and spatial racism. We argue that sport and physical culture both reflect and reproduce these four forms of racism.



Biological Racism

Earlier in this chapter, we debunked the myth that race is biological. Unfortunately, this myth is still prevalent and is the basis of many people’s racial beliefs. Kendi (2019) describes biological racism as “the idea that the races are meaningfully different in their biology and that these differences create a hierarchy of value” (p. 52). For centuries, biological racism has led to dangerous beliefs that White people are genetically superior, whereas Black people are lazy, uncivilized, primitive, and inferior as an inevitable product of their genetics. Today, these negative stereotypes have largely been identified as false and ignorant. However, because many people still believe race is genetic, it is still common for some to attribute positive stereotypes to Black people as well. As we will discuss, this too damages efforts to bring about racial equality.

Perhaps the most common positive biological attribution is the idea that Blacks are naturally more athletic than other races. Misinformed scientists, casual fans, and even White and Black athletes themselves have inadvertently turned to biological racism for an explanation for why Black athletes appear more suited for physical sports such as basketball and American football. This pursuit has generated a number of absurd theories involving the biology, anatomy, and psychology of Black people (Hoberman, 1997). Many of these false theories continue to circulate today, and have only intensified as Black athletes have found more success in physical culture. It is likely that when people attribute athleticism to Black biology, they intend to celebrate the “Black race” that has long been castigated. However, the notion is still harmful because it legitimizes the myth that race is biological and that racial-ethnic groups contain genetic differences. Hoberman (1997) explains:


Stereotypes of Black athletic superiority are now firmly established as the most recent version of racial folklore that has spread across the face of the earth over the past two centuries, and a corresponding belief in White athletic inferiority pervades popular thinking about racial difference. Such ideas about the ‘natural’ physical talents of dark-skinned people, and the media-generated images that sustain them, probably do more than anything else in our public life to encourage the idea that Blacks and Whites are biologically different in a meaningful way. (p. xxiii)



Celebrating perceived Black athletic superiority fails to acknowledge that it has always been accompanied by the more prevalent and destructive myth of Black intellectual inferiority. Indeed, scientists motivated to explain Black athletic success have long theorized that athleticism was granted to Blacks as compensation for the intellectual acuity that they supposedly lacked, and that intellect was granted to Whites as compensation for a lack of athleticism (Miller, 1998). The logic that attempts to explain the disproportionate Black success in sport and physical culture as a product of something inherent to Black people also implies that the racial gaps in education, criminal justice, health, and income are also a product of something inherent to Black people. In doing so, this logic obscures historical legacies and contemporary instances of structural racism and discrimination.

Celebrating perceived Black athletic superiority fails to acknowledge that it has always been accompanied by the more prevalent and destructive myth of Black intellectual inferiority.

Still, the question remains: What does account for Black success in sport and physical activity? The answer does not come from biology; it instead comes from an analysis of culture and society. Put simply, Black people disproportionately find success in sports like basketball and football because these sports occupy an esteemed position in Black American culture as a result of sociohistorical conditions in the United States. Let us turn to basketball specifically: Rather than having a genetic predisposition—as the logic of biological racism implies—the Black athletes we see performing tremendous dunks and ankle-breaking crossovers can do so because they have most likely spent their entire life perfecting their craft, just as successful athletes of all races in all sports have done. The notion that Black people are naturally athletic not only subtly advances a legacy of racist beliefs that they are lazy and incapable of being dedicated to a craft, but continues to ignore that hard work Black athletes do to this day.

Rather than biology, Black athletes are successful in basketball because many Black children grow up watching, playing, and observing the game. The reason for basketball’s position within Black culture is not a coincidence: As the sport that can perhaps most readily be played by poor urban youth, basketball is linked to legacies of poverty and discrimination. Whereas a sport like baseball requires goods such as a bat, glove, cleats, and the time and money for travel, all one needs to play basketball is a ball and a hoop. Unlike hockey rinks or tennis courts, basketball courts are cheap to construct and exist in even the poorest urban areas.

In fact, basketball was once a Jewish-dominated sport for similar reasons. As Jewish people immigrated to the United States in the early 20th century, they were widely considered an inferior race and faced discrimination in employment, education, and everyday life. Because they were largely relegated to impoverished urban areas, Jewish people turned to basketball as a cheap and easy sport to play (Levine, 1992). They developed and expanded the game and were among its pioneer athletes, entrepreneurs, and future league commissioners. As Jewish people integrated and anti-Semitic discrimination lessened throughout the mid-20th century, they were able to pursue better jobs and increase their wealth. The upward mobility allowed Jewish people to move out of the urban areas in which basketball was a dominant sport and opened opportunities to participate in other sports that required more money and resources (Stark, 2017). However, because the legacies of anti-Black racism remain embedded in contemporary institutions, Black people remain disproportionately impoverished; as a result, the cheap and accessible sport of basketball remains a popular sport, cultural touchstone, and form of bodily expression for the Black community.

Despite being a cheap sport, basketball also promises an opportunity for enormous riches and fame for athletes who are good enough to make it to the professional ranks. For instance, the average salary for NBA players in 2019 was close to $8 million per year (Huddleston, 2019), and NBA star LeBron James signed a contract in 2020 for $41 million per year (Woike, 2020). There are very few careers other than sports that offer such riches with such immediacy and do not require years of education (which is often unrealistic for many Black youth in underfunded public schools). This is an enticing possibility for many who show promise in sport, but especially for Black males, who often have trouble finding successful Black role models in careers other than sport.

Therefore, basketball is not only a culturally specific preference, but one of the few methods of achieving the American dream for many Black individuals. As Rhoden (2006) describes, the Black experience within physical culture has consisted of “the use of athletics as a way out; sports as a dramatic means of improving one’s station in life, of gaining economic advantage and prestige that would have been impossible to achieve without sports” (Rhoden, 2006; pp. 43-44).

Right away, however, the disadvantages of this option are clear. The number of Black athletes who actually reach the professional ranks is tremendously slim. The National Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA) estimates that of 540,769 high school men’s basketball players, only 1 percent played Division I collegiate basketball in 2018-2019, and only about 22 percent of that 1 percent are eligible to be drafted to the NBA (NCAA, 2020). There are only 60 draft slots into the NBA per year. This means that only about 1.2 percent of the (unpaid) draft-eligible college basketball players make it to the pros, and thus reach a professional salary (NCAA, 2020). Unfortunately, for Black athletes specifically, far more basketball hopefuls are exploited and ignored by the basketball pipeline than become the success stories that we see on television (Rhoden, 2006).

In all, biological racism may have evolved into different forms, but it is still pervasive today. Unfortunately, physical culture is one of the primary social realms through which biological racisms (such as the “natural” Black athlete) persist and circulate. As shown with the sport of basketball, Black people are not biologically predisposed to athletics, but rather engage in certain sports as a result of social, cultural, and historical forces and contexts. It is crucial to dispel the myths that sustain biological racism—even when they take seemingly positive forms—because they reproduce the idea that racial-ethnic groups have different genetic natures, which continues to be at the root of racist attitudes and policies. As Kendi (2019) concludes, countering biological racism entails adopting a perspective that what we consider races are meaningfully the same in their biology and contain no genetic differences.

It is crucial to dispel the myths that sustain biological racism—even when they take seemingly positive forms—because they reproduce the idea that racial-ethnic groups have different genetic natures, which continues to be at the root of racist attitudes and policies.


Bodily Racism

Another form of racism that pervades sport is bodily racism. Associated with biological racism, bodily racism expresses negative ideas and attitudes specifically about racialized bodies. Kendi (2019) describes bodily racism as the “perceiving [of] certain racialized bodies as more animal-like and violent than others” (p. 83). Black athletes in sport and physical culture historically have dealt with harmful and regressive perceptions of their bodies that link to racist beliefs about Blackness. Through media depictions of Black athletes to the way commentators speak about the Black body, many of these bodily racisms continue to circulate today.

As with many forms of racism, bodily racism can be traced back to the days of slavery. Enslaved Blacks were dehumanized, treated as commodities, and viewed as machines specifically designed to do physical work. Mercer (1994) argues that myths about the Black body served to rationalize slavery, because Black people were thought to have bodies fit for labor, but not minds suited for thinking. The Black body was rendered a mechanistic (and highly productive) tool of profit that was best managed by a White mind perceived to be the superior thinker, organizer, and manager. The legacies of this racial positioning can still be seen in contemporary physical culture, with Black athletes and White athletes often described in ways that subtly reflect these racial beliefs. Black men in popular media are often depicted as inherently aggressive, violent, deficient “beasts who had to be controlled and tamed to be put into service,” whereas Black women are depicted as “hypersexual and denied any rights to control their own bodies” (Ferber, 2007, p. 15). In sport, Bruce (2004) explains that “North American sports commentators and journalists tend to identify male White players as leaders and hard workers and represent male Black players as athletes with little reference to hard work or intellect” (p. 861). For Black athletes, common descriptors used in sports media include strong, athletic, freakish, powerful, violent, agile, intuitive, beastly, and physical specimen. For White athletes, common descriptors used in sports media include: intelligent, leader, high IQ, scrappy, sneaky athletic, versatile, team-first, classy, hardworking, and plays the game the “right way.” In subtle and not-so-subtle ways, sports media contributes to reducing the complexity of Black athletes to nothing more than their physical bodies.

The coverage of tennis star Serena Williams illustrates the persistence of bodily racism (which is explored further in chapter 10). Williams is a Black woman whose decades of training have given her a larger body frame and more defined musculature than most women. As a result, Williams does not adhere to White Eurocentric bodily norms that have traditionally encouraged women to be slim and unassuming. Rather than being given credit for the hard work that has granted her a physical advantage in tennis, Williams’ physique has been a constant target of ridicule. For instance, Desmond-Harris (2017) describes how social media users have called her a “silver-backed gorilla” and a “zoo animal,” amongst myriad other horrifying insults. Drawing on a long history of White obsession with Black women’s breasts and buttocks, a satirical website stated in 2003 that “Tennis star Serena Williams cruised to a victory in the finals of Australian Open women’s singles on Saturday and then dispatched her buttocks on Sunday to secure the doubles title.… The feat is the first-known occurrence of a body part winning a professional athletic contest” (cited in Desmond-Harris, 2017, para. 21). Even the head of Russian Tennis Federation derisively called Serena and her sister Venus “the Williams brothers” and stated that “it’s scary when you really look at them” (Boren, 2014).

Fortunately, the implicit bodily racism about Williams’ physique does not have a direct effect on her athletic achievement. The same cannot be said for other Black women athletes, especially those in sports wherein the body itself is a site of judgement. In sports in which judges determine winners and losers based on subjective criteria that include the “grace” or “elegance” of an athletic performance, Black women and their bodily movements can be perceived as aberrant or divergent from standards of beauty and grace that have been traditionally based on slim, unassuming White femininity. One example can be found in Surya Bonaly, a Black French figure skater who was dominant in the 1990s and to this day is the only figure skater to execute a full backflip on ice and land on a single skate. In a sport that is and has historically been overwhelmingly White, successful figure skaters are often expected to be “ice princesses” who must “skate in a manner that emphasizes elegance and artistry while hiding the power and speed required to execute their maneuvers” (Mattoni, 2018, para. 2). Bonaly worked to cultivate an exceptional speed and talent on the ice, but rather than being celebrated, she was criticized for being too athletic and thus harboring an “artistic weakness.” A U.S. Olympic coach commented that: “Even though [Bonaly] was wonderful, and even though she was spectacular and did great performances, she didn’t look like the ice princess” (Mattoni, 2018, para. 3). Who is perceived as best exhibiting the highly subjective concept of an “ice princess” cannot be isolated from unconscious assumptions about women’s bodies that privilege Whiteness and denigrate Blackness.
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Surya Bonaly.
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Throughout her career, Bonaly reinvented her style and worked tirelessly to look more artistic to fit the mold of the elegant figure skater. Though she did improve some of her artistic scores while retaining her high technical scores, she continued to receive the same criticisms of not projecting the traditional figure skater image. She would also receive scores well below what many observers believed she deserved and lost to skaters who observers generally agree did not have routines as ambitious or well-executed as Bonaly’s routines (Mattoni, 2018). Reflecting on her career, Bonaly stated: “If I were white, I would have been a gold medalist a long time ago.… I told myself that if my rival made five triples, I had to make seven. I tried not to think about race even if it was a reality. But how much influence race had on my marks? Two percent? More? I don’t know. If I were light-skinned, it probably would have been easier” (Méranville, 2007). From the experiences of Bonaly and Williams to contemporary Black gymnasts Gabby Douglas and Simone Biles (Cash, 2020), the way that implicit bodily racism underlies perceptions of Black bodies has stakes for both the coverage and evaluation of Black athletes.

Bodily racism is not exclusive to fans or media. In fact, these stereotypes are present in the internal decisions of sporting organizations themselves, often structuring the racial composition of certain teams. Sport has a long history of racial stacking, which refers to the tendency of White players to be disproportionately steered into centralized positions that require intellect, and non-White players to be disproportionately steered into noncentralized positions that require athleticism (and do not require much thinking) (Finch et al., 2010; Hawkins, 2002). American football serves as one of the most vivid examples of racial stacking. Historically and today, the most common positions for White players in American football are quarterback (the captain of the offense tasked with leadership and sharp decision making), center (the lead offensive lineman tasked with identifying defensive trends), and middle linebacker (the leader and decision maker for the defense). Certainly, these positions all require a decent amount of athleticism, but they are also the positions that require intelligence, which has long been falsely considered the specific domain of White players. On the other hand, the most common positions for Black players are running back (who runs with the ball, attempting to elude tacklers), wide receiver (who must catch passes from the quarterback), cornerback (defenders who cover the wide receiver to prevent them from catching passes), and edge rusher (defenders who attempt to sack the quarterback). Again, these positions require much more intellect than people think, but they are also positions that people widely assume can be done with pure strength and athleticism, devoid of much thinking.

As a result of biological racism, Black athletes are steered toward noncentralized positions by coaches and scouts starting in youth football, and subsequently are overrepresented in these positions in collegiate football and the NFL. Even when Black players do play central positions such as quarterback, they are often perceived as succeeding more because of their athleticism than their leadership or intelligence (Bopp & Sagas, 2014). For example, the Baltimore Ravens’ outstanding Black quarterback Lamar Jackson was encouraged by scouts to switch from quarterback to running back or wide receiver prior to entering the NFL, even after winning the prestigious Heisman Trophy (awarded to the best collegiate football player) as a quarterback (Bonesteel, 2018). When he refused and excelled as a quarterback in the NFL, a broadcaster even suggested that his success was partially a result of the brown football blending in with his Black skin and giving him a deceptive advantage (Gafni & Hernandez, 2009). This positional breakdown, as well as the reactions to deviations from it, is clearly linked to racist assumptions about Black and White bodies and minds. We must detach racist myths from our perceptions of individuals and their bodies.



Cultural Racism

Another prominent form of racism that continues to circulate throughout society—and physical culture—is cultural racism. Kendi (2019) defines cultural racism as “creating a cultural standard and imposing a cultural hierarchy among racial groups” (p. 98). Unlike biological racism and bodily racism, cultural racism does not attribute the cause of racial inequalities to anything inherent to White and non-White people. Instead, cultural racism credits the success of White people to the perceived virtue of White (i.e., European) culture, and blames the lack of success of non-White racial-ethnic groups on the perceived deficiencies of their specific cultures. The logic of cultural racism often suggests that in order for non-Whites to achieve equality, they must strive to assimilate into and adopt White mainstream cultural values. Of course, this argument is almost always proposed by people with power, who lack a critical engagement with the cultures they disparage. Additionally, what exactly is “White culture” is never defined, nor is its perceived superiority ever stated explicitly. Besides being based on misunderstandings of cultural customs and values of non-White groups, the attitudes of cultural racism ignore the numerous historical privileges granted to those considered White, and the destruction, underdevelopment, and violence cast upon racial-ethnic groups considered inferior to White people (with Black people being the primary victims).

Like other forms of racism, cultural racism does not always operate out in the open, or even at a conscious level. Perhaps the most subtle yet common mechanism of cultural racism happens when cultural forms associated with White people become considered the normal, mainstream, taken-for-granted default, whereas cultural forms associated with non-White people are excluded, devalued, or considered deficient. Cultural practices of non-White groups—such as language, speech, lifestyles, food, dress, values, and certainly sport—are considered inferior to those associated with Whites. A particularly egregious example of cultural racism involves hairstyle. Afros, braids, dreadlocks, and other hairstyles are commonly adorned for Black people because they correspond well with Black hair texture and also serve as a visual expression of pride and beauty (Sieber et al., 2000). However, these hairstyles are often discouraged or even banned by many employers, who consider them unprofessional or inappropriate. Instead, styles such as short buzz cuts for men and long, straightened hair for women—hairstyles commonly adopted by White people—are considered the standard for professionalism. For many Black people, adhering to professional hair standards are physically impossible, unless they pursue artificial treatment. They are faced with the dilemma of expressing pride in their culture and being excluded from mainstream society, or having to suppress their culture and go to extreme lengths to adhere to the White standards that historically have been constructed as the norm.

Perhaps the most subtle yet common mechanism of cultural racism happens when cultural forms associated with White people become considered the normal, mainstream, taken-for-granted default, whereas cultural forms associated with non-White people are excluded, devalued, or considered deficient.

This was the choice forced upon 16-year-old Black wrestler Andrew Johnson, whose hair was styled with dreadlocks prior to a 2018 high school wrestling match (Bogage et al., 2018). However, the White referee of the wrestling match claimed that Johnson’s dreadlocks violated the regulations for New Jersey high school wrestling and told Johnson that he must either cut off his dreadlocks or forfeit the match. Johnson chose to cut off his dreadlocks. The recorded moment that followed—a crying and dejected Johnson having the dreadlocks he cultivated for years cut off on the wrestling mat in front of the entire crowd—quickly went viral on social media. Johnson would win the match, reluctantly embrace the referee to have his victory certified, and then walk off, exasperated. The referee was widely criticized for his shallow and casual dismissiveness of Johnson’s hair, and subsequently Johnson’s identity. Fellow referees and administrators failed to understand the reasoning of the referee. White players with long hair had violated the rule without recourse, or at least were allowed to wear a head covering. As the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) argued: “This is not about hair. This is about race. How many different ways will people try to exclude Black people from public life without having to declare their bigotry? This was discrimination, and it’s not okay” (Bogage et al., 2018, para. 18). The drastic act of mandating Johnson’s dreadlocks to be cut was anchored in the logic of cultural racism, which viewed Black hair styles as deviations from the “norm” that favors White cultural forms.

Cultural racism also structures the ways in which Black athletes are portrayed and perceived in sport. For example, Black athletes are commonly linked to the space of urban American ghettos (regardless of where they were raised). Although Black urban ghettos are a direct product of racially exclusionary housing policies and decades of disinvestment, some people falsely believe that “ghetto poverty” persists because the Black people that occupy them are too lazy, uncivilized, criminal, violent, or ignorant to uplift their communities (Rothstein, 2018). This, of course, ignores the structural factors that restrict poor Black people from participating in economic, political, and social life, which in turn shapes how Black athletes are depicted. In a content analysis of how magazines and websites cover Black male athletes, Frisby (2016) found that “Disproportionate coverage involving Black male athletes was found in news stories that involved instances of crime, domestic/sexual violence, moral failure, and/or the athlete’s ‘natural’ skills and abilities” (Frisby, 2016, p. 1). Additionally, the shortcomings of Black male athletes are more likely to attributed to individual deficiencies (such as suggesting a Black athlete just naturally has violent or criminal tendencies), rather than acknowledging contextual factors and perspectives that influence individual decision making.

Because of the popular (mis)understanding of Black ghetto realities, the cultural practices formulated by Black people as an expressive outlet in resistance to the widespread discrimination that holds them back—such as hip-hop music, breakdancing, urban fashion, and patterns of speech—have become devalued in mainstream society (Andrews & Silk, 2010). Although there is nothing inherently dangerous or inferior about cultural forms, their link to the racist tropes that accompany Blackness render them unacceptable in many institutions, including sport.

Let us return to basketball for two examples: The first involves streetball, which is a form of basketball that focuses less on structured rules and team victories, and more on expression, creativity, and flashy movements. Streetball is specific to Black, urban, working-class spaces and communities, and was formulated due to the myriad barriers that prevented Black urban youth from reaching the collegiate and professional stages of basketball (Wallace, 2020). However, this rich and contextual history is erased when streetball is depicted in media. Instead, media texts construct a direct link between streetball and Blackness that suggests Black people are inevitably inclined to enjoy the exotic streetball because of their assumed natural athleticism and cultural inadequacies (Wallace, 2020). Relatedly, because streetball signifies an urban Blackness that many consider deficient, it is looked down upon in mainstream institutions such as collegiate and professional basketball. Streetballer-turned-NBA-player Rafer Alston stated that coaches would tell him “that street stuff is no good” and call it “junk ball” (Sepkowitz, 2019, para. 22), refusing to consider blending streetball passion (embodied by Black athletes) with professional fundamentals (perceived to be embodied by White athletes). However, Alston argued that streetball flair was revered by the few White athletes who played with it, such as NBA legend “Pistol” Pete Maravich. Alston’s coach George Karl even admitted that Alston was correct, stating that “we had a little problem there … Rafer was young, youthful, maybe too playground-ish” (Sepkowitz, 2019, para. 22). From this example, we see how cultural racism even shapes perceptions of playing styles depending upon the races they are associated with.

A second example of cultural racism within basketball can be found in the infamous NBA dress code. In the aftermath of a fight between a Black athlete then named Ron Artest (now Metta Sandiford-Artest) and a fan that was harassing him in 2003 (popularly dubbed the “Malice in the Palace”), the NBA faced declining ratings and a weakened reputation. The NBA blamed the players’ increasing displays of Black culture as the issue (Leonard, 2012), with former NBA coach Phil Jackson stating that players were dressing in “prison garb” and it was time to get rid of the “gangster, thuggery stuff” (Wilson, 2005, para. 8). In response, they attempted to remove elements of Black culture from the league’s image, specifically targeting the way players dressed. NBA Commissioner David Stern sent a memo to the league stating that players would be expected to wear “business casual” attire whenever participating in team or league activities, including arriving at games, leaving games, conducting interviews, and making promotional or other appearances. The new rule outlawed sleeveless shirts, shorts, T-shirts, chains, pendants, medallions, headphones, sneakers, do-rags, headgear, Timberland boots, and items associated with Black urban fashion at that time (McDonald & Toglia, 2010). Of course, what we consider “business casual” is a standard of attire that privileges White fashion norms while excluding and demonizing non-White stylistic accessories. In effect, the promotion and enforcement of a cultural standard based in Whiteness reinforced racial hierarchies that further marginalized non-White ethnic cultures.

However, there is another interesting paradox at play that reveals the complexity of contemporary race relations: The widespread demonization of Black culture is now accompanied by a simultaneous yearning for the expressions of Black culture. In other words, while Black culture continues to be diminished in political, economic, and social institutions, it is immensely popular in North American (and increasingly global) culture. Hip-hop songs, dances, and slang that originated in Black culture now pervade social media. The same Black cultural forms that are demonized when linked to Black individuals have become incorporated into the brand identity and marketing initiatives of corporations.

This applies to sporting leagues as well. Although still excluded and considered improper basketball, streetball aesthetics have been a main staple of recent NBA content, such as the pickup basketball games, dunk contests, and skills competitions during the NBA’s annual All-Star Weekend. Similarly, while the NBA was demonizing Black fashion, Reebok, Adidas, and other fashion brands appropriated urban fashion trends to sell to both Black urban and White suburban, rural, and international consumers.

Although this trend seems to celebrate Black culture, it is still harmful. These depictions of Black cultural forms are cheap and decontextualized appropriations that often fail to acknowledge the history of their creation, let alone benefit the Black people and communities who created them. The trend of appropriating Black culture demonstrates an emerging tension: a simultaneous fear of Blackness combined with a fascination with Blackness. The same cultural signifiers of Black urban ghettos that are devalued and perceived as dangerous have now also become a source of fascination and intrigue for White mainstream culture. Cultural racism is damaging in both its negative and seemingly celebratory incarnations. Until we acknowledge that cultural standards are intricately linked to power relations and that cultural forms amongst racial-ethnic groups contain no inherent inequities, cultural racism will continue to marginalize non-White people and communities.

The trend of appropriating Black culture demonstrates an emerging tension: a simultaneous fear of Blackness combined with a fascination with Blackness.



Spatial Racism

The last form of racism in physical culture that we will discuss is spatial racism. Kendi (2019) describes spatial racism as “a powerful collection of racist policies that lead to resource inequity between racialized spaces or the elimination of certain racialized spaces, which are substantiated by racist ideas about racialized spaces” (p. 199). In simple terms, spatial racism refers to how historical racism has shaped who has access to certain spaces, who is perceived as “belonging” in certain spaces, and what racial-ethnic groups certain spaces have become associated with. Legacies of racism have created a trend in which spaces are assumed to take on the characteristics of the racial-ethnic groups that occupy them, while racial-ethnic groups are also assumed to take on the characteristics that people ascribe to spaces. For example, consider how the simple phrase inner-city often conjures up images of poor or working-class Black people. Relatedly, think back to our previous discussion of how (perceived) characteristics of the urban ghetto are arbitrarily assigned to Black athletes, and how that framing influences their media portrayals and professional careers. As we will discuss, many of the physical cultural spaces that we take for granted harbor exclusionary codes, traditions, and policies that are rooted in racism.

The historic inclusion and exclusion of racial-ethnic groups from spaces has long operated through both formal and informal means. During the era of segregation in the United States from 1896 to 1954, as well as apartheid in South Africa from 1948 until the early 1990s, government policy formally created and policed separate White and Black spaces. In addition, policy specifically ensured that Black people remained in Black spaces only—out of sight and out of mind for White people. The result in the United States was restaurants, trains, buses, movie theaters, churches, and other spaces that were labeled “White only” and “Colored only,” or displayed phrases along the lines of “no Blacks, Jews, Irish, or Italians allowed.” The same policies existed in physical culture as well. For example, the Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) Tour—the leading institution for professional golf—had an explicit “Caucasians-only” clause until 1961 (Dawkins, 2003). Additionally, private country clubs in America have a long history of maintaining membership rolls that are exclusively White. As recently as 1990, a sponsor of the PGA Tour was revealed to openly forbid Black membership, claiming that Black golfers would be a “group disgrace” that could not coexist with the established “group charisma” of the White golfers (Dawkins, 2003). Similarly, tennis clubs, swimming pools, and other recreational spaces that once formally excluded non-White players remain predominantly White despite no longer having segregationist policies.

Part of the reason these spaces remain exclusive to Whites is the long history of informal spatial racism. For example, there was no official league policy stating that Black baseball players could not play in the MLB, which conveniently was cited as evidence that the MLB was not racist. However, MLB famously excluded Black players until 1947 via an unspoken agreement among MLB owners and general managers that they would keep the MLB White by refusing to sign Black players (Rhoden, 2006). Although the MLB officially integrated, the haunting legacies of these historical policies and agreements continue to prevent full integration. Black people are aware of the racist history of certain spaces, whether through historical knowledge or a deep-seated intuition. As a result, they are often understandably hesitant to go into spaces in which they know they are not wanted or will be subject to strange looks or cold treatment. Without remedies that actively promote inclusion and ensure the safety and comfort of non-White people in traditionally White spaces, the legacies of spatial racism will persist.

Swimming and skiing are two current examples of informal spatial racism in physical culture. Though White people commonly enjoy swimming throughout childhood and into adulthood, swimming is far less prevalent among Black Americans. In fact, many Black Americans have never swum, and do not even know how to swim. Explanations anchored in biological and bodily racisms have incorrectly speculated that Black people naturally do not float, or do not have the grace or determination to learn how to swim. However, as Wiltse (2014) details, racial disparities in swimming are actually the result of historical racism. There were two periods in U.S. history when swimming underwent a boom in popularity: first in the 1920s and 1930s, a period marked by the height of Jim Crow racism and formal segregation, and again in the 1950s and 1960s, a period marked by a suburbanization process that was only accessible to Whites. Because of formal and informal racial exclusion during these periods, Wiltse explains that “large numbers of White Americans had easy access to these pools, whereas racial discrimination severely restricted Black Americans’ access. As a result, swimming never became integral to Black Americans’ recreation and sports culture” (p. 366).

Skiing shares a similar history with swimming, in which structural barriers, the idealization of Whiteness in skiing marketing and media, and mistreatment of Black skiers have led to skiing being a predominantly White endeavor. Harrison (2013) describes how images of Whiteness in skiing “sustains the belief that Black people simply do not belong on its slopes or in its social spaces. This image is preserved through structural barriers which keep non-White people and everyday forms of non-Whiteness at bay” (p. 333). These examples demonstrate how cultural and social factors converge to make access to spaces difficult and uncomfortable for many non-White people.

Another powerful form of spatial racism—perhaps more relevant today than lingering legacies of exclusion—involves disparities in economic resources. As we’ve established, centuries of discrimination, exploitation, and institutional racism have denied Black people equal access to wealth and participation in the economy. The contemporary consequences are staggering. In the United States, the average net worth of White families ($171,000) is 10 times greater than that of Black families ($17,150), according to 2016 data (McIntosh et al., 2020). These numbers show a racial wealth gap that has gotten wider since 2000, and is just as wide as the racial wealth gap of 1968, at the height of the Civil Rights Movement (Long & Van Dam, 2020). How does this relate to spatial racism? The answer lies in the ways race and class intersect. Although access to certain spaces is decreasingly determined by one’s skin color, it is increasingly determined by how much money someone has (as explored further in chapter 8). As physical cultural spaces—such as golf courses, tennis clubs, scouting camps, training facilities, and even gyms—require expensive fees and equipment for access, lower-class people (more likely to be Black) are priced out, whereas middle- and upper-class people (more likely to be White) are able to afford access. This differential access can be seen in our previous examples: Regarding swimming, Wiltse (2014) explains that “poor and working-class Americans—who rely more on public recreation facilities—have generally less access to swimming facilities and swim lessons than middle- and upper-class Americans, who can afford to swim at private pools” (p. 369). Additionally, skiing is widely considered an expensive luxury sport that is often accompanied by vacations, costly equipment, and an abundance of leisure time. Given the racial wealth gap, these are resources that many Black people simply do not have. (For more on this topic, see chapter 8.)

Although access to certain spaces is decreasingly determined by one’s skin color, it is increasingly determined by how much money someone has.

Sociocultural factors combined with economic factors combine to maintain and uphold spatial racism. As Roberts (2020) states, “white privilege is not just about the physical body, but also about the physical space” (p. 5). Black bodies are excluded from spaces and stigmatized within them. Indeed, spatial racism has dangerous consequences. For example, Ray (2017) describes how many Black joggers consciously avoid predominantly White neighborhoods due to the fear of being perceived as threatening or deviant. Unfortunately, recent events have shown that these fears are legitimate: Black people in the United States are being increasingly policed for the innocent acts of cooking out in public parks, birdwatching, working out in gyms, or occupying other spaces in which Blacks are perceived as “out of place” or “suspicious” (Sacchetti et al., 2020). More tragically, 25-year-old Black man Ahmaud Arbery was simply jogging through a White neighborhood in Georgia when two White vigilantes, operating under the baseless and false assumption that Arbery was in their predominantly White neighborhood to commit burglary or other criminal acts, chased him down in their pickup truck and murdered him (Fausset, 2020). Arbery’s case demonstrates how the residual trends of biological racism, bodily racism, cultural racism, and spatial racism compound to impact and damage the lives of Black people within and outside of physical culture. There is an urgent need to confront and eliminate these forms of racism.




Indigenous American Physical Cultures

The experience of Black people in the Western world is pertinent for a conversation about race. However, the dynamic between Whiteness and Blackness is far from the only topic that must be considered. The Indigenous peoples who occupied North America prior to European colonization also have a history influenced by the damaging effects of racial classification. Though their history and contemporary status is far different from that of Black Americans, Indigenous Americans are also victims of biological, bodily, cultural, and spatial racisms. The Indigenous American history of being deemed an inferior race to Whites has influenced their physical cultural practices. The last part of this chapter will focus on the experience of Indigenous Americans within physical culture.

It is important to note that when we use the term Indigenous people, we are not talking about a single nation. There are many Indigenous nations, which all have distinct cultural elements. For example, there have existed more than 50 distinct nations and language groups across Canada (Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Canada, 2021), as well as “574 federally recognized Indian Nations (variously called tribes, nations, bands, pueblos, communities and native villages) in the United States” (NCAI, n.d.). It is unlikely that these disparate tribes ever considered themselves a collective race before Europeans designated them as one. Despite their distinctions, their social treatment has constructed a distinguished racial-ethnicity with a shared history and shared common practices. Today, as a result of centuries of segregation, discrimination, and destructive policy, much of the Indigenous population has been relegated to reservations and suffer from high levels of poverty, unemployment, alcoholism, drug abuse, heart disease, diabetes, and suicide. The reasons for these disparities are often attributed to race, as if there is something natural to Indigenous genetics or culture that is holding them back. This is obviously false: The causes for these disparities can be found in history.

North America was colonized by European settlers beginning in the 1400s and 1500s. Dickason and Newbigging (2010) suggest that the first documented meetings with Europeans occurred in the eastern Arctic and along the North Atlantic coast of what is now Canada. Despite largely being welcomed by Indigenous people, Europeans committed countless brutalities against Indigenous people, including kidnapping, rape, theft of land, enslavement, and genocide. The logic at the heart of these atrocities was a belief that Indigenous people were savages who were inferior to White Europeans. Of course, Indigenous people had complex and organized civilizations, including even more advanced systems in areas such as agriculture, astronomy, and criminal justice than Europeans of the time (Mann, 2019). Nonetheless, European explorers believed all Indigenous people were uncivilized cannibals and idol worshipers, who (conveniently) were easy to manage for the pursuit of European interests (Dickason & Newbigging, 2010). Indigenous people were judged not only by appearance, but also by cultural traits such as religion, government, economy, language, technology, and social mores. Vaughan (1995) argues that English and early colonial American writers believed that, unlike the presumed inherently inferior Africans, “[Indigenous people] were inherently like themselves and that they were approximately as light skinned as Europeans; they could—indeed would—be assimilated into colonial society as soon as they succumbed to English social norms and Christian theology” (p. 5).

However, Indigenous people largely rejected the imposition of Christianity and European social and cultural norms. This rejection, coupled with Indigenous people beginning to fight back against the destruction of their land, community, and cultures, “encouraged ‘white’ Americans to believe that [Indigenous people] were significantly and irrevocably darker than themselves” (Vaughan, 1982, p. 939). The Indigenous “race” became perceived as a hindrance to European visions for the new America. By the start of the American Revolution, the 18th-century naturalism promoted by Linnaeus and other race scientists supported the growing belief that “[Indigenous people] were inherently deficient in color and basic characteristics” (Vaughan, 1982, p. 947). Eventually, Whites assigned Indigenous people the color label “Red,” defining the race as superior to Blacks, yet biologically and culturally inferior to Whites. By the 1800s, Indigenous land was targeted by the newly independent American nation looking to expand.

Extermination, relocation, and civilization were all methods by which Europeans sought to assert their dominance over the land they now “shared” with Indigenous people. By the mid-1800s, policy makers saw extermination as inhumane and relocation as ineffective. Instead, in a sweeping act of cultural racism, they opted to try “civilizing” Indigenous people by assimilating them into wider White American and Canadian cultures. The assimilation process implemented by North American governments and Christian churches involved a strategy of mandatory education in European culture whereby Indigenous children were forced to leave their homes to attend boarding schools in order to receive an education that erased Indigenous culture. Underfunded and neglected by administrators, these residential boarding schools were notorious environments in which children faced isolation, physical abuse, sexual abuse, and abhorrent living conditions. The history of Indigenous people in North America since European contact has been heavily shaped by the effects of race: The last residential school did not close until 1996 (Union of Ontario Indians, 2013). As we will see, physical culture was used by Anglo Americans to further erase and exclude Indigenous heritage, yet it also played a meaningful role for Indigenous people themselves in navigating this history.


Sport and Assimilation

There is a distinct lack of research regarding sport and the Indigenous experience (notable exceptions include Anderson, 2006; Bloom, 1996; Forsyth, 2007; Hallinan & Judd, 2013; King, 2005; and Klein, 2020). However, scholars are beginning to understand the role of sport throughout Indigenous history and within the Indigenous experience today. Sport and physical education were used to advance the assimilationist goals of residential boarding schools and the governments and Christian churches that supported them. In his research on sport and physical education in these schools, Bloom (2000) noted that in the United States, “sports like football were introduced at boarding schools as a part of a larger effort to erase Native American culture and history from memory. Ironically, however, they ended up being a source of pride for students and their children, a resource for pleasure, and instruments through which they creatively constituted and reformulated their identities” (p. xii). This was also true in some Canadian residential schools, even though recreational activities were always underfunded and undersupplied (The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 115). In schools where it was available, some students were able to turn to sport for a source of refuge from the otherwise unpleasant and abusive school environment (Forsyth, 2015).

Physical culture was used by Anglo Americans to further erase and exclude Indigenous heritage, yet it also played a meaningful role for Indigenous people themselves in navigating this history.

Although regarded as the more “humane” method of destroying Indigenous nations, scholars have rightfully pointed out that assimilation is a form of colonization, as well as cultural genocide, extinction, or euthanasia (Adams, 1995; Barker, 1997). In its 2015 final report on assimilation, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission concluded that residential schools can “best be described as ‘cultural genocide’” (p. 1). Regarding physical culture, the report noted that “while traditional Aboriginal games were undermined, many told of how they survived through their participation in sports or the arts” (p. 6). The contribution of sport to efforts to assimilate and erase Indigenous identity is a process that still lacks widespread recognition, a fact that makes the adoption of Indigenous imagery and symbols for team mascots in predominantly White-owned and -operated sporting leagues (such as the Cleveland Indians in the MLB and the former Washington Redskins in the NFL) such a shameful and insensitive relic of a past we have largely failed to reckon with (see King, 2010).

Traditional Indigenous cultural artifacts that predate European colonization—such as types of food, ceremonial brooches, dance, art, musical instruments, and clothing—have inspired the ways in which Indigenous people have responded to recent discrimination and poverty and remain important today. Sport and physical culture is also a realm in which the legacy of traditional Indigenous cultures is evident. One prominent physical practice within Indigenous culture is running. As Hinckley (2019) explains, “Native Americans have practiced prayer runs for generations as a way to spiritually connect with or give gratitude to Mother Earth. And hundreds of years ago, before horses were readily available across North America, Native Americans relied on messenger runners to travel hundreds of miles to communicate with other tribes” (p. 10). Running is a traditional practice with roots in cultural history.

Some of the most famous Indigenous people in sport are connected to this history. Indigenous athlete Jim Thorpe is widely considered one of the most accomplished athletes in U.S. history. In addition to playing collegiate and professional American football, professional baseball, and basketball, Thorpe became the first Indigenous Olympic gold medalist, winning the pentathlon and decathlon in 1912. Part of Thorpe’s legacy within the Indigenous community is not just as a great athlete, but as an “outstanding Native American beating European-Americans at their own game” (Anderson, 2006, p. 250). Another Indigenous athlete, Lewis Tewanima, was a teammate of Thorpe and received a silver medal in the same Olympics. Both Thorpe and Mills were the product of assimilationist boarding schools that aimed to erase their Indigenous heritage (Hinckley, 2019). Decades later, Indigenous athlete Billy Mills won an Olympic gold medal in the 10,000 meter run in 1964. Today, Mills remains a strong advocate of Indigenous culture and running, even serving as a cofounder of the nonprofit organization Running Strong for American Indian Youth. As shown in these cases, running is considered an important outlet for Indigenous people to find identity, achieve success, and give back to the Indigenous community.

Another way that Indigenous people have used sport to assert pride and common identity has been the North American Indigenous Games (NAIG). Occurring every four years since 1990, the NAIG is a “multi-sport event and cultural celebration” that aims to “improve the quality of life for Indigenous Peoples by supporting self-determined sports and cultural activities which encourage equal access to participation in the social/cultural/spiritual fabric of the community in which they reside and which respects Indigenous distinctiveness” (NAIG, 2020). More than 5,000 athletes representing 756 Indigenous Nations take part in a variety of Olympic sporting events and cultural performances. The games bring Anglo American sport and Indigenous sport together in a way that celebrates Indigenous culture. In this way, participation in traditional and contemporary sport becomes a badge of membership of Indigenous ethnicity.


Active Bodies

The Meaning of Indigenous Sport

Sport, games, and physical cultural practices carry different meanings in different cultures. Sport does not inherently instill values, but is instilled with values by the people who structure sport, often doing so to promote particular interests. For example, sports in the modern Western world have been embedded with values suggestive of desirable characteristics in Western society, such as individualism, efficiency, deference to authority, managerial hierarchies, and discipline, to name a few. Indigenous sports, however, have contained vastly different meanings that reflected their societal structure. For example, stickball, a version of what is now called lacrosse, was a popular leisure activity that promoted teamwork and collectivity. Other Indigenous games (including early versions of wrestling, American football, and boxing) were considered sacred occurrences and often “accompanied fertility ceremonies, burial rites, healing practices, and efforts to control the weather” (Gorn & Goldstein, 2004, p. 5). For people who valued their connection to nature and deep spirituality, games resembled cultural and spiritual events more than casual recreation or distractions from work. Sport was “embedded in ritual; contests could be fun and exciting, but even as tribesmen enjoyed themselves, athletic events kept them connected to their sacred beliefs, which gave meaning to the world and their place in it” (Gorn & Goldstein, 2004, p. 5). The differences in meaning between Indigenous and European sport demonstrate the ways in which sport is a product of its social and cultural context.



Basketball and American football are also popular high school sports on Indigenous reservations. These sports do not trace their origins to Indigenous cultures, but they have become expressions of Indigenous ethnicity. On reservations, basketball is a tradition often passed down from generation to generation—even in the poorest of communities, nearly every home has a hoop. This tradition, however, has an ironic twist: Basketball, along with American football, was used as a tool of assimilation into mainstream American culture (Anderson, 2006). These games were perceived to represent core aspects of mainstream American life and teach important lessons on how to adapt to modern America. By playing these traditionally American games, it was assumed that Indigenous Americans would become less “Indigenous” and more “American” over time. Yet, a paradox emerged: Rather than becoming American through basketball and football, Indigenous Americans imprinted their own culture onto these sports. For example, Anderson (2006) studied the meanings of sport among the Navajo people. He found that Indigenous Americans adopted traditional European games while largely rejecting the colonial values that underpinned them. He explains that “while the Navajo have fully ingrained colonial sports into their culture, they have not necessarily adopted the colonial meanings of individualism and dominance associated with those sports” (p. 247). In spite of the individualism that is a core tenet of American capitalist culture, Indigenous Americans largely maintained their collectivist approach to social life, government, and sport.




Conclusion

In this chapter, we have discussed only a few of the contemporary issues regarding the relationship between race and physical culture. There are far more that were beyond the scope of this chapter, and more that will emerge for as long as we fail to confront the impacts of structural racism head on. There are many other racial-ethnic groups deserving of inclusion into a narrative of race and sport, including (but not limited to) Asian communities (see Thangaraj, 2015; Thangaraj et al., 2016), Latino communities (see Iber, 2014), Arabic communities (see Amara, 2012), Indian communities (see Sen, 2015), African communities (see Shehu, 2010), and Caribbean communities (see James, 2013; Malec, 1995).

Black , Indigenous, and other non-White people continue to be harmed by the biological, bodily, cultural, and spatial racisms that exist within physical culture and broader society. Movements and campaigns such as Black Lives Matter have drawn attention to many of the issues, garnering increased acknowledgment of disparities, racial sensitivity training in workplaces, and symbolic gestures that signal support and solidarity. Although these are long overdue and appreciated, they are still inadequate solutions for solving the daunting racial barriers that exist. Nothing short of structural transformation at the social, political, and economic levels will set us on a path toward true racial equality.

Yet there is cause for optimism. The visibility and influence granted to Black and Indigenous athletes through sport has created the opportunity for meaningful social critique. Black athletes such as Colin Kaepernick, Maya Moore, LeBron James, and many more are increasingly using their platforms to advocate for racial justice and equality. These calls are beginning to move beyond shortsighted requests to target the structural roots of the issues. This is what is needed to confront and overcome racism, and is one of the unique benefits afforded by sport. Although it is not immune to broader racial inequalities, we believe that physical culture can be at the forefront of the solution.

Key Points


	Although the concepts of race and ethnicity are social constructions, the logics underpinning them have caused great harm for many people and communities throughout history.

	Stereotypes and assumptions linked to race have transferred into sport and physical culture, and their legacies can still be identified today.

	Although the racism of today is not always as explicit as the racism of old, it continues to circulate through biological racism, bodily racism, cultural racism, and spatial racism, all of which have been particularly harmful to the Black community.

	Indigenous people have long included sport and physical activity as a key part of their cultural lineage. Although Europeans and Americans attempted to use sport to assimilate Indigenous people and erase their culture, Indigenous people have turned to sport as a source of refuge, resistance, and solidarity.

	The view that physical culture is a progressive site of racial equality is naïve, shortsighted, and ignores the subtle racisms that are advanced and legitimized through sport. However, physical culture time and time again has shown a unique potential to cut through racial divisions, and thus can be key in the fight for true racial equality.



Discussion Questions


	How do you think the race you identify as (or have been assigned) has positively or negatively affected your chances, access, and opportunities in life?

	What sports or physical cultural practices are important amongst your ethnic group?

	Can sport and physical culture serve as a model for racial equality in other institutions? Why or why not?

	What are some examples of biological, bodily, cultural, or spatial racisms in sport or broader society that were not discussed in this chapter?

	Keeping in mind our discussions about the persistence of different forms of racism in and through sport, do you think the institution of sport has done more to help or harm pursuits of racial equality?

	What are some strategies or solutions for overcoming racism in sport and physical culture?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Describe what social class means and how it shapes our experiences

	Explain how social class influences participation in physical activity

	Name the four different kinds of capital theorized by Bourdieu and explain how they interact with each other to enhance or restrict life chances

	Describe Bourdieu’s notion of class habitus and explain how habitus is expressed via physical activity





This chapter focuses on the role that social class—the tier of society into which an individual is born—affects what sport and physical activities a person engages in, as well as where and why they do so. In this chapter, we will use major concepts from sociology to gain a better understanding of how members of various social groupings experience sport and physical activity in different ways and with different outcomes. For many people, social class can be a difficult concept to grasp—perhaps in part because Western society does not encourage people to consider social class. However, as you read this chapter, we encourage you to ask yourself: How does access to money, education, social networks, or health care (to name but a few) limit or enable you and others to access gyms or sports facilities? To know what to do in those places? To create meaningful experiences there? We also want you to consider how social class is related to the actual expressions of physical culture—how and why some people seek out fitness and play certain sports. In other words, how does social class become constructed, performed, and reproduced through physical culture and sport?

In this chapter we also explore the classed body. You will see that there are specific class-based body shapes, meanings, images, identities, styles, practices, and sizes. We will explore how class differences manifest in all aspects of physical culture and sport. As we will explain in more detail later, our inclination for things like running, boxing, yoga, or baseball is influenced by several structuring factors—not the least of which is social class. As we will discuss, our preference to play a particular sport or to choose the treadmill over free weights is often a result of how we have been socialized into particular class-based dispositions toward physical culture.


How Social Class Matters

Considerable research has shown that class has a significant influence on virtually all aspects of our lives, yet it often goes unrecognized. The first step of recognizing social class is to consider what it actually means. In a very basic sense, social class means that society is divided up, stratified, or layered into different groupings based on level of wealth, influence, income, and power.

For example, think about how the life of Britain’s Prince William compares with a British construction worker born the same day. These two people do not possess equal life choices or chances—their opportunities are very different based on resources such as wealth and influence. As a member of the Royal Family, Prince William falls into the upper-class grouping, whereas the construction worker falls into the working- or lower-class grouping of Britain’s class-structured society. Though they may not have monarchies, most other societies are similar.

Drawing from Sage (1998), we can start to define a social class as a group of people who are characterized by similarities in wealth and income. What is the difference between wealth and income? Wealth consists of the assets that a person possesses or stands to inherit; whereas income is the capital earned on a regular basis at an occupation. Wealth is transferable; most income is not. Income and occupation are linked—high-status occupations tend to correspond with high-level income—so occupation also contributes to one’s social class. Furthermore, as many studies (Gilbert, 2015) have demonstrated, one’s level of education influences the income one is likely to earn. As an individual moves up the education ladder, their income potential grows significantly, although issues such as student loan debt and an increasingly competitive job market make it tough for even many highly educated people to make a living (Mitchell, 2021). However, taken all together, a social class is comprised of people who share rough similarities in income, wealth, occupation, and education level.

Within North America and many other Western societies, there are discernible hierarchies of social class. Though not literally shaped like a pyramid, it can be helpful to think about it as such. At the top of the pyramid are the few people with the most wealth and power. As you descend the social class pyramid, more people are at the bottom, with less wealth and power. With less influence and fewer resources, they are far less able to shape their lives (and the lives of their children) than those at the top. These differences in life circumstances further differentiate social class groupings.

There are numerous models of class stratification. You may have heard the terms “the 1 percent” (the capitalist owners’ class) and “the 99 percent” (the rest of the population), as popularized by the Occupy Wall Street movement. This approach is quite similar to the well-known model Gilbert and Kahl developed in 1990, which is still used today (Gilbert, 2015). Gilbert and Kahl’s model (see figure 8.1) assigns each group to a class and notes the rough percentages of people and the types of employment that are associated with each of the groupings. At the top 1 percent is the capitalist class (investors, heirs, and executives). At the bottom 12 percent is the underclass, who work part-time menial jobs, live on public assistance, or are unemployed. Think about where you and your family fit into this class structure.

[image: ]
Figure 8.1    A model of U.S. class stratification.

Based on Gilbert (2015).



There are very noticeable disparities between rich and poor, between the top 1 percent and the bottom 25 percent the United States, and these differences have only increased over time. For example, adjusting for inflation, the average income of the top 1 percent in 1990 was $728,549, compared to $43,997 for the bottom 99 percent. By 2020, the average income at the top had risen 133.4 percent, to roughly $1.7 million, whereas the average income for the bottom 99 percent had risen 87.6 percent, to $82,535 (Piketty & Saez, 2003; Schaeffer, 2020).

The share of wealth, measured by net worth, has transformed significantly since the early 1970s. Vornovitsky and colleagues (2014) reported that the bottom fifth of the U.S. population saw their average net worth decrease from –$905 to $6,029 between 2000 and 2011, whereas that of the top fifth increased from $569,375 to $630,754. Gilbert (2015) reported that between 1983 and 2010, the average net worth of top 20 percent of the U.S. population had increased 80 percent and the average net worth of the rest of the population had decreased 3 percent. In terms of class differences, the rich are getting richer and the everyone else is getting poorer.

The same is true in Canada and other Western nations. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) published a report in 2011 noting that the gap between the rich and poor has increased significantly in 17 of 22 member countries for which data were available, including Canada and the United States. In fact, the OECD (2011) reported that inequality between the rich and poor also grew in “traditionally low-inequality countries, such as Germany, Denmark, and Sweden (and other Nordic countries), where inequality grew more than anywhere else in the 2000s” (p. 22). All these analyses of income and wealth disparity in the United States and elsewhere show that the widening separation between the bottom and the top is becoming ever-more vast.

These data demonstrate that class still matters. It matters because it has a huge influence on what kind of lives people lead, the experiences and opportunities they have, and the experiences, challenges, and opportunities of their children and their children’s children. Though a slight degree of social mobility exists in North America, generally speaking, people who are born into a particular class tend to live, die, and have children who remain within the same social class. Thus, class and class differences also tend to be reproduced throughout generations.


Social Class and Lifestyle

Education, occupation, income, and wealth give people particular resources around which they are able to shape a specific culture and lifestyle. The things people do, the types of houses they live in, the types of cars they drive, and even the types of food they eat are evidence of social class. Thus, culture and lifestyle are linked to social class, such that there are lifestyle similarities between different people within similar class groupings. Social networks and relationships tend to be similar as well, because for most people, their social network is largely realized and experienced with others within the same social class. It is certainly possible for people to have friends or acquaintances outside their social grouping, but generally speaking, these are the broad patterns that we live within.

Location represents another facet of class similarities. Research (e.g., Clark & Ledwith, 2007; Walks & Maaranen, 2008) has shown that people tend to live in areas surrounded by others who are of a similar social class; in other words, the communities that we live in tend to reflect who we are in social class terms. Think about your own life for a moment. Is this true for you? Do you live in a lower-class, middle-class, or upper-class neighborhood? Very infrequently do people live in very mixed neighborhoods in terms of social class. Neighborhoods tend to be much more rigidly demarcated between social class groupings.

Social class groupings are often based around commonality of lifestyle and location. Social class influences lifestyle in both day-to-day choices and long-term decisions: what you eat, what you watch on television, what you wear, what kind of school or university you go to, what you learn, what you earn, where you live, and where you work. It even influences who you marry (if you marry)—generally speaking, the people with whom you develop meaningful long-term relationships are usually those who share a similar lifestyle and are from a similar location or background.


Defining Lifestyle

Lifestyle consists of the collective patterns of a person’s life. As Green and Potvin (2004) argue, social class groupings are identified and differentiated from one another via specific lifestyles, or a “set of consumption and other living patterns” (p. 122). It is through those patterns of behaviors and lifestyle elements that people demonstrate their social class identity—not only to embody their sense of class, but specifically to differentiate themselves from other classes. These lifestyles are badges of group membership through which people tell each other they are members of a grouping distinct from other groupings.



Lifestyle and Inequality

Lifestyle as an embodied form of social class differentiation is inherently tied to inequality. As a person moves up the social class gradients toward the upper class, they will find greater power and resources to shape their lifestyle, experiences, and opportunities to make the best lives possible for themselves and their family. This inequality is shown in figure 8.2.

For example, people living within a culture of poverty have their lifestyles centered on subsistence existence, living from paycheck to paycheck or wondering if a paycheck is in fact coming in. Rarely, if ever, do they have any discretionary income. They truly worry about where the money to feed themselves and their families is going to come from and how to pay for electricity and heat. A subsistence existence is one in which a person is struggling to get through each day.

[image: ]
Figure 8.2    Social gradient of classed lifestyles.


This lifestyle culture contrasts in particular ways with the middle-class lifestyle culture, a culture of promotion. Here, there is more discretionary income and other resources related to income and capital. Members of the middle-class groupings generally aspire to elevate themselves up the social ladder, as away from the lower classes as they can get, using various lifestyle expressions (including those related to parenting). It is an aspirant culture that tries to advance its members through forms of consumption, education, and self-betterment.

Finally, the middle-class lifestyle culture contrasts with the culture of privilege of the upper classes. Because they have all of life’s necessities in abundance, they are not required to work constantly to survive. Though likely always striving for more, they tend to enjoy luxury and are able to be selective with their time and energy. They often have the privilege, control, and the autonomy to shape their lives and their lifestyles however they see fit, without many of the aspirant worries of the middle class or the subsistence worries of the lower class. These three very different lifestyle cultures therefore have very different ramifications for how people live their lives.




Social Class and Physical Culture

Let us now turn to specifically discussing the relationship between physical culture and social class. Some argue that social class has no impact on physical culture, that physical activity and sport are in fact egalitarian—in other words, that opportunities to be physically active are equal for everyone and that success in sport is dependent only on skill and achievement. In fact, sport has been described as meritocracy of ability (Hirschman, 2013).

Unfortunately, this is simply not the case. Access to physical activity and sport is not egalitarian, not meritocratic, and far from classless. Coakley and Donnelly (2009) report that rates of participation in fitness and sport-related activities in all societies are highest among people with above-average income, education, and high-status occupations. Consequently, the physical activity component of lifestyle is closely tied to social class structure. Social class differences within physical culture are evident in two important ways: (1) ownership, control, and access to elite-level sport, and (2) rates and levels of participation in physical activity and sport. Our main focus in this chapter will be on the second point.




Rates of Participation in Physical Activity and Sport

Social class differences clearly influence physical activity and sport participation. In very broad terms, the more affluent a person is, the more likely they are to spend their leisure time doing physical activity. The less affluent a person is, the less time they have to spend on those pursuits. Similarly, people higher up the social class ladder tend to be more involved in organized sport. For example, using data collected by Statistics Canada, Canadian Heritage (a federal government department) found that fewer than 1 in 10 individuals with a household income of less than $20,000 per year participate in sport, compared to 15 percent of Canadians with a household income in the range of $20,000 to $29,999 and approximately 20 percent of Canadians with a household income of $30,000 to $49,999 or $50,000 to $79,999. Moreover, one-third of individuals with a household income higher than $80,000 engage regularly in sport (Canadian Heritage, 2013, p. 8).

Furthermore, a considerable amount of research has shown that the more affluent a school or population is, the more successful it is in sport—schools located in neighborhoods with high socioeconomic profiles, for example, tend to perform better within the sporting field (Brady & Sylwester, 2004). This is why we say sport is not egalitarian, meritocratic, or classless: Success in sport is significantly determined by affluence at the high school level. This may be surprising to some, but it shows that access to better resources and better coaches make individuals and teams more successful.


Active Bodies

Social Class and Sport Spectating

As sociologist Coakley (2017) noted, people of higher class statuses have the highest rates of playing sports, watching sports, and attending sporting events. As a person’s place on the social ladder rises, so too does their frequency of involvement with sport, whether as a player, TV viewer, or live spectator. Research (Thrane, 2001; White & Wilson, 1999) has demonstrated that the lower class is largely prohibited from access to major sports spectacles for lack of money for tickets, as well as time to spend away from work to attend these events. The middle classes have limited access to such events—they perhaps can afford the money and the time, but must choose between one desirable purchase and another. The upper classes have near-unlimited access with near-unlimited resources.



There is demonstrable evidence in the health literature showing that life expectancy and health outcomes rise along with social class as well (Marmot, 2004). As you move up the social class ladder, access to physical culture and sport experiences (as well as health care) increases, contributing to longer and healthier lives. Table 8.1 compares life expectancy at birth for Canadian men and women based on income. On average, the richest Canadian men can expect to live almost five years longer than their poorest counterparts (Greenberg & Normandin, 2011). Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) reported that in the United States, the age-adjusted mortality rate per 10,000 for the highest average income group is a little over half the rate of mortality for the lowest income group. Thus, if we look at physical activity and health together, it is possible to chart a social class gradient that would be applicable to most wealthy Western nations, including Canada and the United States.



Table 8.1    Canadian Life Expectancy at Birth by Neighborhood Income Quintiles and Sex (2005-2007)




	
Income quintile


	
Males


	
Females







	
Q1 (lowest)


	
75.6


	
81.7





	
Q2


	
77.8


	
83





	
Q3 (middle)


	
78.7


	
83.3





	
Q4


	
79.1


	
83.3





	
Q5 (highest)


	
80.3


	
84







Based on Greenberg and Normandin (2011).




Social Class Distribution of Physical Activity

Pierre Bourdieu, a French cultural theorist, offers us some insights that can help us understand these differences in social class. With the help of Bourdieu’s work we can understand why general physical activity cultures related to different class groupings exist. In the following discussion we will apply his work to the contemporary North American context.


Capital and Social Class Differences

Bourdieu (1984) argued that he could identify upper-, middle-, and working-class (lower-class) physical activities and sports. According to his research in 1960s and 1970s France, the upper class participated in sailing, skiing, golf, tennis, and fencing; the middle class in walking, jogging, yoga, hiking, and climbing; and the working class in boxing, wrestling, bodybuilding, and rugby. (Of course, this doesn’t mean that a specific social grouping didn’t partake in a sport associated with a different grouping; these are generalities.) Bourdieu also observed that rugby was popular with the upper class in England but with the working class in France.

As a means of explaining these tendencies, Bourdieu argues that there are four different types of capital, which all work together to produce social class groupings:


	Economic capital

	Social capital

	Cultural capital

	Physical capital



Bourdieu wrote, “material conditions of existence are defined by distance from necessity, [and] by the freedoms or facilities stemming from possession of capital” (1984, p. 177). Put simply, the further a person is from a subsistence way of living, and the more capital that person has, the more opportunities that person has.

Because the types of capital are interrelated, they influence the type of body that can be created within the scope of one’s lifestyle and subsequently what types of embodiment are valued. For example, in today’s society, a physically active “hard body” is valued over a sedentary “soft body.” Although the interplay of capital shapes all aspects of class-based experience, it is particularly relevant to the class determinants of physical activity. A person’s ability to possess various forms of capital and convert them into other forms of capital determines that person’s social class status and lifestyle. This ability can also affect class mobility to some limited extent.


Economic Capital

Bourdieu wrote, “Economic power is first and foremost a power to keep economic necessity at arm’s length” (1984, p. 55). Economic capital consists of the financial and time resources available to an individual. People with high levels of economic capital not only have more financial resources at their disposal, but they can also use those financial resources to purchase time. For example, many upper-class people hire assistants, maids, nannies, cooks, and drivers—who are overwhelmingly drawn from the lower-to-working classes—in order to decrease their time spent on things such as cooking, cleaning, and child care. People who don’t have much money usually engage in wage-labor relations, meaning they take on employment, possibly 40 hours or more per week, to produce the necessary economic capital to maintain their existence or that of their family. In other words, the lower the level of economic capital, the more it is necessary to devote one’s time and money to subsistence existence.

People with more economic capital can therefore spend more time and money on physical activity and leisure pursuits. They can also spend more time and money on their health in general: They can live in health-promoting neighborhoods, buy nutritious foods, and pay for medical services and insurance plans. High economic capital means having the time and financial resources to be able to do these things.

A person’s ability to possess various forms of capital and convert them into other forms of capital determines that person’s social class status and lifestyle.

Let us look at one kind of physical activity opportunity: commercial and public physical activity facilities. Membership fees in health clubs or gyms can range from $25 to $85 per month. Although the middle classes might be able to afford these fees, this would be a significant outlay for the lower classes (earning $30,000 USD or $35,000 CAD per year or less), who likely rely on cheap or free parks and recreation facilities. However, in the current economic climate, funding for these publicly supported programs and facilities has declined dramatically (Zieff & Veri, 2009), and of those programs still running, many of them have added or increased user fees, further diminishing access to the lower class, who simply can’t afford anything else.

On the other hand, country clubs in North America have exceedingly high-end facilities, and their patrons often pay exceedingly high-end prices to belong. Though these clubs do not typically publicize their fees, one example we uncovered is a country club in New Jersey whose 2013 fees for adults ranged from $5,250 to $7,850 plus 7 percent tax per year for a weekday membership ($468.13 to $700 per month). Believe it or not, this figure is not that outlandish. Fees for prestigious clubs can range between $50,000 and $100,000 USD per year, with some requiring initiation fees that cost anywhere from $250,000 to $500,000 (Dobson, 2021). In more concrete terms, the purposefully exclusive Caves Valley Golf Club on the outskirts of Maryland charges members a $100,000 initiation fee plus a minimum of $20,000 in annual dues, justified at least in part by “principle that, even in the age of texting and emails, face-to-face relationships still matter in business” (Barker, 2017). Clearly such expenditure renders membership at this type of facility inaccessible to all but the wealthiest of the population.

Economic capital has a huge influence on our ability to access particular resources, programs, equipment, or facilities. A person’s place on the social ladder will determine the type of resources that they have and the type of healthy lifestyle that they can create. However, economic capital is not the only form of capital; the others must be considered as well.



Social Capital

Social capital, as first described by Bourdieu, is the quantity and the quality of the social relationships and networks that people create. Social capital is accumulated and exchanged through social relationships—who you know and how they can support you and your endeavors. The more economic capital a person has, the greater the quantity and quality their social capital is likely to be. In this case, high quality social capital refers to social networks that are able to positively influence a person’s life.

Participation in physical activity and sport is greater among people with higher levels of social capital (Lindström et al., 2001); similarly, participation in physical activity and sport contributes to greater levels of social capital. In this way, the cycle is self-perpetuating. For example, a person who needs a lawyer may remember that a former high school cross-country teammate is now a prominent attorney. She might now secure the lawyer’s services at a reduced rate because of the associated social capital that came from her involvement in physical activity.

Another common example is the place of golf within the business world. Golf is often described as a sport that suits business well because people of varying abilities can play together and it is played in a relaxed environment where more time is spent interacting socially than actually being engaged in the game (Ceron-Anaya, 2010). The social interaction can have a positive effect on career advancement and the development of social capital; however, business golf has historically been a very male-dominated environment. The exclusivity of golf on the grounds of class, as well as race and gender, means more than the fact that certain social groups are effectively barred from playing golf. It means certain social groups, such as those who are unable to pay hundreds of thousands of U.S. dollars for the aforementioned club fees, do not have access to the social and economic relationships that tend to be created on the golf course and in those exclusive clubs. In other words, being a part of the golf club is not only—or even solely—about golf. Membership often means the development of key economic relationships that can be converted into business opportunities down the line, as well as friendships and social networks that can become an advantage in college admissions or the competitive job market.



Cultural Capital

Cultural capital consists of the knowledge, skills, norms, and values that are highly rated in a society. For example, possessing specialized knowledge of art and design, having watched the latest viral video, and obtaining a university degree are examples of cultural capital. Any of those things can contribute to how much a person is valued by their peers or society at large.

As people develop social and cultural capital, there are many different ideologies, norms, and values that they learn within their social networks. One key ideology that helps shape people’s attitudes toward physical activity, sports, and their own bodies is healthism, or the public perception that the fit and healthy are morally, physically, and socially responsible and virtuous due to the individual’s own actions (Crawford, 1980). Conversely, this neoliberal ideology states that being unfit and unhealthy represents social irresponsibility and degeneration.

Healthism emphasizes individualism and the belief that health and fitness—in fact, any success in life—can be achieved through individual effort, discipline, commitment, and desire to be fit and healthy (Kirk & Colquhoun, 1989). The body becomes a marker of individual moral value and social worth because it is up to the individual to create a healthy and fit body. Thus, healthism claims if a person chooses the right lifestyle, that person can create a slim and muscular body, regardless of their place on the social ladder. This view ignores the role of social context and economic class in enabling particular groups to realize this goal more easily than others. Adam Drewnowski, director of the Center for Public Health Nutrition at the University of Washington, has remarked that “Our remedies are very middle-class.… They tell you, ‘Seek a healthy diet and exercise.’ Well, if you’re working two jobs and living in a trailer, you’re in no mood to get home and make a salad” (Cullen, 2004).

Healthism claims if a person chooses the right lifestyle, that person can create a slim and muscular body, regardless of their place on the social ladder. This view ignores the role of social context and economic class in enabling particular groups to realize this goal more easily than others.

Another ideology, social determinism, argues that one’s very location on the social ladder controls whether they can create a fit body and healthy lifestyle. The World Health Organization (n.d.) supported this view when it stated, “The context of people’s lives determine their health, and so blaming individuals for having poor health or crediting them for good health is inappropriate. Individuals are unlikely to be able to directly control many of the determinants of health.” We believe that when people look at individual bodies, they are unlikely to see those bodies as expressions and embodiments of social location, nor to see the enabling factors or the barriers that have shaped those bodies.



Physical Capital

Physical capital, in a broad sense, is the embodied form of capital. According to Shilling (2012, p. 135), “physical capital refers to the development of bodies in ways which are recognized as possessing value in social fields.” The interrelationships of economic, social, and cultural capital create the conditions from which bodies derive physical capital. High levels of physical capital exist when bodily physique, activities, or adornment produce dominant social values. As we have seen, possessing high levels of resources makes it easier for people to create bodies that have high levels of physical capital. Conversely, having low levels of resources makes it harder for people to create bodies with high levels of physical capital.

As already mentioned, the lean and muscular body is high in physical capital within contemporary mainstream society; conversely, the fat body has a low level of physical capital. A body with high physical capital gives a person high status within social groupings, which can be converted into high levels of economic capital as well. For example, numerous studies show “a strong inverse correlation between a woman’s weight and her social and economic status in … [v]irtually all developed countries” (Berry, 2012, p. 44; see also Perks, 2012).

As Shilling (2012) has noted, it is important to remember that physical capital can be considered within smaller, more specific social fields within broader society. The field of bodybuilding is an example of an alternative social field in which social and physical capital are derived differently. Consider bodies such as those of footballer (soccer player) David Beckham and ice hockey player Sidney Crosby. In the mainstream social field, their body form gives them high levels of physical capital and correspondingly higher levels of cultural, social, and economic capital. However, they do not have the musculature valued by bodybuilding and could not translate their physical capital to any form of economic capital within that specific social field.

All forms of capital are responsible for the creation of our classed bodies: what shape they take, what they do, and what they don’t do.

All forms of capital are responsible for the creation of our classed bodies: what shape they take, what they do, and what they don’t do. Our bodies are the corporeal embodied expressions of our lifestyles. Indeed, our lifestyles come more from our social class position than they do from our individual choices. Rather than the simple effects of our individual actions, our bodies are largely determined by their social class location and the related interplay of the many forms of capital.





Class Habitus, Hexis, and Embodied Lifestyle Cultures

The concept of habitus is useful for understanding the physical culture of social groupings. Habitus, much like its linguistic cousin habit, refers to a type of structured disposition, which plays a significant role in people’s particular values, preferences, and tastes. Habitus includes speech and language. It includes dress, style, and other forms of consumption: the right clothes, the right colors, the right accessories, the right food and drink, and even the right types of sport and physical activity. Most significant, habitus includes how bodies act generally: certain body movements, from gross motor movements to more fine and refined gestures, can distinguish one class grouping from another.

Habitus helps us explain many things about class lifestyles, specifically about different motivations, different social groupings, and different forms of sport and physical activity involvement. Think about it again: social class is associated with particular interactions of the four types of capital. These create class-based preferences, habits, and tastes—or habitus—within individuals. An individual’s enactment of habitus creates a classed body, an embodied lifestyle. Bourdieu uses the term hexis to sum up this idea of lifestyle embodiment or classed bodies. Williams (1995, p. 591) described it well when he stated, “as the concept of bodily hexis implies, taste is literally embodied, being inscribed onto the body and manifest in its size, volume, demeanor, ways of eating and drinking, spitting, speaking, mannerisms, gestures and so on.”

To understand the socially learned nature of habitus, consider an episode of the BBC program Faking It. In that episode, a working-class bicycle messenger named Woody attempts to learn polo, a traditionally upper-class British game in which opposing teams ride horses and attempt to hit a ball across a field. Woody’s coaches teach him to display the elements and dispositions of the upper-class habitus: he is taught the rules of polo and how to ride a horse, and he is given a manicure, different hair style, different clothes, and a backstory to explain his involvement in polo. Following four weeks of training, Woody convinces three judges he has been playing polo for years and is presumably part of the upper class.

This, of course, is not the way that people are typically socialized into their own habitus. Habitus is not imposed on people. It is unconsciously learned, a natural part of who people are. As Korp (2008) has noted, “Habitus is, thus, a matter of socialization and the adaptation of the individual’s ambitions and actions to the social circumstances in which they live.… Thus habitus expresses the idea that people make choices, but their choices are always constrained and influenced by the resources and social identity of the actor” (p. 19). In other words, the social location of the individual shapes their habitus from either a wide or narrow range of opportunities. This is the taste of necessity that Bourdieu was talking about, the taste for the relatively restricted options that you have if you are at the lower end of the social ladder. Social location and resources enable or constrain one’s range of choice and hence determine taste preferences.

Habitus is not imposed on people. It is unconsciously learned, a natural part of who people are.


Lower-Class Habitus

The lower-class habitus and hexis is centered on subsistence existence. Notwithstanding his tendency to generalize, Bourdieu (1984) observed several elements that distinguished the lower class:


	A prevalence of low-paid, physically demanding occupations

	A propensity for living for the “now,” or focusing on making the most of the present because the future holds no guarantees

	Active preferences and tastes for that which was available to them, particularly unrefined pleasures

	An instrumental relation to the body, where the body is used as instrument for enjoyment or for profit



He concluded that lower-class habitus and hexis is an expression of all of these elements working together.

Low-paid and physically demanding occupations common to the lower class (such as retail sales, cooking, cleaning, construction, and agricultural work) are particularly notable because the wages workers earn (less than $40,000 USD or $60,000 CAD) limit choice. This level of income leaves very little (if any) money beyond what is required for basic needs such food, shelter, and basic clothing. As in other class groupings, individuals in lower-class culture develop specific tastes. In this case, those tastes tend to come from the elements of existence that are available to them—for example, Bourdieu (1984, p. 200) noted that the lower class had a taste for clothing with an emphasis on function as opposed to fashion.

There are many ways that lower-class tastes for physical activity are driven by a restricted availability of resources and opportunities. Communities characterized by poverty usually have access to very basic facilities, if anything; they are unlikely to have elaborate swimming pools, gymnastics clubs, or exercise and health facilities. People therefore do not develop a taste for sport and physical activity that is not available to them; people in these communities make the best out of what they can access, such as low-cost activities like basketball or street soccer.

Bourdieu also discovered that the working classes tend to use their bodies instrumentally—as functional objects to be fueled as cheaply and efficiently as possible. He argued that there is a taste for necessity, for cheap, high-calorie food that will satisfy a body’s needs as quickly and inexpensively as possible—foods that are often considered unhealthy. A few studies support Bourdieu’s conclusion that when it comes to nutrition, members of the lower class tend to consume foods that are inexpensive and filling (Cockerham, 2005; Øygard, 2000). The “Hungry Man” line of frozen dinners is one such example, costing roughly $3.50 each in the United States. The one-pound, white-meat-only, boneless chicken dinner contains 710 calories and is high in protein: a pretty good deal that would keep many people going for a quite a while. However, it also contains 45 percent of the recommended daily fat intake and 90 percent of the recommended daily sodium.

People in the lower classes sometimes use their bodies for release from the pains and the struggles they face within their lives: The mere smoking of a cigarette provides this kind of release, as does drinking alcohol. Cockerham (2005) cites several studies from Britain, Russia, Eastern Europe, and the United States showing that, compared with upper-middle and upper classes, poor people have less healthy lifestyles characterized by higher rates of smoking and binge drinking (as well as high-fat diets). Although the unhealthy aspects of these activities are highly publicized, this kind of behavior is representative of living for the present. That does not mean that individuals in the middle and upper class don’t smoke or drink—but they are certainly doing it at lower rates, and perhaps for different reasons.

People in the lower classes sometimes use their bodies for release from the pains and the struggles they face within their lives.

Further regarding an instrumental relationship with the body, Bourdieu (1984, p. 213) wrote that “the pursuit of toughness” is implicit within lower-class life, drawing many, especially men, to sporting activities that cultivate physical strength and “demand a high investment of energy, effort, or even pain … and which sometimes endanger the body itself” (p. 213). For example, he noted that within France, working-class rugby is rougher and tougher than middle-class rugby.

Within the lower class, another instrumental aspect of the body is the use of it for profit and social mobility. The body has long been established to be a recognized route to wealth and fame for the lower class: By selling the sporting body, they can convert physical capital into economic capital. Boxing is a prime example; boxers, often from the lower class, put their bodies on the line try to generate income. In a study by Bourdieu’s protégé Loïc Wacquant (1995), a participant stated: “nobody with an MBA is out there fighting to make a living” (p. 521). They risk their physical well-being and sometimes their very lives out of perceived necessity. The desire and effort taken to convert physical capital to economic capital is captured in the documentary film Hoop Dreams, which follows two boys as they pursue their dream of developing their basketball skills into a means of earning a living. More recently, the film Blind Side provides a partially fictionalized account of Michael Oher’s ascendance from poverty to the National Football League. These are examples of the conversion of physical into economic capital.

Because the lower-class habitus is rooted in subsistence existence, living for the present in often physically demanding occupations, the lower class tends to see the body as an instrument—an instrument of pleasure derived from quick gratification, an instrument of toughness, and an instrument of potential profit. This habitus leads to a hexis of larger, less active, less healthy bodies that age faster.



Middle-Class Habitus

The middle-class habitus is a competitive class culture centered not on the instrumental use of the body, but the social use of the body. Bourdieu (1984) has shown that middle-class habitus and lifestyle practices emphasize training, modifying, and creating a body that meets particular class-based norms of self-presentation and social status. These norms stress having the “right body” that makes a person a distinguishable and obvious member of the middle class. In contrast to the lower class, the middle class is not worried about the here and now as much as they are for the future. Consequently, members of the middle class are willing to invest time and money in the body to try to make it as healthy and productive as possible over the long term.

The habitus of the working class is that of presentism: They are worried about the here and now because people confronted with subsistence existence do not have enough money to invest in the body as a future product. The middle class, however, can achieve long-term social advancement through conspicuous consumption of the various forms of primary and preventative health care services that make up the health industrial complex (Oliver, 2006). They can purchase and invest in a range of body-enhancing products and services such as gym and health club memberships, fitness equipment, vitamin regimes, personal trainers, and cosmetic surgery. Maguire (2007) states plainly: “A good body physique and an attractive appearance can be converted into social capital (a more affluent circle of social peers) or economic capital (a better paying job)” (p. 58).

Furthermore, as several researchers (Maguire, 2002, 2007; Dworkin & Wachs, 2009) have shown, this middle-class disposition is heavily promoted in all forms of mass media. Think about the ubiquity of messages encouraging people to “invest in their bodies.” Consider the ways the various sectors of the health and fitness industry play on the aspirational nature of middle-class culture by promoting images (and expectations) of idealized bodies, and the health and social benefits purportedly derived from their acquisition.

Consider the ways the various sectors of the health and fitness industry play on the aspirational nature of middle-class culture by promoting images (and expectations) of idealized bodies, and the health and social benefits purportedly derived from their acquisition.

The active body within the middle class is a form of conspicuous consumption because the body exhibits the forms of consumption that have gone into its creation. Because middle-class individuals often work in relatively sedentary occupations, creating a body that designates middle-class membership through physical activity must often be a leisure-time pursuit. Furthermore, there is sufficient economic capital within the middle class to be able to invest in the body and its well-being as much as possible, whether through gym membership, the right type of protein shakes, or the latest running shoes. Just like driving the right car, having the right body—youthful, trim, fit, and well groomed—demonstrates one’s high social class status.

As discussed earlier, food is another aspect of a culture’s habitus, and is another form of conspicuous consumption for the middle class in particular. In contrast to the “Hungry Man” frozen dinners popular in the lower class, the middle class promotes a taste for foods that are more expensive and perceived to be more beneficial in terms of nutrients and health, such as the those often found at organic, natural, and health food stores.

As opposed to the instrumental focus seen in the working class, many people within the middle classes are concerned about the aesthetic value of the body. For example, some middle-class women worry about the muscle tone in their upper arms, not because they need more strength in their triceps but because they want to avoid the appearance of loose flesh seen on many older working-class women (see Lawler, 2005). Some men working in white-collar occupations have become obsessed with creating what could be called a corporate body, with the presentation of the physical self ironically becoming an embodied marker of social status for workers whose employment does not involve any sort of physical labor (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009; Maguire, 2007). Generating, creating, and modifying the right body has a huge amount of social benefit.

As Bourdieu (1984) said, the socially acceptable body—what he called the “right body”—symbolizes a whole set of moral virtues, such as individual commitment and dedication to the self, that has created that body. As mentioned earlier, this view does not account for all the massive forms of economic investment responsible for creating such bodies and the relative privilege that allows people those resources. However, this perceived moral superiority is an important means through which the middle class distinguishes itself from the lower classes (see Lawler, 2005).

As we have noted numerous times, those in the middle class are concerned with investing in the body for its long-term future: Rather than pursuing pleasure and instant gratification, members of the middle class often pursue physical activity for the psychological, social, and physical benefits. Hence the middle class not only chooses activities that build character, social relationships, and physicality (e.g., triathlons), but also activities meant to foster spirituality and psychological, emotional, and physical well-being. Other activities, such as recreational outdoor pursuits (e.g., kayaking, backcountry canoeing, and wilderness cycling), are often promoted as character building or good for social and psychological health. However, many working-class people simply don’t have the time, the resources, or the energy to devote to these activities. This is another way the middle class can distinguish itself from other groupings through perceived self-betterment.

As you will see in the chapter 11, this ideology of self-betterment is often found in physical activity–based development or outreach programs. For example, Work to Ride is a nonprofit program in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, that teaches horsemanship to lower-class youth as a way of enhancing their social and cultural capital (perhaps leading to greater economic capital). Hyde Rugby, a similar program in Washington, DC, uses rugby in this way. There are many programs like these around the world, through which the middle class tries to provide the lower class with physical capital—which might then translate into more social, cultural, and economic capital.

Somewhat influenced by Bourdieu (1984), Barbara Ehrenreich’s (1989) work says an important part of middle-class life is the fear of falling down the social class ladder. Many people have an obsession with proving their membership in the middle class, which drives them to make sure that they have the right bodies and project the right image: healthy, fit, and socially valorized. This not only goes for the adult middle classes, but also their children as well. The middle-class habitus mandates that if children are not fully involved—and successful—in multiple organized activities, then their parents are negligent. Middle-class parents expect their children to be productive, competitive, and high-achieving in all aspects of their lives, including sport and physical activity. This is expressed through the phenomenon of the overscheduled child (Rosenfield & Wise, 2001).

We believe the prevalence of soccer within middle-class culture is another indication of the middle-class habitus at work. There is evidence that the popularity of soccer is not because the middle class is interested in raising hugely successful professional soccer players; instead, soccer is viewed as the appropriate activity for creating the right bodies for their children (Andrews et al., 1997; Swanson, 2009a, 2009b; Zwick & Andrews, 1999). Research has discovered several classic lines about the benefits of soccer:


	I think it provides overall higher aerobic exercise, conditioning, and coordination development than any of the other sports. I think it does more for them than any other sport.

	I think it’s a conditioning sport and I think if you go out and do weights all day it’s not going to help you as much as going out and running all the time, and being able to run and keep moving.

	I don’t think it’s a physical sport, but I think it’s good for their bodies other than physical contact sports.

	It is a lot of running and endurance. I like to be outside.… you do not see any fat kids here playing soccer. (Andrews et al., 1997, pp. 275-276)



These statements are quite a crude way of distinguishing the middle-class habitus and the hexis associated with it. The perception of suburban soccer as creating the right body fits within the expectations of middle-class parents for investing in their children as markers and confirmation of their own middle-class status.

Together, these ideas illustrate that the middle-class body can be seen as a project used to express and advance social status through the perception of bodily health. This perception of the body as healthy and fit (whether true or not) plays a crucial role in establishing status in the middle class.



Upper-Class Habitus

There has been relatively very little in-depth research into the upper (capitalist) class and its physical activity and sport tastes. Bourdieu’s (1984) research concluded that upper-class habitus is characterized by an absence of necessity in terms of involvement in leisure pursuits, immediate and conspicuous gratification, and a body used as an instrument of hedonistic pleasure. Within this class the body is used as a vehicle for distinguishing social standing and experiencing extreme pleasures. Thus, sporting pastimes are selected for their socially “distinguishing function and … the gains in distinction which they bring” (Bourdieu, 1978, p. 828). Bourdieu (1984) found that, like the middle classes, the upper class share an interest in the deferred benefits of exercise in terms of health and protection against signs of aging. However, they choose physical activities and sports that are performed in exclusive spaces and demand relatively low physical exertion but a relatively high investment of economic and cultural capital (e.g. golf, tennis, sailing. riding, skiing, fencing). There is perhaps a narrow range of things that upper-class people would view as being not their own particular preference or taste, such as violent and dangerous sports like boxing (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 215).

As discussed previously, there are many ways economic capital can be converted into physical capital. As Jack Donaghy from the American sitcom 30 Rock put it: “Rich 50 is middle-class 38.” In other words, those in the upper classes can use their huge amounts of economic capital to create a perceived health and youthfulness that might equate a rich 50-year-old with a middle-class 38-year-old who cannot invest in their body and self-presentation to the same degree. In fact, Donaghy could perhaps have gone further and said “rich 50 is middle-class 38 is working-class 28.”




Conclusion

The active body is necessarily a classed body. Because the social class we are socialized into influences all of the choices around us, each class exhibits its own habitus, or shared lifestyles and preferences, and hexis, the embodiment of that lifestyle. Social class tends to be generational because the cycle of social reproduction involves education, which influences occupation, which influences income, which influences lifestyle, which influences education, and so on. “As a result, there is a high degree of affinity in health lifestyle choices among members of the same class” (Cockerham, 2005, p. 61).

Sociologists have shown it is important to understand that social class membership and belonging also become reproduced through sport and physical activity (or lack thereof). As social class groupings reproduce their physical cultural practices, preferences, tastes, and values, their class habitus leads to embodied forms of class reproduction. That class reproduction leads to the reproduction of the sport and physical activity gradient within North America. Increased access to experiences of sport and physical activity lead to longer and healthier lives, which leads further up the social ladder.

Having read this chapter, you are now able to think in terms of social class, location, membership, habitus, hexis, and the different kinds of capital, and you can discern the differences between the lower class, middle class, and upper class and their distinctive relationships with their bodies, physical activity, and sports. It is also important to think about where you fit in. Are you upper, middle, or working class, or somewhere in between? How is your class habitus expressed? How it is expressed within and through what you do with your body; what your body looks like; your preferences related to your body, physical activity, and sport; and the degree to which they are socially learned?

Key Points


	Society is stratified into what are frequently referred to as social classes. Because these differences are created by inequalities in wealth and income, people’s life chances are enabled or constrained by their social class.

	Social classes are characterized by different lifestyles. These lifestyles influence a person’s attitude toward sport, physical activity, and their body.

	Social class determines access, levels, and quality of physical activity, and thus health. In general, people of higher social classes are more physically active and healthy than people in lower social classes due to the greater resources they are able to commit to physical activity and health.

	Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of economic capital, social capital, cultural capital, and physical capital help explain class-based methods and motivations for engaging in physical activity.

	Each social class has a distinct habitus that structures their tastes, preferences, and ways of thinking. People often engage in sports or physical activities that are compatible with their habitus.



Discussion Questions


	Think about your own community or country and devise your own social hierarchy of sport. Which sports are popular among members of each social class?

	How would an immediate emphasis on necessity change your daily routine? In general, how is distance from necessity used to distinguish the social classes from each other?

	What are some examples of the ways that economic, social, cultural, and physical capital can be exchanged and transferred?

	Which social class best describes your position in society? How do you express your class habitus through what you do with your body?

	Are there any other forms of capital that are relevant to contemporary society? If so, how might they affect experiences in physical activity?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Describe how disability has been defined and framed throughout history

	List models of disability, inspiration porn, and other critical disability studies concepts

	Describe how the definition of disability has changed in relation to sport and physical activity

	Understand how disability becomes stigmatized and how this stigma is reinforced through the different forms of ableism

	Explain how perceptions of disability affect sport participation, health outcomes, and self-perceptions of people with disabilities

	Explore the social changes necessary to improve life chances for people with disabilities





In this chapter we will explore how individuals with disabilities navigate physical culture—in health services, sport, and physical activity. We begin with an overview of critical disability studies, which includes a brief history of disability as a concept and its ties to social construction, an introduction to the models of disability, and a review of international disability activism. After this, we will explore the various forms of ableism—such as “inspiration porn” and the rise of “supercrip” narratives—and their consequences, including internalized ableism and shame, implicit discrimination against those with disabilities, and systemic barriers to full participation.

With the framework and approach of critical disability studies in place, we’ll examine sport and physical activity opportunities for the disability community. This includes a brief history and exploration of adapted sport, including the Paralympic Games and Special Olympics. By critically engaging with these sporting opportunities, you will be better able to understand their potential and pitfalls.

Finally, this chapter will explore neurodiversity, sport, and advocacy and tie these issues back to sociocultural studies of physical culture. This will include engagement with mental health and disability and suggestions to help bridge gaps between these populations.


What Is Disability? A Note on Language

Before exploring the origins, definitions, and consequences of disability and its place in discussions in physical culture, it is important to talk about the word disability itself. We are generally taught that the term disability and associated phrases like people with disabilities are the objectively correct way to talk about individuals with certain physical and neurological conditions. And though this is not necessarily untrue, designating a single word or phrase as the only right way to discuss a topic as wide-reaching and varied as disability is far too simple. Doing so not only oversimplifies a deeply complex subject, but also discredits the intricate histories and varied identities of individuals in the disability community at large.

Language is anything but simple. Two very different words can have similar meanings, just as similar words can change meaning depending on the situation. Language is situational. It is always dependent on context—who is using what words, when and where they are using them, whom the words are directed toward, and, perhaps most importantly, how and why the words were chosen and for what purpose. It makes sense, then, why language can never be objectively right for every person and every situation—context changes, and language changes with context. This is what sociologists and other theorists mean when they claim that language is a social construction: It is constructed both by and for the ever-changing social world.

This is what sociologists and other theorists mean when they claim that language is a social construction: It is constructed both by and for the ever-changing social world.

The idea of language as a social construction is perhaps no more apparent than when talking about identity. Just as no two people look, think, act, and feel exactly alike, there is no one singular “right” way to label individuals. This is true even for individuals who identify as the same race, ethnicity, gender, religion, or ability as one another. This is because the way we identify is constructed by our personal experience and by the thoughts and definitions we develop because of these experiences. Despite real and valid differences in identity, however, there are many who want to paint all people with the same brush. This can be for reasons of simplicity, ease, or a desire to form community with others; all these reasons are part of human beings’ desire to “correctly” group and classify each other. Sometimes this practice results in negative language in the form of stereotypes and slurs, but generally it is a neutral practice.

Regarding terminology, there is a debate in both the academic community as well as the disability community as to how people with disabilities “should” be classified; this is largely centered on ideas of person-first or identity-first language (Davis, 1995, 2013; Linton, 1998; Oliver, 1990). Person-first language means, literally, putting the personhood of the individual first and the identifier second: “person with a disability.” Identity-first language means the opposite: “a disabled person.” Person-first language is generally considered the current standard, particularly for nondisabled people to use. This instinct to acknowledge the personhood of people with disabilities is a very good one, especially because this has not historically been the case. But it is also just as important to acknowledge the validity of the identity of those with disabilities and to respect the way they choose to identify in every case (Castellon, 2020). Just as with any group, not every member of the disability community has or experiences disability in the exact same way. If we recognize that experiences can influence and construct each person’s identity differently, then we should remember that the language we use to describe each person’s identity may differ, too.

This instinct to acknowledge the personhood of people with disabilities is a very good one, especially because this has not historically been the case. But it is also just as important to acknowledge the validity of the identity of those with disabilities and to respect the way they choose to identify in every case.



Early History of Disability in Society

Francis Galton, cousin to famous evolution theorist Charles Darwin, was the first to introduce the term disability into popular culture. Galton believed that, because Darwin had proven that it is usually the fittest members of a species that survive, then the weakest of any species should be allowed, even encouraged, to perish. Specifically, Galton viewed people who were perceived to be overly reliant on social programs—like the poor, people of color, and, specifically, individuals with physical or neurological impairments—as drains on successful society. Galton’s definition described disabled individuals as those “physically or cognitively hindered to the point of social detriment” (Russell, 1998). Thus, Galton defined disability as not only a medical ailment, but as a social one.

Galton then took his definition one step further: Using his famous cousin’s theory of evolution as justification, he proposed that not only was disability a valid term to devalue and stereotype marginalized populations, but that disability also justified the need for control of these individuals, and that interfering with this process using the aid of societal resources would be disrupting the “natural order” of things. Galton’s theory was a turning point that transformed impairments from merely being viewed as differences to conditions that, when allowed to exist unchecked, presented a danger to “normal” society (Russell, 1998).

Galton’s theory of disability as social drain became popular with many scientists of the era, and as a result the science of eugenics was born. Eugenics is the study of heredity, or human genetics, fueled by the goal of making genetic material hardier, healthier, and more desirable. Though this general definition might sound innocuous, socially constructed ideas of what—and specifically who—is considered healthy and desirable is both biased and discriminatory against many marginalized populations and is studied using inhumane and often horrific methods.

It is almost instinctual for many to think of large-scale atrocities such as the experiments perpetrated against individuals of Jewish faith, the LGBTQ+ community, and other individuals during the Holocaust as the main example of eugenics in practice. Though the horrors of this history and its ties to eugenics are clear, many of the roots of eugenic “science” can be traced back many years earlier and halfway across the world, to the United States. American proponents of genetic determinism (the belief that all our traits, including the social, are determined by our genes) such as Charles Davenport and Harry H. Laughlin were some of the first advocates to bring eugenics from theory to practice. In 1910 Davenport created the Eugenics Records Office (ERO) with the goal of using family trees to prove the existence of genetic ties to traits like pauperism, alcoholism, and “feeblemindedness.” Laughlin expanded Davenport’s efforts at the ERO by advocating for actual legislation with genetic determinism as the goal, such as his Model Sterilization Law (pushing for the forced sterilization of women found to hold “undesirable” traits), as well as for the Immigration Restriction Act and Virginia’s Racial Integrity and Eugenical Sterilization Acts.

Building off these examples, scientists and other academics around the world began using eugenic ideas to build the narrative of the “normal body” and to define characteristics that made a body “abnormal” or “unhealthy” to justify the need to study, fix, or eliminate these conditions—and the individuals with them (Davis, 1995). Perhaps nowhere is the effort to connect eugenics, disability, and “health” more blatant than in Germany in the years leading up to the Holocaust. During this period, Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party were pondering how to eradicate populations they found undesirable in pursuit of what they called a “stronger Aryan race” in Germany. Like Galton and U.S. theorists, the Nazis used eugenics to justify this eradication as necessary to make Germany stronger, healthier, and wealthier. They blamed marginalized groups like Jewish people, people of color, the Roma, the poor and working class, and individuals with disabilities for all the country’s social woes, using the research on eugenics largely begun in the United States as the foundation.

As the Nazis and eugenics gained popularity in Germany, Hitler’s government instituted a program called Aktion T4, which specifically targeted German citizens with physical and neurological disabilities in psychiatric facilities. Beginning in 1939, under the guise of medicine and therapy, hundreds of thousands of Germans with disabilities were either forcefully sterilized or euthanized in the name of so-called “racial hygiene.” Similar ideas, such as the Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring (prescribing the forced sterilization of those with conditions like epilepsy and schizophrenia), had also been implemented several years prior to the project. However, Aktion T4 presents Germany’s most transparent use of eugenics outside of the Holocaust. Instead of being marketed as a useful tool, the sterilization and euthanasia of Germany’s disabled people was labeled as therapeutic, as a “release” for the individual and their family from the burden they represented to society. This not only attempts to paint the destruction of individuals with disabilities as a kindness, but also echoes Galton’s assertion that people with disabilities must be “allowed” to perish for the betterment of the whole. This is a history that has come to inform contemporary understandings of disability and influence the perception of disability as an “othered” or stigmatized identity (Garland-Thompson, 2005). One of the easiest ways to see how this plays out today is through the models of disability.



Current Models of Disability

The models of disability theory and practice provide conceptual frameworks to understand the ways in which disability is understood both within and outside of the disability community. There are several models that have been created and shared to highlight different renderings of disability in a variety of fields. However, the two most prominent of these models include the medical and social models of disability. These two framings enable historic reflection and contemporary engagement with the complexities of living with a disability in an ableist world.


The Medical Model of Disability

The horrors perpetrated by the Nazi party on many populations in the name of “purity” were fresh in the minds of the public at the end of World War II. The direct association of these beliefs with the atrocities of the Holocaust meant that the eugenic justifications used to devalue people with disabilities also largely fell out of favor. Champions of eugenics, however, still had a vested interest in maintaining the negative stereotypes about disability that eugenics had validated for such a long period. It was out of this desire to maintain a “natural” separation between disabled and nondisabled bodies that the medical model of disability was born.

The medical model of disability sets out to define disability as an individualized condition that impairs an individual from functioning in traditional ways. This model makes disability a personal issue, which in turn makes it the individual’s responsibility to either find a medical cure for their impaired functioning or overcome the challenges it presents in other ways. By reinforcing the need to cure disability, the medical model pushes the idea that disability should be pathologized or considered a disease (Linton, 1998; Shakespeare, 2006). Pathologizing disability in turn reinforces the validity of looking at disability from an individual perspective and as an individual problem. Medical models of disability also assert that if someone with a disability is unable to cure or overcome their perceived impairment, it is their fault. The perception is that they have not tried hard enough and therefore should take responsibility for that “failure.”

This emphasis on the individual is what allows us to see some parallels between this model and earlier eugenic justifications for the treatment of individuals with disabilities. That’s not at all to say that these two ways of defining disability are directly comparable, or that the medical model has ever pushed for the same horrific practices as eugenics. However, both the medical model of disability and eugenics put responsibility on the shoulders of those with disabilities to justify the separation of disabled and nondisabled (“able bodied” or “traditionally functioning”) persons.



The Social Model of Disability

Over time, members of the disability community became frustrated with the limitations and pressures presented by the medical model of disability. Many felt that defining a person’s societal worth solely by their perceived physical or cognitive function was an overly simplistic and biased practice. More importantly, many persons with disabilities feel the medical model eliminates the role that dominant societal institutions play in creating and perpetuating the view of a person as “disabled.” Out of this frustration sprang what came to be called the social model of disability.

In contrast to the medical model, the social model of disability highlights the socially constructed nature of disability as a term to move away from putting most of the responsibility on the individual for both having and overcoming a disability (see figure 9.1). Although the social model acknowledges the existence of specific physical and neurological conditions and the difficulties they may present, it rejects the idea that these conditions and possible difficulties automatically make people with them “less able” than people without such conditions. Instead, this model puts the responsibility for these difficulties on social institutions (e.g., medicine, law, education, media, transportation, and government) that create and maintain barriers that deny many individuals with physical and neurological conditions the access and opportunity afforded to people without disabilities. These disabling barriers can be physical (a lack of elevators in public buildings), political (policies that separate classrooms by perceived ability level) or social (reinforcing the idea of the disabled body as abnormal and undesirable through media). The social model of disability asserts that disabling barriers are put in place not only to create and maintain unequal access, but also to validate this inequality—making it seem natural or “just the way things are.” According to the social model, this naturalization of inequality makes disability as a label seem natural, allowing for the association between disability, perceived function, and the role of society in creating those definitions to go largely unchecked.

The social model of disability asserts that disabling barriers are put in place not only to create and maintain unequal access, but also to validate this inequality—making it seem natural or “just the way things are.”

[image: ]
Figure 9.1    Comparison of the medical and social models of disability.




Active Bodies

Sport-Focused Rehabilitation Programs

Because many veterans experience the difficulties of life after acquired disability, sport-focused rehabilitation programs are especially valuable. Sport and adapted physical activity participation can help with community building as well as individual health outcomes. There are many examples of these programs, such as Wounded Warriors in the United States and Soldier On/Sans Limités in Canada. A nonprofit program called Crossroads also uses adapted CrossFit to help veterans adjust to civilian life. Ongoing research shows that the culture of community, structure, and competition mirror a similar culture within active military. Although any participation in physical activity or sport could be beneficial to those with acquired disability, it is especially important to find ways that disabled veterans feel mentally, emotionally, and physically supported in these activities.






Activism and Civil Rights Legislation

Within the United States, Canada, and Britain, the approach to health for the disabled population has been greatly influenced by legislation and community activism. This has helped drastically increase the civil rights laws and processes that support public participation for all individuals with disabilities.

Around the world, the inclusion of people with disabilities has been an ongoing battle. The United Nations (UN) General Assembly declared 1981 the Year of Disabled Persons, kicking off the Decade of Disabled Persons (1983 to 1992). Internationally, the disability civil rights movement showcased the ways in which disability was far more than a medical diagnosis, but a complex lived experience. The work of international activism pushed disability as cultural identity—a source of community, pride and celebration not shame—bringing the global disability community together through activism and more inclusive human rights and civil rights policies. Eventually, the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities was signed in 2006, helping to institutionalize an international commitment to the disability community.

However, long before the international community had cemented support for the rights of people with disabilities there was incredible work achieved in several Western countries. In the United States early activism yielded protection under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, originally passed in 1973. This legislation fostered greater inclusion for people with disabilities to engage more fully in U.S. society in many ways. However, it would take the direct action of the 504 sit-in (1977) to get the legislation signed into law. Even after the signing of Section 504 he disability community continued to push for full inclusion in all major public spheres, including employment, public services, health care, transportation, and education. Decades later Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was being considered by Congress. As with the Rehabilitation Act, public protests were central in rallying support for the ADA. These protests were the result of collaboration among many different advocacy groups and people with different kinds of disabilities. The Capitol Crawl is one of the most famous images of disability rights activism in the United States. Finally, in 1990 the ADA was signed into law.

Activism in the United States helped build momentum toward human rights and antidiscrimination laws in other countries, including Britain and later Canada.

The Canadian Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms was signed into law in 1982. This law dictated that every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, color, religion, sex, age, or mental or physical disability (Government of Canada, 2021).

Other legislation such as the Ontario Human Rights Code (OHRC) also precludes the exclusion of individuals based on disability status; however, there was still more work that needed to be done. Therefore, more specific disability focused legislation was created to support the rights of those with disabilities, in access to transportation, communication, services, housing, employment, education and many other areas of daily life (Dominique, 2008; Galer 2017, 2018; Prince, 2009). In 2005 the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) was passed into law, later followed by the Integrated Accessibility Standards and Regulations (IASR) in 2011. The IASR and AODA work together to ensure that information and communications, employment, transportation, the design of public spaces, and customer service are all accessible to users in the public and private sectors in the Province of Ontario. While AODA was the first English-speaking provincial legislation, Quebec had its own legislation as early as 1978. Other provinces have followed, including the Accessibility for Manitobans Act (AMA), Nova Scotia Accessibility Act (2017), and the most recent, the Accessible British Columbia Act (2021). Provincial support is what helped Canada create its own federal legislation, which received royal assent in 2019. The Accessibility Canada Act (ACA), takes great inspiration from the ADA and will help Canada become “barrier free” by 2045, ensuring that all individuals with disabilities can access services equitably across the country. This shows the ways in which human and civils rights legislation in the country helped build toward disability inclusion, which enables disabled Canadians to participate in all forms of physical culture.


Active Bodies

Capitol Crawl

On March 12th, 1990, before the ADA was passed into law, hundreds of disability activists threw their assistive devices to the side and proceeded to crawl up the steps of the United States Capitol Building to demonstrate the daily barriers faced by those with disabilities in an inaccessible world. One of the activists involved, Michael Winter, stated, “We had to be willing to fight for what we believed in” (ADAPT, n.d.). Many moments of disability activism have become similar spectacles that center the body to draw attention, such as “die ins” featuring wheelchairs hanging from bridges. Activism often takes these visceral and embodied forms to bring together necessary conversations about the violence of exclusion.



Britain has its own legacy of disability activism, with a clear rejection of the medical model by disability activists after a long history of exclusion and institutionalization (Oliver, 1990; Shakespeare, 2006). In 1972, disabled activists fought back and formed the Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in response to the traditional charity model, in which disabled individuals were considered wards of the state. In Britain, churches served as spaces to train disabled individuals the skills they needed to become fully productive members of mainstream society, which also served to infantilize those with disabilities. Groups of activists in the 1980s and 1990s, including Campaign for Accessible Transport (CAT), the Direct-Action Network (DAN), and the Piss on Pity movement, worked to change this perspective and align the disability community in the fight for self-determination. This also helped drive the involvement of disabled individuals in sport, health, and physical activity spaces. Beginning in 1995 the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) made it unlawful for organizations to discriminate against those with disabilities. This legislation was extended in 2005, and was later replaced by the Equality Act of 2010, which includes intersectional experiences, foregrounding equity for all.



Disabled, Not Sick

As discussed, disability is understood under the medical model as an individual problem that needs to be “fixed” through medical intervention, whereas the social model approach shifts our understanding to the larger social structures that can come to impede health while disabled. While disability is a form of impairment, it is not sickness. Not all disabled people are sick, and not all sick people are disabled. Instead, when it comes to understanding the physical culture of disability, it is important to think about accessibility instead of limitations and stigma. Understanding the limitations of the medical model enables us to look at social problems that can exacerbate existing issues of ableism in our society. This is especially clear when looking at issues of health disparities in the disability community, which are caused by ableism and not individualized behaviors.


Health Disparities

Health disparities are uneven patterns of health outcomes that are overrepresented in certain groups. These include higher rates of infant mortality in the Appalachian region and higher suicide rates within the LGBTQ+ population. These are not merely individual issues, but rather reflections of systemic inequity that has taken place over generations (Jones, 2000). These disparities are unjust because it is disadvantaged groups—those that have fewer resources than others based on class, race, ability, nationality, ethnicity, gender, sex, or sexual identity—who see the greatest impact on their health. This means that individuals who experience health disparities become sicker, live shorter lives, and have a lower quality of life overall. The disability community can be understood as one of these disadvantaged groups, as health outcomes beyond disability diagnosis (comorbid conditions) affect overall well-being in this population (Krahn et al., 2015).

Health disparities are uneven patterns of health outcomes that are overrepresented in certain groups.

Recently, scholars have become more acutely aware of the ways in which social structures come to harm individual bodies. Therefore work in sport and physical culture has become more focused on improving these preventable differences between different social groups. This can be achieved through providing greater opportunities and access to adapted sport, community spaces, inclusive built environments, and many more. Through fostering more inclusive spaces and practices, the sickness caused by unfair treatment can be improved for all disabled individuals.



Universal Design

Universal design and inclusive design are two approaches to altering the environment to support all individuals at all levels of ability. Universal design emerges from a barrier-free approach to architecture and design. Early universal design principles were based on the kinesiology and movement principles of anthropometry, biomechanics, perception, and cognition. There are eight goals identified in the Universal Design approach, which include (1) body fit, (2) comfort, (3) awareness, (4) understanding, (5) wellness, (6) social integration, (7) personalization, and (8) cultural appropriateness (Accessibility Simplified, n.d.). Examples of these applications include smooth, ground-level entrances (such as ramps or other spaces that do not have stairs as a barrier to entry) and wide interior doors that can accommodate a range of mobility devices. Universal design principles are meant to benefit everyone, not just the disability community—for example, smooth entrances with wide doors can also permit delivery personnel or parents with strollers to enter a building with ease. These eight goals have been seen in the Seven Principles of Universal Design (National Disability Authority, 2020), to ensure that all users are capable of utilizing physical and virtual spaces in accessible ways. For example, Universal Design for Learning or “UDL” follows the seven principles to offer users multiple means of engagement, expression, action and representation to ensure all learners with (and without) disabilities can achieve success (CAST, 2021).

Inclusive design builds on the principles of universal design. However, the emphasis is not on building a space that will accommodate all individuals, but instead to respond to exclusion by redesigning or changing the approach to a space. For example, Canadian Paralympian and motivational speaker Kevin Rempel moved from his traditional physical therapy facility to the golf course. Though Kevin couldn’t play golf at the time, this enabled him to work with his care team in a more stimulating environment, with fresh air and a change of scenery from the traditional physical therapy space. Because a rehabilitation-focused physical therapy regime can be frustrating for patients, this approach can encourage unique and interesting ways to change the typical routine. Inclusive design considers a more comprehensive approach to the spirit of universal design because physical facilities are only one issue that confronts the disability community when it comes to barriers to sport participation.
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Universal design principles make access easy for everyone.

Bob Gundu






Discrimination Against People With Disabilities

Discrimination is defined as prejudice against an individual. What comes to mind when we hear the term discrimination? Ideas of physical and educational barriers, political inequality, and prejudice and bigotry are just a few. Beyond the “what,” who we think of when we talk about discrimination is just as important. Jones (2000) created a framework for understanding how discrimination operates at three different levels of society:


	Institutional or structural: Differential access to goods, services, and opportunities of society

	Interpersonal or personally mediated: Prejudice and discrimination between people

	Internalized or individual: Acceptance of negative messages by members of the stigmatized group about their own skills and abilities



Jones’ theory helps us see how discrimination is not simple and isn’t just an action or outcome done to others, even though that’s the type of discrimination that we are usually most familiar with. This three-tiered framework shows how discrimination can also be internalized—that individuals can be so negatively stigmatized and stereotyped by others that they can end up stigmatizing themselves too. We can clearly see all parts of Jones’ (2000) theory at work when we look at the ways people with disabilities have been affected by discrimination.


Institutionalized Inequality and Ableism

Institutionalized discrimination is built on a history of exclusion. When we use the term institution we are referring to the overarching systems—such as medicine, law, government, education, and media—that are tasked with defining and transmitting certain social norms. These norms are the characteristics and behaviors that members of a society are taught to be right, correct, or best, and are what allow a society to institute certain things as traditional or standard. It is the norms set by these institutions that enables institutionalized inequality to happen and discrimination to result.

Earlier in the chapter we explored how eugenics perpetuated dangerous and violent assumptions about the disability community. This goal to eliminate or separate disability from the “healthy” population has transformed into institutionalized inequality in many forms. This inequality can be seen in the presence of physical barriers, such as the lack of ramps or elevators in a public building. However, not all institutional discrimination is physical or simple. Institutional discrimination can take the form of a governmental policy that disadvantages workers who happen to have disabilities or an educational directive that separates disabled students from those without disabilities. From an athletics perspective, institutional discrimination is illustrated by the historical belief that people with disabilities are incapable of sport participation. The deliberate exclusion from these spaces has had many consequences over time, including greater health disparities in this population that continue to this day.

Institutional discrimination does not have to be, and often is not, purposefully unfair or perpetrated consciously. This is by design. As we discussed earlier, social constructions make up a large part of how we experience the world and choose to interact with each other within it. Social constructions like language and the way we use it, or the behaviors, characteristics, and bodies we are taught to view as normal or abnormal (and as conforming or deviant), greatly inform the attitudes and opinions we form about ourselves and others. Because these influences are everywhere all the time, we are often unaware they are at play and generally unaware of the effect they have on our thoughts and behaviors. Implicit discrimination occurs when the attitude or behavior of institutions, groups, or individuals is affected by prejudice without conscious thought or choice.

Though these influences are often positive, they can just as often be negative. Negative socialization results not only in institutional discrimination, but other forms as well. This includes interpersonal discrimination, prejudice and stereotyping, and even internalized discrimination. When discrimination resulting in prejudice is leveled at individuals with disabilities, this is called ableism. Like other forms of discrimination based on group membership (racism, sexism, nativism, etc.), ableism is discrimination and prejudice toward an individual with a disability solely on the basis of that disability. In popular culture, ableism is most often depicted as something done to a person with a disability by an institution or nondisabled person. However, as we are all subject to the same social constructions, so too are we all susceptible to their influence. This even includes the marginalized groups at whom discrimination is directed. When individuals with disabilities are influenced by the same constructions and stereotypes surrounding disability, this is called internalized ableism.



Social Consequences of Ableism

Interpersonal or personally mediated discrimination is a form of exclusion that most individuals can identify. We know it is wrong to talk about individuals with disabilities as abnormal or deviant. We also know that intentional discriminatory behaviors such as slurs, hate speech, and violence are unacceptable within contemporary society. However, we sometimes unintentionally behave in ableist ways. By creating spaces, events, or scenarios that exclude the disability community—or only include these individuals in scenarios where the disabled–nondisabled hierarchy is still in effect, such as specific events meant to cater to those with disabilities—we exacerbate historical and contemporary inequity. This selective exclusion also leads to traditional assumptions about individuals with disabilities centered on pity.

Continued exposure to structural and interpersonal forms of discrimination also has impacts on individual bodies and health outcomes. Once you hear that you are not worthy or valuable, this message becomes internalized into your own sense of self. Negative health outcomes and shame are just some effects that internalized ableism can have on individuals with disabilities. In addition, internalizing ableist ideas about what it means to have a “normal” or functioning body can also lead to people with disabilities feeling ostracized from society at large. Self-ostracizing can then strengthen ableist ideas that the distinction between disabled and nondisabled bodies is right and natural, which allows for discrimination against individuals to remain largely unchecked and unchanged.



Inspiration Porn and the Rise of the Supercrip

To this point, we’ve mostly focused on the consequences of inequality and ableism as they relate to the stereotype of disability as a horror and of people with disabilities as burdens who should receive pity, when they receive any social attention at all. What happens, however, when people with disabilities aren’t viewed as pitiful, but as inspirational? As extraordinary? Would these labels be considered positive? Or are they just as stereotypical? This view of people with disabilities as extraordinary is often referred to as inspiration porn (Young, 2014).

Inspiration porn, a term coined by the late activist Stella Young, is connected to the stereotype around disability that people with disabilities are not pitiable but extraordinary. In this view, disabled individuals are painted as heroic. But they aren’t usually given this label for doing anything particularly selfless or above and beyond the average person. Instead, people with disabilities are seen as inspirational for doing things that in any other situation would likely be seen as rather ordinary. This includes things like going to school, completing daily chores by themselves, or even having friendships or relationships with nondisabled people. The “porn” part of inspiration porn refers to images, videos, and other media that are used to illustrate how “inspirational” disabled individuals are.

Continued exposure to structural and interpersonal forms of discrimination also has impacts on individual bodies and health outcomes. Once you hear that you are not worthy or valuable, this message becomes internalized into your own sense of self.

Viewing people with disabilities as inspirational is usually illustrated as better than outwardly expressing distaste or pity for these individuals. We are often socialized to believe that looking at disabled people as inspirational is a positive thing. But, if we look a little closer at the two viewpoints, we can see that they aren’t actually very different at all. Earlier in the chapter, we discussed how the medical model of disability reinforces the idea that disabled bodies are in some way abnormal and different from “regular” bodies. That same separation between which types of bodies, and which types of people, are normal and not normal happens when we see people with disabilities as inspirational. Even though viewing disabled people as inspirational or extraordinary can seem more positive than viewing them as outwardly bad or strange compared to nondisabled people, the outcome is actually very similar. Both viewpoints categorize people with disabilities as inherently different than people without disabilities.

Another danger of viewing people with disabilities as inspirational is that it negatively affects not only people with disabilities but also people who are considered able-bodied. Inspiration porn is most often put out in the world by nondisabled people, and nondisabled people are also the target audience. These images or videos of disabled people just living everyday lives are meant to teach able-bodied people to “do better,” that if a person with a disability can succeed in a world not always built for them, then able-bodied people should be succeeding as well. If they are succeeding in the world, inspiration porn usually serves as a heart-warming spectacle. If they are not succeeding, however, inspirational images or media of people with disabilities are more of a warning that shames the able-bodied person (“If they can do it, why can’t you?”). In either situation, the disabled person or people in the “inspirational” image or video are largely forgotten about.

Similar to ideas of the disabled body being used as an example of the pitiful and the extraordinary for the benefit of the nondisabled viewer, the rise of the supercrip archetype purposefully pushes these stereotypes beyond what we think of as normal (and therefore as right, justified, and desirable). The term, coined by theorist Ronald Berger (2008), is a specific expression of how disabled identity is pushed aside and replaced with inspirational tropes, not only purposefully as is Young’s inspiration porn, but in a narrative formula. Unlike general inspiration porn, which is routinely applied to individuals with disabilities regardless of perceived health and vitality, the narrative of the supercrip most readily apparent to explain the presence and success of athletes with disabilities (DePauw, 1997; Howe, 2011; Peers, 2009) Disabled athletes are said to “overcome” their limitations and succeed “despite” their perceived flaws. Therefore, it is important to think through why we are celebrating a disabled person’s achievement. Are we recognizing them for their skills, or only valorizing their achievements because of their disability? Knowing about these stereotypes can help us debunk the myths that surround disabled sport and physical culture, and can help us built more inclusive sporting spaces.


Active Bodies

Stella Young

Stella Young was an Australian comedian, journalist, and disability rights activist whose TED Talk “I’m Not Your Inspiration, Thank You Very Much” is a touchstone in critical disability studies. In this talk Young takes aim at reductive representations of individuals with disabilities within and outside sporting spaces. Young is credited with coining the term inspiration porn while she was the national editor at the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s online magazine Ramp Up. During an interview she took her interviewer to task after he introduced her as being “brave and bold,” saying, “I’d mount the desk, get over there and smack you. It speaks to this kind of assumption that people with disabilities are brave because our lives are horrible and that’s not true at all” (Lallo, 2014). Young brought intersectional activism to her daily advocacy, centering some of the issues confronted by women with disabilities who combat systemic sexism, patriarchy, and ableism. This is important because of the international intersections with gender inequity and disabled experiences, which disproportionately impact women and children worldwide.






Adapted Physical Activity and Sport

Adapted physical activity is activity adapted for the diverse needs of individual bodies to suit specific tasks, mobility, equipment, and instructions, as well as physical and social environments. There are many types of physical activity that have been adapted for disabled participants. In fact, there is a whole field of research and practice that looks at how we include, and exclude, disabled people from physical culture.


Adapted physical activity (APA) is research, theory and practice directed toward persons of all ages underserved by the general sport sciences, disadvantaged in resources, or lacking power to access equal physical activity opportunities and rights. APA services and supports are provided in all kinds of settings. Thus, research, theory and practice relate to the needs and rights in inclusive as well as separate APA programs. (Sherrill & Hutzler, 2008, cited in International Federation of Adapted Physical Activity, 2014)



Adapted sport is physical activity, leisure, or competitive sport that enables the users to bring assistive devices or shifted practices into the arena. For example, instead of sprinting, many disabled athletes use highly specialized wheelchairs, with a sleek design created for speed. Or blind skiers have a guide with them to help them navigate the terrain. This is a type of individual adaptation of the sport, which is also understood as disability accommodations in other spaces. However, even though the sport looks different, it does not mean it isn’t difficult! Both Olympians and Paralympians can spend decades of their lives honing their skills to become the best in the world in their chosen sport.

The most renowned adapted sport is the Paralympics, which occurs alongside (“para”) the global spectacle of the Olympic games. Beyond the Paralympics, there are multiple professional adapted physical activity leagues for individuals within the disability community. Move United offers a wide range of adapted sports, including archery, basketball, boccia, canoeing, cross-country skiing, curling, cycling, downhill skiing, equestrian, fishing, goalball, golf, hand cycling, hiking, hunting, kayaking, martial arts, mountain biking, paddling, power soccer, rafting, rock climbing, running, sailing, scuba, swimming, tai chi, tennis, triathlon, volleyball, water skiing, wheelchair racing, and yoga. In Canada, All Sports All People (ASAP) partners with schools to provide adapted physical activity equipment, such as sledge hockey chairs and wheelchairs for basketball. This enables sport participation for those with disabilities as well as their classmates, increasing awareness, encouraging engagement, and offering alternatives to exclusionary sport activities. This is just a short list of the many opportunities and adapted sports that have been championed by disabled activists. Without the strong voice of the disability community, none of these sporting spaces would exist.

Disabled advocacy and activism surrounding inclusive and adapted sport practices have a long history: The Deaf Games were founded in 1888 in Berlin, followed by the Blind Games in 1909. These games far preceded the more well-known Paralympic Games and showcase the ways in which disability and sport have a long and complex history (Legg et al., 2009).

Support for the Paralympics came from the medical field: Dr. Ludwig Guttmann, a German physician at the Stoke Mandeville Hospital in Great Britain, proposed the use of sport as rehabilitation for injured servicemen in the wake of World War II. Though there were already existing leagues and clear advocacy by the disability community, it was in 1948 that 16 wheelchair athletes participated in the Olympic Games in London. In 1960, 400 disabled athletes from over 23 countries competed in Rome (Legg et al., 2009). The continued growth and support of the Paralympics comes from the need for disabled representation in media, the desire of spectators for competitive sport, and the importance of inclusion in sport for health outcomes.

As the most well-known high-performance event for disabled athletes, the Paralympic Games have become a site of both celebration and controversy, revealing larger sociopolitical discussions of disability, technology, and the body surrounding what is considered “fair” in sport (Hargreaves & Vertinsky, 2007). Before the establishment of the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) and the formal games in 1948, disabled athletes freely competed in the Olympics. This includes George Eyser, who won three gold medals, two silver, and one bronze in 1904, and Oliver Halassy of Hungary, who won one silver and two golds in water polo over multiple Games in 1928, 1932 and 1936. Although disabled athletes continue to participate (and win) in both games, including Natalie du Toit and Terence Parkin (swimming); Philip Craven (basketball); Lis Hartel and Pepo Puch (equestrian); Neroil Fairhall, Zahra Nemati, and Paola Fantano (archery); Pál Szekeres (fencing); Sonia Vettenburg (shooting); Assunta Legnante, Ilke Wyludda, and Marla Runyan (athletics); Orazio Fagone (short track); Natalia Partyka, Melissa Tapper and Sandra Paović (table tennis); there has also been debate about the inclusion of those with disabilities within both games. Canadian biathlete and cross-country skier Brian McKeever competed in the 2002, 2006, and 2010 Paralympic Games. Though McKeever was originally set to compete in the 2010 Olympic Games as well, he was replaced by another athlete. Had he competed, McKeever would have been the first athlete to compete in both the Paralympics and Olympics in the same year—however, that was accomplished by to a different, more infamous, individual.

In 2012, Oscar Pistorius became the first athlete to compete in both the Paralympic and the Olympic Games in the same year (Norman & Moola, 2011; Swartz & Watermeyer, 2009), but in 2016 he was convicted of a 2013 murder. Pistorius was successful in the 2004, 2008, and 2012 Paralympic Games, medaling in the 200- and 400-meter races. Though Pistorius had hoped to compete in the 2008 Olympic Games, a 2007 International Association of Athletics Federation (IAAF) decision banned “any technical device that incorporates springs, wheels or any other element that provides a user with an advantage over another athlete not using such a device” (World Athletics, 2007). This dispute over Pistorius’ eligibility for the 2008 Olympics was further cemented by his inability to qualify. However, in 2011 he did qualify for the London 2012 Games, which would showcase the simultaneous potential and limits of contemporary prosthetic technologies. Pistorius placed first in his 400-meter heat at 45.44, later finishing eighth in the second semifinal race with a time of 46.54. Kirani James (Kenya) took gold in the event with 43.94, with Lugelin Santos (Dominican Republic) in silver at 44.46, and Lalonde Gordon (Trinidad and Tobago) taking bronze with a personal best time of 44.52. The 2012 Games highlighted a long historical tension surrounding disabled athletes’ participation in both the Paralympic and Olympic Games. Because assistive technology is essential to support the high-performance demands of disabled athletes, the performance of these athletes will continue to improve along with developments in technology.


Active Bodies

Sledge Hockey
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Former Canadian Paralympian and entrepreneur Kevin Rempel uses the term “#buttdown for a new perspective” to recruit both disabled and nondisabled athletes to participate in sledge hockey, an adapted form of traditional ice hockey (a passionate Canadian pastime). Because the sledge (adapted wheelchair) forces participants to be closer to the ice, it changes their relationship to their fellow players and the rules of the game. In this way participants literally get their butt down in the chair to change their perspective. This makes for both a functional metaphor and active embodied practice that can help elucidate some of the opportunities within adapted sport. Rempel’s approach gives us the humor that is often necessary when competing with reductive representations of disabled athletes. Decades of activism have led to sport participation for those with disabilities, so getting your #buttdown is a great way to change exclusive cultural attitudes on disability sport.




Media Representations

Media imagery around the sport performance of disabled athletes can be understood through the narrative of the supercrip (discussed earlier in the “Inspiration Porn and the Rise of the Supercrip” section). This framing, which typically surrounds a disabled athlete who has undergone transformation from “pitiful handicapped” to a super athlete, is easily recognizable to anyone who has seen stories about athletes such as Brian McKeever or even Oscar Pistorius (Berger, 2008). This is further echoed in popular media clichés such as “The only disability is a bad attitude” or variations meant to challenge nondisabled athletes (“What is your excuse?”).

This narrative causes multiple problems for disabled athletes and the disability community more generally. First, those who do not comply with such a trope are typically coded as “uncooperative” or “unproductive.” Second, this idealization of ability connects to the medical model of disability that blames the individual, leaving structures of oppression untouched. Finally, anything produced by a person with a disability is coded as exceptional (inspiration porn). Each of these reductive understandings of disability undermine the assumptions of ability (and the physical bodies) of individuals with disabilities.

This is not to undermine the dedicated work of Paralympians or other disabled athletes. Instead, the supercrip critique is designed to question some of the taken-for-granted assumptions about what sport and disability look like. Paralympic and other disabled athletes are multifaceted, just like able-bodied individuals. When reduced to sport or their disability alone, this flattens their complex lived experiences.




Neurodiversity

Mental health and other invisible disabilities are also an important part of the discussion around the need for physical activity engagement and the improvement of health disparities. Neurodiversity is an umbrella term that includes a spectrum of cognitive, developmental, and mental health conditions. This can include autism spectrum disorders (ASD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, dyspraxia (developmental coordination disorder), and dysgraphia. Individuals with neurodiverse experiences can encounter a variety of issues with gross and fine motor skills, hand dominance, eye movement, perception, emotions, and speech or language. The term has become increasingly popular, not to distinguish this population from the larger disability community, but rather to draw attention to groups that must navigate an ableist world that does not accommodate sensory, communication, or other nonphysical differences.

Though mental health can be understood as part of the neurodiversity spectrum, there are discussions about where acquired experiences such as anxiety, depression, or posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) fit within the label. Mental health conditions are often due to environmental stress, such as trauma or changes in biochemistry, which differ from neurodiverse conditions that are congenital (from birth). However, both neurodiverse conditions and mental health diagnoses face similar barriers to health care, physical activity, and sport participation. Therefore, understanding these identities and lived experiences together can help practitioners to better combat ableism.



The Special Olympics

The Special Olympics, founded in 1968, includes individuals with a range of intellectual disabilities, a term meant to encompass many of those who may identify under the neurodiversity label. In contrast to the Paralympics, Special Olympics is not intended to offer rehabilitation through high-performance sport, but rather community growth and health-focused programming through increased participation for those under the umbrella of neurodiverse conditions. The focus of the Special Olympics includes multiple inclusive sport and games, health, and leadership. Therefore, the Special Olympics, unlike the Paralympics and other adapted sport does not have the same focus on performance, instead there are multiple priorities that come together at the intersection of sport and health to support activity in the disability community.

The history of the Special Olympics is anchored in the charity model of disability advocacy, meaning that programming is designed, coordinated, and run by able-bodied individuals—work that is done on behalf of instead of with the communities they purport to serve. These games have been met with critiques of paternalism and infantilization of athletes with intellectual disabilities. In these spaces, participants are not seen as competitive athletes and instead are celebrated for other values, such as sportsmanship. Although this is not inherently good or bad, it is important to center the needs and desires of the community being served when creating sport or physical activity spaces.

In previous sections we explored how inspiration porn takes agency from individuals to curate an image for able-bodied consumption. Scholars, participants, and critics of the Special Olympics have echoed these concerns (Hughes & McDonald, 2008). To ensure that physical health and activity spaces are catered to the need of the disability community, it is essential to design with (not for) these groups.

Neurodiversity activists and critical autism studies scholars have worked to shift the conversation toward fostering a community that supports those with disabilities in all public spheres of life. Mad Pride groups in Canada center mental health as something that must be understood as part of individual identity and support need—not “separate from.” In the United States this can be seen through groups such as the Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN). Author Siena Castellon (2020), founder of Neurodiversity Week, has also highlighted the ways in which neurodiversity does not have to be a barrier to physical activity participation. Each of these approaches helps center the voices of those within the disability community, instead of focusing on able-bodied narratives. This is necessary to help ameliorate health disparities in the disabled population.



Conclusion

In this chapter you explored the history of disability, and the impact history has had on constructing many of the ways we continue to define disability today. This includes the violent history of eugenics and the long battle forward to civil rights legislation. It is through contending with these histories that we can better approach health, sport, and physical activity for those with a variety of disabilities.

Through the dedicated activism of the disability community there are a wide variety of sport opportunities, including the Paralympic Games, the Special Olympics, and many other adapted sports and physical activities. The only real limits to inclusion within sport is a misunderstanding of disabled athletes’ abilities. It is important to check assumptions when supporting sports participation for those with disabilities and remember that progress has only been made through respecting agency and self-determination within disabled leadership. Ensure that you are aware of your own biases and keep trying to better serve those who have been painfully underserved within this cultural group. By using a critical disability studies approach to your work, you can better understand the challenges that are faced by those with disabilities in an ableist society.

Key Points


	Definitions of disability are socially constructed. They are shaped by context and change from person to person, place to place, and over time. Because they are socially constructed, definitions of disability are influenced by stereotypes about how bodies are “supposed” to look and function.

	The medical and social models of disability are different ways of defining disability. The medical model defines disability as an individual issue for those with disabilities. The social model puts the responsibility on society for putting up disabling barriers.

	Disabled people are not inherently “sick,” but rather experience exclusion from sport and physical activity, which leads to health disparities. Equal access would improve short- and long-term health outcomes as well as sport participation.

	Negative stereotypes about disability and people with disabilities lead to ableism. This discrimination can reinforce stereotypes and can lead to mistreatment and internalized ableism.

	Adapted sport can be either high performance or leisurely, just like able-bodied sport and physical activity.

	Listening to and learning from the disability community will foster more inclusive practices to combat health disparities.



Discussion Questions


	In what ways can the social construction of language affect attitudes toward people with disabilities?

	What are some ways that sport facilities (e.g., gyms, parks, sports stadiums) can be made more accessible for different disabilities? Come up with inclusive design approaches within the following scenarios: (a) a unilateral below-the-knee prosthetic user; (b) an individual with dyspraxia; (c) someone experiencing a depressive episode.

	What model do you most think about when you think of disability? Why? What social factors do you think might be influencing this choice?

	How can we successfully combat different kinds of ableism? Be sure to consider personal and implicit ableist tendencies, not just institutionalized ableism.

	In your opinion, is it fair for Paralympic athletes to compete in the Olympic Games? What are the biomechanical advantages and disadvantages? What sociocultural issues may surface in this discussion?









PART III
Body Movements: Scales and Spaces
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Popular Culture and the Active Body



Michael D. Giardina, Florida State University

A. Lamont Williams, San José State University


Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Understand the historical role of popular culture in shaping conceptions of the active sporting body in the United States

	Identify the role consumer culture plays in privileging or demonizing certain kinds of bodies

	Locate intersectional and political bodies in contemporary U.S. popular culture

	Challenge conventional thinking on active body politics in the United States





The body matters in popular culture. It is omnipresent in our everyday life—both shaping and conforming to the imperatives of social, cultural, political, economic, and technological contexts. Marketing campaigns advertise products that enhance, shape, or mend the body (gym memberships; Peloton exercise bikes; whey protein powder; posture-correcting shirts). Television shows celebrate body modification or change (Ink Master; L.A. Ink; The Biggest Loser; Extreme Weight Loss). Immigrant bodies are demonized by political campaign slogans (“Make America Great Again”) and executive orders (Executive Order 13769, “Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry Into the United States,” commonly known as the “Muslim ban”). Discrimination of all kinds is rampant in law and public perception (North Carolina House Bill 2, otherwise known as the “Bathroom Bill”). Biometric and virtual technologies categorize and catalog the body in action (wearable fitness-tracking devices; smartphone apps). Bodies in motion activate political movement (e.g., Colin Kaepernick, Naomi Osaka, Nneka Ogwumike). The body is inextricably and inescapably present everywhere we look in contemporary popular culture (Giardina & Donnelly, 2017; Newman & Giardina, 2011).

In this chapter, we will trace various lines of flight regarding the active body in the United States over the last century and a half. We should note that in an era of globalization, U.S. popular culture is often at the forefront of debates outside of its borders, and for this reason, readers from many countries are likely to find resonance with the examples on offer. From serving a “healthy nation,” to reclaiming masculinity, to early promotional culture responding to changing conditions of gender relations, the active body has contributed to foundational understandings of late 19th- and early 20th-century culture. In the present moment, the body declares itself a key point of inflection for not only understanding culture—but changing it. As bodies continue to be categorized, measured, and quantified on the one hand, and marginalized, oppressed, and exploited on the other, the struggle for what the body means and what it can do and say remains. To that end, in this chapter we will first present a brief discussion about popular culture and active body politics in the United States. Next, we will take a historical look at two of the most prominent early examples of the active body in popular consumer culture. Finally, we will discuss two different domains in which the contemporary active body is squarely located within—and often against—popular culture: the intersectional active body and the politically active body.

As bodies continue to be categorized, measured, and quantified on the one hand, and marginalized, oppressed, and exploited on the other, the struggle for what the body means and what it can do and say remains.


A Note About Popular Culture

What exactly is the “popular” in “popular culture”? The answer may seem simple—most people would colloquially define it as “an artifact of culture that is popular.” For our purposes, however, we want to consider the notion of popular culture a bit more critically. In his book Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, cultural studies scholar Raymond Williams (1976) characterized popular culture in its 20th-century manifestations as the mechanism or presentation of culture in “generally accessible ways” (p. 199). Following Williams, popular culture is loosely (though not exclusively) considered within this chapter as a particular way of life that exists at the productive intersection of that which is produced by or for the people (such as a movie or a sporting event) and imposed or disseminated from above (e.g., via corporate brands) or below (e.g., by individuals) via mass communication technologies such as television or the Internet (see McGuigan, 1993). Implicit in this arrangement is that popular culture exists within (and sometimes against) consumer relations, or the relationships a company forges with its customers, which are often predicated on aligning and sustaining its core philosophy with those of its customers. Thus, popular culture is part and parcel of free market capitalism—using advertising, marketing, and public relations to generate wants, needs, and desires, or challenging the capitalist system of oppression from the inside.

Popular culture matters because, as Stuart Hall (2002) makes clear, it is a prominent site where the “struggle for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged: it is also the stake to be won or lost in that struggle. It is the arena of consent and resistance” (p. 192, emphasis in original). This is because popular culture “has become something which ‘we’—as members of our contemporary American public (and globally, of course)—plan our daily lives, and through which we understand and interact with our (and other) communities” (Dorzweiler, 2017, p. 139). This is true whether discussing must-see television shows (e.g., HBO’s Game of Thrones; Disney+’s The Mandalorian) or major sporting broadcasts (e.g., Monday Night Football, Olympic Games)—or, just as importantly, televisual moments that galvanize the public and influence public discourse (e.g., media coverage of an ongoing event, like the public response to the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent worldwide protests). These artifacts often serve as cultural shorthand for proverbial watercooler conversations at work or—more progressively—to animate dialogue amongst strangers (such as passengers sitting next to each other on an airplane or customers conversing in a barbershop). However, we should not forget that these sites of popular consumption are not neutral; in fact, they are often highly charged representations of, indicators of, and contributors to social and political discourse—a point communications scholar Paul du Gay and colleagues (1997) make clear in their work on the circuit of culture—a theoretical model that enables an active reader of culture to unpack how a cultural artifact (such as an iPhone or a pair of Nike basketball shoes) is produced, consumed, represented, regulated, and given a sense of identity.

This is especially true with respect to the body in popular culture (or, as is often the case, representations of the body in popular culture). The cultural anthropologist Susan Brownell (1995) once remarked that the production of bodily movement, pleasure, and desire “reflects the internalization and incorporation of culture—body culture is embodied culture” (p. 11). As an example, marketing scholar Jacob Östberg (2010) notes that in consumer research,


studies of idealized bodies, as well as consumers’ relationships to bodily norms and their own bodies, have looked at how consumers agonize and worry about not living up to certain body ideals—such as not being ‘tight’, ‘toned’, or ‘shaped’ enough—and hence having to lose weight, work out, or undergo plastic surgery in order to conform to those ideals. (p. 45)



Such relationships often manifest negatively or in extreme behaviors (e.g., eating disorders; drug use, legal or otherwise) as bodily representations become amplified and made unreachable or unrealistic against “the relentless media scrutiny of celebrity bodies and their possible surgical transformations.… From filler injections to neck lifts, the augmented faces and bodies of celebrities are monitored 24/7 by popular culture and the wider society” (Elliott, 2011, p. 466).

Sport and physical culture is neither immune to nor innocent of perpetuating these and other types of popular (capitalist) representations of the body. This chapter therefore examines multiple ways in which the active (sporting) body shapes, and is shaped by, popular culture.



The Active Body in Early Popular Culture

Joseph Maguire (2011) reminds us that “people do not just have an embodied self, a ‘body’. It is more sociologically correct to think of people’s ‘bodies’ and ‘bodies of people’ as living formations of people acting out their lives in cultural/structural contexts” (p. 927). Or, put differently, bodies are both material and socially constructed expressions that reflect, challenge, reinforce, or exert power in their performative constitution and subsequent results (Maguire, 2011). Although providing an in-depth history of active body politics across the centuries is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is nonetheless important to consider some of the recent historical antecedents of contemporary forms of active body culture in the United States.

Consider the following: During the Progressive Era in the United States (c. 1890-1920), those advocating for social reform turned their attention toward public health, introducing the “health reformer” to the popular lexicon. This included individuals such as Catherine Beecher and Thomas Higginson, who—although they held differing views of the body in U.S. culture—generally agreed that citizens were in ill health and that physical activity, including sport, could be used as a remedy. As historians Gerald Gems, Linda Borish, and Gertrude Pfister (2017) chronicle, reformers such as Higginson located health and health concerns as a central axis point for national supremacy, and “presented good hygiene as a moral obligation and bad hygiene and disease as evil; whether the obligation was to God, the race, the nation, or oneself, failure to fulfill the laws of health constituted immorality” (p. 62). Put differently, the health of the nation was predicated on the health of the individual—and, importantly, the responsibility of the individual to take care of his or her body. One prominent aspect of this belief could be found in the ideas of Muscular Christianity, introduced in Higginson’s 1856 novel Tom Brown’s School Days, which promoted physical activity explicitly coupled to “moral principles” and “manly Christian heroes.”

Bodies are both material and socially constructed expressions that reflect, challenge, reinforce, or exert power in their performative constitution and subsequent results.

Forms of Muscular Christianity would later experience a growing popularity in the late 1800s and very early 1900s, exemplified by the likes of President Theodore Roosevelt and New York Giants pitcher Christy Mathewson. In his cultural history of Mathewson, Philip Seib (2003) anchors him to the time period, stating:


During the first years of the twentieth century, Theodore Roosevelt was proclaiming the virtues of the ‘strenuous life’, and Mathewson was a striking example of the blending of physical and moral strength.… He was frequently referred to as ‘the Christian gentleman’ … He showed there was more to life than playing ball, and he was admired for it. (p. x, 87-88)



Alongside Mathewson’s positioning, the historian Thomas Winter (2000) notes the importance of the Young Men’s Christian Association (the YMCA) in the construction of manhood and class in the late 1800s and early 1900s, when the “cult of masculinity” was in its halcyon days. Winter writes that the YMCA “provided an outlet for middle-class men to generate new definitions of manhood that would enable them to restore a sense of cultural authority” (2000, p. 273). Thus, the rise in focus on the body—and, more specifically, a particular kind of athletic, “manly,” moral body—was a direct response to earlier contextual factors such as Protestant opposition to sport, which was viewed as contributing to diminishing the physical capital of White, middle-class men.

The focus on the active body extended to women as well as men, though in slightly different terms: Beecher’s A Treatise on Domestic Economy: For the Use of Young Ladies at Home and at School, published in 1843, became a best-selling book that addressed women’s labor in the home. As part of her argument, Beecher posited that it was imperative for women to be in good physical health (i.e., be physically active and strong) so as to bear healthy children. In that way, the active body was positioned as a necessary component of national prosperity, but in clearly normative, feminized terms. In both cases, then, sport and physical activity was leveraged in the service of the nation, not simply as entertainment spectacle.

The Progressive Era also saw the explosion of physical education courses in universities and the mainstream promotion of gymnasiums and health clubs. Public health demands were privileged, with the belief that an unhealthy or sickly workforce would be an unproductive one. At the university level, sport was deployed to prepare men for the business world and women for the “rigors” of academic work (see Gems, Borish, & Pfister, 2017). Here again, the gendered division of the active body and its uses was on full display. To wit, college football operated as a site of masculine reclamation—one wrought with violence and numerous deaths on the playing field that, by 1905, necessitated the intervention of Roosevelt during “a season of record deaths and mayhem” (Watterson, 1995, p. 150). And, though the interventions of 1905-1906 (and later 1909-1910) led to more closely codified rules, it was the violence that heralded its nascent popularity among the well-to-do. The years following into the 1920s and 1930s witnessed significant developments relative to the commercial promotion of the active sporting body that are worthy of detailed examination.


The Active Body in Early Promotional Culture

The active sporting body has long been featured in some of the earliest modern advertising campaigns. It is perhaps not surprising that bodybuilding—a physical activity in which the body and its maintenance or transformation is sine qua non—and its promotion was a key site for entrepreneurial actors to capitalize on in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Specifically, we can look at the legacy of Angelo Siciliano (better known as Charles Atlas, a bodybuilder who used print advertisements to grow his personal brand as “The world’s most perfectly developed man”) to understand how the active body featured in early forms of commercialized sporting discourse.

Before looking at the specific example of Atlas, it is important to consider how male physicality was often represented during this time period, and why the depiction of a particular expression of masculinity as muscularity is so important to the commercial success of Atlas. The historical antecedent to Atlas was the British strongman Eugen Sandow, who spearheaded a physical culture movement in the late 1890s that “cement[ed] the link between manliness, physical fitness, and patriotism in interwar Britain” (Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2006, p. 596). Through his posing, flexing, and bulging muscles, Sandow “was celebrated as a perfect man whose striking muscular beauty, exhibited as a sculpture come to life, was central to his music hall act” (Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2006, p. 599). Important to note for our purposes here, Sandow evolved from a circus or vaudevillian novelty act into a commercial enterprise. Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska (2006), a historian of 20th-century Britain, chronicles that


Sandow marketed his system of physical development in manuals, correspondence courses, and institutes, along with the sales of exercise equipment such as dumb-bells and chest-expanders. In 1898, Sandow launched Britain’s first physical culture monthly Sandow’s Magazine, an innovation which was quickly followed by Health and Strength and Vim (later, Health and Vim), published from 1898 and 1902 respectively. (p. 599)



It was thus through the use of nascent publishing and promotional activities that Sandow was able to, in the popular parlance of today, grow his brand and establish a particular understanding, if not ideal, of masculinity. Although he was not alone in promoting exercise and healthy living—others of his day were promoting it as a religious or pious form of existence, such as Muscular Christianity—“it was his marketing genius that allowed his ideas to be disseminated and popularized among the public at large” (Chapman, 1994, p. 190). Chapman (1994) continues:


While others were attempting to use physical culture to save souls, Sandow was turning to other dividends of the fitness mania. One of the finest ventures that presented itself was the sale and marketing of exercise machines.… Building health and muscles at home had been an important part of physical education since the 1860s … [but] [n]one of his competitors had Sandow’s name and reputation to help sell the equipment, and this proved invaluable as a marketing tool. (p. 115)



Fast forward to the 1930s in the United States, and the Sandow story finds a new iteration, this time in the form of Charles Atlas. Historians Elizabeth Toon and Janet Golden (2000) offer the following popular narrative of the Charles Atlas origin story:


His saga opens in Brooklyn, where the teenaged Angelo Siciliano is humiliated by a Coney Island tough. Act 2 takes Siciliano on a journey. He views the Greek and Roman statuary in the Brooklyn Museum and he visits the Prospect Park Zoo, where he observes a lion flexing its muscles and is inspired to develop his own system of isometric exercise. In Act 3, Siciliano’s friends dub him ‘Atlas’ and the famous physical culturist Bernarr Macfadden anoints him ‘the World’s Most Perfectly Developed Man’. Angelo Siciliano renames himself Charles Atlas and uses prize money to hire a naturopath to write his Dynamic Tension lessons. Atlas then teams up with advertising genius Charles Roman, who creates what has been called ‘the single greatest mail order ad of all time’—the comic strip advertisement featuring Mac, the former 97-pound weakling who would have sand kicked in his face no more (Schultz 1988: 44). Thereafter, Atlas lives a life of fitness, entertaining visitors to his company’s headquarters by bending railroad spikes and advising them: ‘Live clean, think clean, and don’t go to burlesque shows’. (pp. 80-81)



Here the key development is not a focus on a particular training regimen (e.g., dynamic tension) but in the cultural branding work (see Holt, 1999) done by Atlas and Roman to convey the story of Mac through advertising. But it didn’t start that way for Atlas; ads that he authorized in the early to mid 1930s focused on “making a new man” out of someone with a workout that promised results in seven days. These ads feature an image of Atlas flexing his muscles and posing like a Greek statue. It wasn’t until 1937 that the classic comic strip was added to the print campaign. Examples of this ad copy include:


	1937: “Listen Atlas, you skinny runt. I bet I can lick you with one hand tied behind me!” (featuring a drawing of bullies towering over a man of slight build)

	1938: “Hello, Skinny!” (a classic beach image of a skinny boy being mocked by a woman in a bathing suit walking with two muscular men, with ad copy explaining: “When the girl you were keen about saw you in a bathing suit and yelled ‘Hello skinny!’”)



By the early 1940s, the one- or two-panel cartoon strip had seemingly given way to strips with six or seven panels, telling longer stories of “How Joe’s body brought him fame instead of shame” (a boy gets picked on at the beach, engages in exercise, and returns to the beach to knock out his former aggressor—see figure 10.1) or the story of “The insult that turned a ‘chump’ into a ‘champ’” (a man being mocked by his apparent girlfriend for not “being a man” when mocked by a stronger man at a fair).

[image: ]
Figure 10.1    October 1953 Charles Atlas ad.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, Scope Magazine (1953, pg. 35). http://comicbookplus.com/?dlid=16454 page 35


What was being sold to the consuming public was not a workout system but an ideology, or set of beliefs or philosophies held by a group of people, born out of a powerful cultural symbol (just as Sandow was selling physicality as a masculine project rather than a religious duty). In her critical history of Atlas, Jacqueline Reich (2010) makes clear of the intended audience for these advertisements, writing:


The fact that most of these advertisements appeared … in publications such as Popular Mechanics, pulp fiction, and comic books highlights the attempt to seduce the male reader of diverse ages and classes into believing the Atlas fitness plan to be the panacea for male inadequacies and a tool for achieving bodily perfection (Pendergast, 2000; Mrozek, 1989). This shift is indicative of how manhood in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries came to be defined not against childhood, as in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but rather against femininity and a feminized, urban culture. (pp. 454-455)



From a branding perspective, Holt would likely refer to this as Atlas taking advantage of an ideological opportunity to shape his brand rather than taking advantage of a technological or product innovation. In other words, while many other social actors were promoting health and fitness workouts, weights, or other apparatuses, Atlas was selling a myth of recovering U.S. masculinity at the end of Great Depression and following into World War II. That is, Atlas was not positioning health or even the building of musculature as the end result, but as a means to the end of feeling better about one’s masculinity and identity. Thus, the slight body of the “skinny kid” hails the viewer to associate with his perceived weakness and provides a remedy for overcoming his perceived social slights. Or, in plainer terms, it was selling a story of the weak being bullied, getting stronger, and punching back at his aggressor. This story only works, of course, because of the particular historical context and the response being authored through popular appeals (advertising) to consumers.



Helen Wills and Gendered Moderation

Much like the case of Atlas, the case of Helen Wills is especially instructive of the evolving intersection of sport and popular manifestations and celebration of the body. Wills, an American tennis player who was ranked number 1 in the world from 1927 to 1933 and won 31 Grand Slam tournament titles during her career, would gain national prominence in the 1920s not only because of her extraordinary exploits on the tennis court, but also because of how she came to be represented to the consuming public. As the historian Mark Dyreson (2003) points out, coverage of the 1924 Olympic Games—in which Wills would win two gold medals in tennis (singles and doubles)—“launched women Olympians into careers as icons of liberty and objects of desire. Olympic tennis champion Helen Wills would gain stardom as the classic image of the ‘American girl’” (p. 451, emphasis added). Her exploits would become “the subject of numerous narrative and visual representations in newspaper stories and newsreel films, autobiography, biography, fiction, portraits and self-portraits, sculptures, and all manner of photographs that appeared on the fashion and society, as well as sports pages, of the popular press” (Boddy, 2018, p. 110).

[image: ]
Helen Wills, 1932.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, Agence de presse Meurisse (1932).



Yet it was not simply because she was one of the most dominant athletes of her time—Wills is considered one of the greatest tennis players of the 20th century—that she generated such popular appeal, if not celebration. Literary scholar Kasia Boddy (2018) asserts that Wills’ popularity was because she represented a particular kind of femininity—one that resonated with the popular image inaugurated with the “Gibson Girl,” so-called for the 1890s cover drawings by Charles Dana Gibson that appeared on covers of magazines such as McClure’s, Life, and Collier’s, and which “offered an alternative model of modern American femininity to the politically ambitious New Woman” (p. 112). This “New Woman,” writes Erin Blakemore (2014), was


Independent, well-read, and urbane.… This “New Woman” did not care to be chaperoned in public. She was athletic and free-spirited. Above all, she was educated, taking advantage of new access to secondary school and college. She was also scary. By the 1890s, the reform fervor of suffragists and their sisters had ceased to be cute and started to be all too real. The status quo was being challenged by Progressive politics, new divorce laws, and women who chose to work outside the home (paras. 2-3).



To that end, the “Gibson Girl” was “a kinder, gentler New Woman—one who rode bikes, wore casual clothing, and flaunted her attitude, but was above all beautiful and anonymous (Blakemore, 2014, para. 3).

Thirty years later, Wills would become the literal embodiment of the modern “American Girl,” hearkening back to the image and appeal of the “Gibson Girl,” and for whom balance and moderation became watchwords; she was not, as Boddy (2018) offers, a “home-grown flapper, foreign vamp, [or] ballet dancer” (p. 116); she was considered by some, in fact, to be “dull” or “imperious,” despite reports to the contrary (p. 117). However, once she began sporting a bob hair style and some couture clothes, “she started to be described, and photographed.… as a classical beauty” (p. 120). Indeed, her appearances on the covers of the leading magazines of the day (e.g., The Saturday Evening Post; Time; Vanity Fair) became increasingly fashionable, even if still hewing to demure if not conservative pictorial aesthetics and orientations. Thus, she was primarily represented as athletic, but not too athletic; she was read as fit, but not muscular; she was positioned as free, but not too free—a seemingly impossible ideal of female athletic prowess, yet one that would inform representations of girls and women in sport and physical activity throughout the rest of the century. Hers was a combination of artistry, grace, power, and stoic athleticism, which would later become immortalized in the “Helen of California” sculpture by artist Haig Patigian.

The popular rise and celebration of Wills did not exist in a vacuum, of course. Rather, it can be viewed in conversation with the “New Woman” previously described—as a response to the opening of athleticism to middle-class American women in the late 1800s (e.g., bicycling, outdoor exercise), and situated alongside first-wave feminism, broader social movements toward women’s suffrage, and expanding roles for women in society more generally. This contributed to popular and political concerns about a loss of womanhood on the part of women who were now physically active, strong, and powerful in ways theretofore considered socially verboten. Thus, it can be argued that popular representations of Wills—and primarily those which represented her off the court—had the material effect of ushering in or at least normalizing a certain kind of active female sporting body (one that, for its time, meant an exclusively White, upper-middle-class active female sporting body). And although this would slowly begin to change over time, the last 30 years especially have taken a dramatic turn.




The Active Body in Contemporary Popular Culture

What do the brief histories of Wills and Atlas—and the broader context of active bodies in early popular culture more generally—tell us about the active sporting bodies of today? There are at least three items worth noting:


	Their importance is largely a response to a previous contextual development (e.g., perceived loss of masculinity or challenges to social expectations around gender).

	The advent of modern consumer culture amplified and indeed capitalized on the body for a variety of reformist and later commercial projects.

	The active body was largely framed in White, middle-class, heteronormative logics throughout the 1800s and much of the first half of the 1900s.



In what remains of this chapter, we will discuss contemporary developments in popular culture and the active body—specifically, those developments related to the intersectional active body and the politically active body, which both explore new terrain while also telling us something critical about the popular landscape in which they respond.


The Intersectional Body in Popular Culture

In his contemporary history of celebrity, The Frenzy of Renown: Fame and Its Discontents, Leo Braudy (1997) defined celebrities as “emblematic individuals” who reveal larger meanings about the social world. His description of celebrity closely aligns with P. David Marshall’s (1997) critical understanding of a celebrity as a “public individual who participates openly as a marketable commodity” (p. x). Both of these definitions take their lead from Daniel Boorstin’s (1962) historical understanding of a celebrity as “a person who is known for his [sic] well-knownness” (p. 57), or a person who becomes publicly celebrated by virtue of being celebrated in public.

Sports figures have captured the public imagination for at least a century—whether New York Giants’ pitcher Christy Mathewson as the embodiment of Muscular Christianity, New York Yankees’ great Babe Ruth as a “compensatory hero” (see Rader, 1983) for an America struggling to survive the Great Depression, or Red Grange as perhaps the first nationwide celebrity, elevated by the intersection of his elite collegiate athletic performance at the University of Illinois, national press coverage by such famous sportswriters as Grantland Rice, newsreels screened at movie houses, and early forms of product endorsement.

Post-World War II saw the acceleration of modern forms of celebrity across the popular spectrum: The Beatles, Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe, and John Wayne dominated news and entertainment headlines and inspired a generation of fans. Sport sponsorship, coming of age and represented most notably in the 1960s by golfer Arnold Palmer—who lent his image to a variety of “everyday” brands such as Cadillac, Hertz, and Pennzoil—and football player Joe Namath, who stands as perhaps the first media-made postmodern celebrity, transformed the athlete into celebrity—and with it changed the face of contemporary sports in terms of consumer culture.

The rise of basketball great Michael Jordan as a global celebrity in the 1980s signaled a watershed moment in the promotion, consumption, and utility of global celebrity, as he accelerated the Nike brand into a global apparel leader. At the same time, he established himself as a key product endorser for Coca-Cola, Gatorade, McDonalds, and Wheaties. Beyond such corporate-oriented economic inflections, however, Jordan embodied key contextual discourses related to discourses of Black masculinity, family values, and popular culture in the 1980s and 1990s. As Mary McDonald (1996) argued more than two decades ago, “Michael Jordan is popular precisely because his commodified persona negotiates historically specific and complex gendered, racial, and sexualized meanings in ways that are socially accepted and culturally envied by mainstream audiences” (pp. 361-362). In this way, the celebrity form and function of Jordan allowed for “the configuration, positioning, and proliferation of certain discourses about … contemporary culture” (Marshall, 1997, p. 72). This was especially true once Jordan moved beyond national importance to hold court as a global icon.

The rise of basketball great Michael Jordan as a global celebrity in the 1980s signaled a watershed moment in the promotion, consumption, and utility of global celebrity.

David L. Andrews and Steven J. Jackson (2001) argue that, as celebrity culture expanded throughout the globe in the late-modern period, the production and consumption of celebrities became more expansive, integrated, and pervasive—whether as “products (celebrity-driven media and commodities)” or “process (celebrity endorsement)” (p. 4). The two decades since Andrews and Jackson made their observation have seen the likes of Tiger Woods, David Beckham, Kobe Bryant, LeBron James, Roger Federer, Lance Armstrong, Cristiano Ronaldo, Lionel Messi, and others similarly rise to the pantheon of global celebrity-cum-global brand endorser during (and in many cases, after) their respective playing days. Considerable attention has already been given to many of these athletes (e.g., Cashmore & Parker, 2003; Cole & Andrews, 2000; Giardina, 2001; Grainger et al., 2005) and will not be revisited here. Suffice to say, each athlete amplified, if not actively mobilized, particular discourses of masculinity, femininity, transnational identity, racial and multicultural subjectivity, and so forth—often intentionally and for their own benefit. In many of these cases, the way they (and their respective management and marketing teams) render and trade on their bodies is an important part of their promotion (e.g., Beckham as an embodiment of metrosexuality who “helped destabilize traditional referents of heterosexualized masculinity” [Coad, 2008, p. 188]).

For purposes of this chapter, it is instructive to consider how the popularity of tennis player Serena Williams intersects with discourses of the body—which here are inseparable with race and gender. Thus, and following other scholarly research on various typologies of celebrity athletes (e.g., Giardina, 2001), we might consider Williams—holder of 23 Women’s Tennis Association (WTA) Grand Slam singles titles and arguably the greatest women’s tennis player of all time—to be an explicitly intersectional celebrity. Not only has she been a leading endorser of major global brands such as Nike, Gatorade, Pepsi, IBM, Chase Bank, and Aston Martin, but her status as a particular kind of celebrity reveals much about the intersection of race and gender in the United States. The cultural historian Jaime Schultz (2005) argues that Williams, and particularly her bodily disposition, has long played a key role in popular culture. At the 2002 U.S. Open, “spectators, fans, critics, and the media attended more to her appearance that to her spectacular play in the final round of play” (Schultz, 2005, p. 338). This attention was apparently motivated by Williams’ choice of apparel, which was described as “a body-clinging, faux leather, black cat-suit” (Stelzer, 2002, p. 4), which “inspired a variety of public reactions, ranging from admiration to disgust” (Schultz, 2005, p. 338).


Active Bodies

Nike and the Representation of Women’s Bodies

In 2005, Nike launched an advertising campaign titled “Real Women” that featured numerous print ads celebrating “curves, butts, thighs, and knees for being powerful and purposeful, not the curves created by nature, nor the feminine and the petite” (Keely, 2016, para. 5). Each ad featured a decontextualized body part alongside extensive ad copy hailing the body part for being powerful and representative of a struggle to perform in sports. This campaign followed on the heels of Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign that used a collection of women of many shapes and sizes to counter the health and beauty industry trend of size-0 models. Although the ads were generally well received, many questioned the choice to reduce women to a collection of body parts, even in the service of progressive political movement.



Some 16 years later, public scrutiny was still focused on Williams’ choice of dress. At the 2018 French Open, Williams hailed the popular Marvel Cinematic Universe movie of the same name—but also, unavoidably, the 1960s Black Panther Party—with what she called her “Black Panther” suit, a skintight full-body kit designed by Nike specifically to prevent blood clots (which Williams suffered following the birth of her daughter). Rather than see her attire as a progressive step forward, the French Tennis Federation (which organizes the French Open) called her outfit “disrespectful” and announced it would be updating its dress code to outlaw such attire. As Britni De La Cretaz (2018) commented at the time, “Her strong black body—now uncovered by a skirt—seems to be perceived as a threat to tennis’ status quo” (para. 4). She continued:


Today, dress codes for many women’s sports are being policed by two seemingly opposed forces—modesty and objectification. Either cover up your body because it’s inappropriate or a distraction, or reveal almost all of it because female athletes are primarily here for men’s pleasure. (para. 5)



This “threat” is inherently operationalized under the twinned logics of race and gender, perceived as an affront to the very same exclusionary logics that more than 100 years ago led the 1914 Olympic Committee to oppose “women taking part in any event in which they could not wear long skirts” (Newman, 2018, para. 6). Beyond the sexist critiques of her apparel choices, Williams has been the focus of overtly racist invective as far back as 2001 (see Spencer, 2004), been the subject of racist cartoons, and had her behavior policed to a degree not seen with other players.

But what does it mean to locate Serena Williams an intersectional celebrity? Moving beyond increasingly misused popular notions of the term as located within questions of representation and identity alone, the term intersectionality derives from the work of critical legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) as a means of centering structural, systemic, and juridical notions of inequality and discrimination at the intersection of race and gender. As Crenshaw (1989) makes clear: “Because the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which black women are subordinated” (p. 140)—or, in legal practice, “by treating black women as purely women or purely black, the courts, as they did in 1976, have repeatedly ignored specific challenges that face black women as a group” (Coaston, 2019).

[image: ]
Serena Williams serves at the 2013 U.S. Open.

Source: Reprinted from Wikimedia Commons, Edwin Martinez (2020).



The term intersectional has recently shifted from its strict academic grounding to become a more mainstream part of the popular discourse, taken up in both liberal and conservative politics alike to signify identity-based positionalities. Michelle Flood (2019) notes that a range of celebrities (e.g., Beyonce, Lizzo, Rosario Dawson, Ashley Judd) have publicly called themselves “intersectional celebrity feminists,” which is more closely aligned with claiming a feminist identity than with Crenshaw’s original deployment of the term—that is, Flood sees the term being (perhaps strategically) self-applied by certain celebrities in such a way that intersectional feminism “becomes part of a capitalist assemblage of commodification” (p. 424) rather than necessarily holding true to its political importance and interventionist praxis. And though such usage of the term may serve as shorthand to address questions of race and gender in mainstream media, for example, doing so can elide the structural political questions facing (in this case) Black women that go beyond identity.

Against this turn, our reference to Serena Williams as an intersectional celebrity is meant to function alongside Crenshaw’s explicit focus on inequality and discrimination, rather than as a general associative term to describe Williams. It is the fact of Williams’ Blackness, the fact of her being a woman, the fact of her being a Black woman athlete in the United States that is necessary to understand the discriminatory actions she has faced as one of the greatest tennis players in history. Thus, in order to make sense of Williams in the present moment, we need to look beyond her flashy Nike ads and on-court success and understand how the active body of Black women—in this case Williams—have been demonized and correlatively commodified.

During the 2018 U.S. Open Finals (which Williams would lose to Naomi Osaka), chair umpire Carlos Ramos issued three code violations for borderline infractions and was subsequently accused by Williams of sexism. In the aftermath, Williams was caricatured as an “angry Black woman” in media coverage. The worst example was explained by historian Brooke Newman (2018) in the Washington Post:


In the process of calling out sexism in tennis, Williams has become a target for racist attacks. In a derogatory caricature created by Mark Knight for Australia’s Herald Sun, a seething, oversized Williams with thick lips and wild, upright hair jumps on her smashed racket, unable to control her rage at losing the championship. Nearby lies a discarded pacifier, while in the background a white male umpire says to Williams’s willowy, blond-haired opponent, “Can you just let her win?” (para. 2)



In painstaking detail, Newman then locates the “grotesque caricature” of Williams within a broader history. She continues:


For the past two centuries, degrading visual caricatures of black figures — particularly women of African descent — have played a powerful role in shaping debates about slavery, race and citizenship. Such images are not neutral, rather they tap into long-standing racist and sexist stereotypes that remain embedded in the fabric of Western culture, ready for reuse when a black man or woman is perceived as crossing a line or being “out of place” in a public space.

Beginning in the late 18th century, as the abolitionist movement gave rise to widespread popular protest against the transatlantic slave trade, British cartoonists published numerous visual caricatures of people of African descent, particularly enslaved women. As sexualized objects of public consumption, the racialized bodies of nameless black women in these caricatures played a central role in public debates over the future of slave trading, slavery and the incorporation of free people descended from enslaved ancestors into the social and political worlds of Georgian England and antebellum America. (paras. 4-5)



In the United States, the foregoing caricatures found a home in everything from Black memorabilia during the Jim Crow era to negative stereotypes in early (and arguably, present-day) Hollywood television and film. Another way of looking at these images is through the examples of the Sapphire caricature, which represented “African American women as domineering, aggressive, and emasculating shrews” (Pilgrim, 2012, para. 3). Zoya Rasul (2020) notes the following:


The cartoon [of Williams] inadvertently reminds of Sapphire caricatures that have been used to stereotype black women as rude, loud, stubborn and haughty. Portraying black women as high-pitched naggers with irrational states of anger conforms to the Angry Black Woman (ABW) stereotype popularized in different media. (para. 5)



More subtle than such overtly racist forms of caricature, however, are the racial microaggressions directed toward Williams—ones that largely invoke or are aimed at her body. This can be seen in articles that call into question her body type, such as when the New York Times published an article in 2015 that specifically focused on her “large biceps” and “muscular frame.” This kind of body policing, argue Lewis and colleagues (2016), “insinuated that her muscular frame was unfeminine and dissected aspects of her body in an objectifying way by comparing her to Eurocentric standards of beauty” (p. 774). L. Anima Adjepong and Ben Carrington (2014) remind us that Black women athletes necessarily “face a different set of assumptions than white women about their femininity (or lack thereof) and their sporting ability” (pp. 169-170). Specifically, they point to the moment Williams won an Olympic gold medal at the London Olympics in 2012: After defeating Maria Sharapova in the final, Williams danced with joy on the court. Her particular dance moves were popularly associated with her hometown of Compton, California, and were “first associated with the predominantly black Crip gang” (p. 170). Scores of journalists critiqued Williams for the dance, using an array of racially coded (and sometimes, just plain explicit) language that invoked gangs, drug dealers, and criminals. As Adjepong and Carrington explain, the


reactions to Williams’ emotive celebration provide illuminating examples of how blackness is prefigured as associated with the ghetto, ‘violence and death’. This construction of blackness stands in stark contradiction to normative white middle-class values associated with sports like tennis and is employed in the Williams’ [sic] case to show her seeming unwillingness to adopt white middle-class standards of femininity. (pp. 170-171)



For its part, global sports apparel brand Nike has actively inserted itself into the discourse of Williams (who endorses the brand), in the process commodifying her body and visage for its own purposes. In response to the 2018 French Open controversy over her attire, for example, Nike—never one to shy away from promoting itself or its athletes as cultural actors—released a black-and-white ad in response. The ad depicted Williams, wearing the Black Panther suit and hitting a tennis ball, with the ad copy reading: “You can take the superhero out of her costume, but you can never take away her superpowers.” More sharply, it has traded on her personal biography, such as the print ad that splashed the ad copy “Girls from Compton don’t play tennis. They own it” across an image of her face; used a picture of her playing on the fenced-in court in Compton as a young girl with copy reading “It’s only a crazy dream until you do it”; and used her as the face of its “Equality” promotion. And while it is undeniable that these examples are powerful representational statements (and representation matters!), they remain there, at the level of representation—with little said about material effects and consequences of being a Black woman in the present tense.

So let us consider one last example regarding Williams, which directly connects with questions of inequality and discrimination on a material, systemic level, and which squarely locates her active body in the process of addressing these questions. In 2017, Williams gave birth to her first child. In the lead-up to the birth, she received positive media coverage, including a cover story for Vanity Fair magazine in which she was photographed in the nude by world-renowned photographer Annie Liebowitz; the accompanying article was written by Pulitzer Prize winner Buzz Bissinger. The cover photo recalled a similar pose used when actress Demi Moore posed nude on the cover of the same magazine in 1991, only with Williams’ head tilted away from the camera rather than toward it. Williams would also appear on the cover of Stellar magazine for an article on “feminism, fear, and starting a family,” wearing a pink jacket opened to expose her pregnant belly. Simply put, her pregnancy was widely covered in the media, with the typical positive coverage one would associate with an internationally recognized celebrity about to give birth.

Shortly after giving birth, however, Williams experienced a pulmonary embolism, the symptoms of which Williams was familiar with because she had required surgery in 2011 after previous complications from blood clots (Trotter, 2018). Yet Williams, in her words, almost died from the medical emergency. Trotter explains:


Williams’s medical history should have given her providers pause. The epidemiological evidence should have as well. The risk of pulmonary embolism goes up after childbirth, making it one of the leading causes of maternal death in the United States. Despite these facts, Williams’s sense of urgency was not initially shared by her health care team. According to a January 2018 interview in Vogue, she had to ask, persuade, and eventually demand that her physicians order the diagnostic scan that probably saved her life. Williams had access to the best care money could buy. Yet she found herself facing a set of hurdles that belied her fame and economic standing. In what ways did her identity as a black woman shape the behavior of her providers? How might negative medical encounters attenuate the health advantages that are assumed to follow material advantage? (p. 296, emphasis ours)



Trotter is highlighting maternal health disparities for Black women that are not limited to Williams. Stated plainly, Black women in the United States are more likely to die from pregnancy or childbirth than any other racial group (e.g., Tucker et al., 2007). And this is not moderated by income or education levels, as chronicled by Nina Martin and Renee Montagne (and visualized in figure 10.2) for National Public Radio in 2017. They write:


According to the CDC, Black mothers in the U.S. die at three to four times the rate of white mothers, one of the widest of all racial disparities in women’s health. Put another way, a Black woman is 22 percent more likely to die from heart disease than a white woman, 71 percent more likely to perish from cervical cancer, but 243 percent more likely to die from pregnancy- or childbirth-related causes. In a national study of five medical complications that are common causes of maternal death and injury, Black women were two to three times more likely to die than white women who had the same condition. (para. 12)



[image: ]
Figure 10.2    Pregnancy-related mortality, per 100,000 live births (2011-2016).

Based on data from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Reproductive Health. https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/maternal-mortality/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance-system.htm



This is a systemic problem, and one that cannot be papered over with glossy print ads from Nike. If one of the world’s greatest athletes, the highest-earning woman athlete in the world, and someone who has been in the public spotlight for more than 25 years can suffer from compromised medical care on the basis of “race,” then what odds does a noncelebrity Black woman have of having her health fears allayed, of having her concerns over pain taken seriously? (This is not an abstract question: Numerous empirical studies show that pain is undertreated in Black patients—especially Black women—in everything from pregnancy to cancer.) Questions of inequality and discrimination are thus inseparable from, and constitutive of, the embodiment of Williams’ public persona. Her active body is forcefully Black, forcefully female, and forcefully athletic—all of which challenge the normative center of these categories, and signify the potential to understand—if not mobilize—the body as a tool to illustrate and challenge inequality and discrimination in sports.



The Active Political Body in Popular Culture


I don’t mean to get heavy, but … we gotta say something. —Dave Chappelle, 2020



Muhammad Ali. Tommie Smith. John Carlos. Three athletes whose careers are indelibly linked with expressions of public political engagement. For Ali—routinely cited as one of the most important figures of the 20th century—it was, in addition to his gifted and graceful boxing acumen, his refusal on religious grounds to be drafted into the U.S. military during the Vietnam War that moved him beyond the scope of a mere successful athlete into the realm of a cultural icon. His physical actions were amplified by his eloquent forthrightness, as when he stated,


No, I am not going 10,000 miles to help murder, kill, and burn other people to simply help continue the domination of white slavemasters over dark people the world over. This is the day and age when such evil injustice must come to an end.… Why should they ask me to put on a uniform and go 10,000 miles from home and drop bombs and bullets on brown people in Vietnam while so-called Negro people in Louisville are treated like dogs and denied simple human rights?



Ali was arrested and stripped of his heavyweight title belt and his boxing license; he did not fight again for four years. With the passage of time, however, Ali is now almost universally celebrated for his contributions to civil rights (see Abdel-Shehid, 2002; Marqusee, 2005; Remnick, 1999).

If one of the world’s greatest athletes, the highest-earning woman athlete in the world, and someone who has been in the public spotlight for more than 25 years can suffer from compromised medical care on the basis of “race,” then what odds does a noncelebrity Black woman have of having her health fears allayed, of having her concerns over pain taken seriously?

In the case of Smith and Carlos, it was their public actions on the medal stand following the 200-meter sprint at the 1968 Summer Olympics in Mexico City that catapulted them into the global spotlight. The iconic image of the pair—heads bowed, gloved fists raised, with the Australian silver medalist Peter Norman looking on wearing an Olympic Project for Human Rights button in silent support—was a watershed moment for athlete activism during the Civil Rights era. At the time, however, both Smith and Carlos were vilified in the press as being “black-skinned stormtroopers,” (see Zirin, 2012) expelled from the Olympic Village, and sent back to the United States, where they suffered racist criticism and faced death threats. Political philosopher Cornel West (2008) reminds us, however, that their actions were far from anti-American. As he recounts,


A lot of people thought that was just “Black Power.” No. That was Black people affirming their dignity. So it wasn’t anti-American; it was anti-injustice in America.… The fundamental lesson of what they did is the courage to hope, because what they did; this was a sign of hope, and that’s a beautiful thing.



To the list of Ali, Smith, and Carlos we can now add Colin Kaepernick (see Chapin & Montez de Oca, 2019; Walton-Fisette, 2018). In the third preseason game of the 2016 NFL season, Kaepernick—who had been the starting quarterback for the San Francisco 49ers since 2013 when he led the team to a Super Bowl appearance—sat on the bench during the playing of the national anthem in protest against racial injustice in the United States, and specifically police brutality. Thereafter, he switched from sitting to kneeling, doing so for the remainder of the season with a mix of both praise and denunciation. Following the 2016 season, the 49ers indicated he was going to be released from his contract. Though framed as a team moving on from a player following a tough year in the win–loss column, many observers concluded that his political stance was getting too hot for the organization to handle. That Kaepernick, who thereafter became a free agent in the prime of his playing years, was not signed by any other team and has never played in the NFL since lends credence to the notion that he was blackballed by teams in the league for his politics.

Yet the act of players taking a knee didn’t stop with Kaepernick out of the league, and in September 2017, U.S. President Donald Trump brought Kaepernick’s protest into mainstream political discourse when he exclaimed at a rally in Huntsville, Alabama: “Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL owners, when someone disrespects our flag, to say, ‘get that son of a bitch off the field right now. Out. He’s fired. He’s fired.’” (It should go without saying that Kaepernick was not protesting the flag, but using the act of kneeling during the anthem to draw attention to the cause of injustice and police brutality.) And though Kaepernick remained the subject of much critique, he was unfortunately prescient, because the very act that resulted in his being blackballed from the NFL—kneeling—captivated public attention in 2020, when George Floyd was murdered by a Minneapolis police officer who kneeled on the man’s neck for 8 minutes and 46 seconds. And while the naked brutality of the killing—caught on camera—was the flashpoint that led to a worldwide uprising that accelerated a global conversation about policing, racial injustice, and systemic oppression, his was just one in a far-too-long line of racial injustice:

Eric Garner.

Tamir Rice.

Michael Brown.

Philando Castile.

Breonna Taylor.

Trayvon Martin.

Ahmaud Arbery.

And hundreds more.

Reams of paper could be exhausted writing about these individuals, and they all deserve to have their respective stories chronicled in far better detail than could ever be achieved in the span of a few pages. What we can achieve, however, is a discussion of how the sporting body intersects with and becomes a political body—not via representational logics alone, but through materially consequential statements and actions.

The active political body has a long history within sport and physical culture, whether because of explicit political activism (e.g., Smith and Carlos), or because by their very existence they became highly politicized actors in public discourse (e.g., boxer Jack Johnson in the early 1900s). Over the last 8 to 10 years we have witnessed athletes increasingly willing to speak out about current injustices—a rather stark departure from the 1980s and 1990s. This turn could, arguably, be attributed to the killing of Black teenager Trayvon Martin in 2012. Martin, who was wearing a hoodie and eating Skittles, was shot and killed in the gated community where he was visiting relatives because a resident viewed him as suspect and “up to no good” (see Hill, 2012). In response, the Miami Heat of the NBA posed for a team picture wearing team-branded hoodies with their heads bowed; they also wrote “RIP Trayvon” on their basketball shoes (Rogers, 2012). This show of solidarity was organized by LeBron James and Dwyane Wade, both players for the Heat at the time. Said James of his activism,


It started with the Trayvon Martin situation. The reason why it started with that is having kids of my own, having boys of my own, it hit home for me to see the story and to think that if my boy left home and he never returned — that kind of hit a switch. From that point on, I knew that my voice and my platform had to be used for more than just sports. (CNN Tonight with Don Lemon, July 30, 2018)



His activism may have started with his response to Martin’s death, but it assuredly did not end there for James. Just two years later, in 2014, Eric Garner was killed by police in Staten Island, New York, when questioned about selling loose cigarettes. James—who by then had moved back to the Cleveland Cavaliers—wore a shirt emblazoned with the words “I Can’t Breathe” (Garner’s last words) during pregame warmups, stating that his reason for doing so was to pay respects to Garner’s family. James has also spoken out about racism in the United States at an increasing rate. In 2017, prior to the start of the NBA Finals, his home in Los Angeles was vandalized with racist graffiti (including the n-word). James responded in a press conference by stating:


No matter how much money you have, no matter how famous you are, no matter how many people admire you, being black in America is tough.… We got a long way to go for us as a society and for us as African Americans until we feel equal in America.



Further, he leveraged his social media platform on political issues, including calling out U.S. President Donald Trump on Twitter, which according to Skiver (2017) was the most retweeted post by an athlete in 2017. For this James was castigated by conservative political broadcaster Laura Ingraham to “shut up and dribble”—another in a long line of attempts to police athletes’ speech (particularly that of Black athletes) by reducing their agency to playing a sport and not having an opinion. And, in 2020, following the murder of Ahmaud Arbery, a 25-year-old Black man who was jogging in a neighborhood near his home in an Atlanta suburb, James took to Instagram to exclaim:


We’re literally hunted EVERYDAY/EVERYTIME we step foot outside the comfort of our homes! Can’t even go for a damn jog man! Like WTF man are you kidding me?!?!?!?!? No man fr ARE YOU KIDDING ME!!!!! I’m sorry Ahmaud (Rest In Paradise) and my prayers and blessings sent to the heavens above to your family!!



And though broader athlete activism was largely sporadic—at least in a public sense—in the intervening years (e.g., the aftermath of the Michael Brown killing), or limited to a specific athlete and their cause (e.g., WNBA player Maya Moore taking a sabbatical from the game in 2019-2020 to advocate for prosecutorial reforms and the release of Jonathan Irons from prison), something different happened following George Floyd’s death: The streets woke up. From Minneapolis to Portland, Tallahassee to Asheville, New York to Los Angeles, citizens took to the streets in way not seen in a sustained, en masse manner in the United States since the 1960s. As Chappelle (2020) put it, “this was the streets talking”—and it did so both with words and, importantly, the body. In those streets were also athletes, putting their bodies in the literal line of fire. As Amanda Mull (2020) wrote in The Atlantic,


As Americans protested police brutality and the killing of George Floyd over the past week, they were met with tear gas and law-enforcement batons. The whole ghastly spectacle—eyesight lost to rubber bullets, people beaten and sometimes killed in the streets, journalists arrested on television—was broadcast live on platforms like Twitter and Instagram. (para. 1)



Let us be clear—these were not “riots” as conservative media would have it; if anything, this was protest as popular uprising. The graphic horror of Floyd’s death—occurring during the COVID-19 pandemic and against the backdrop of the racially charged Trump presidency—both catalyzed protests and also served as tipping point toward normalizing (mainstreaming) a forceful counternarrative to policy brutality and, with it, White supremacy.

Joshua Newman and Rachel Shields (2013) have argued that the street is “a vital political stage” where “the physical body, material and symbolic space unit, and public and private lives are laid bare” (p. 521). We leave questions of space and urban geography to other authors in this volume (see chapter 12); here we focus on the bodies in the street and the political capital they bring to bear on the state, which signify, at the very least, the veneer of change.

NBA players in particular have been active in the streets during these protests. High-profile players, including Jaylen Brown (Boston Celtics) and Damion Lillard (Portland Trailblazers), publicly and visibly located themselves as protestors at various mass gatherings, with Brown stating: “First and foremost, I’m a Black man and I’m a member of this community.… We’re raising awareness for some of the injustices we’ve been seeing” (quoted in Deb, 2020). Importantly, NBA teams—which typically operate as conservative business operations—took to social media to express outrage and support, as in the case of the Washington Wizards organization, which released the following statement:


A united statement from our players: WE WILL NO LONGER TOLERATE THE ASSASSINATION OF PEOPLE OF COLOR IN THIS COUNTRY. WE WILL NO LONGER ACCEPT INEFFECTIVE GOVERNMENT LEADERS WHO ARE TONE-DEAF, LACK COMPASSION OR RESPECT FOR COMMUNITIES OF COLOR. WE WILL NO LONGER ACCEPT THE ABUSE OF POWER FROM LAW ENFORCEMENT. WE WILL NO LONGER SHUT UP AND DRIBBLE. (Washington Wizards Twitter account, 5/31/20, capitalization in original).



Such responses have not been limited to the NBA. NASCAR auto racing, which throughout its history has served as a theater of whiteness and a “safe space” to deploy the Confederate flag (see Newman & Giardina, 2011), announced that the flag would be banned from its spaces; driver Bubba Wallace, who called into question the racing league’s record in dealing with the flag, competed in a race with #BlackLivesMatter emblazoned on the side of his car. The NCAA Southeastern Conference (SEC), which includes member institutions in the deep South, informed the state of Mississippi it would consider banning championship events from the state unless it removes the Confederate flag image from its state flag; athletes at various universities have begun to make explicit demands over changing policies or removing symbolic reminders of racism and oppression; and numerous global brands such as Nike, Ben & Jerry’s, and Google have shown solidarity with the Floyd protests. And while these and other brands may be joining the chorus, Mull (2020) reminds that “it’s still uncertain what they intend to offer—what they can offer—beyond greater awareness of their existence and vague sense of virtue” (para. 5). However, that it is happening at all is not lost on Mull, who suggests at minimum that they are “trying to listen to their communities” (para. 20). And without bodies in the streets, actively and with political force, showing up, this would not have been possible.


Active Bodies

NBA, COVID-19, and the Oura Ring

In June 2020, three months after NBA league play had been paused due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the league announced that it would restart play and finish the season with all teams housed at Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida. As part of the safety protocol for restarting the season and keeping players and team personnel safe, the NBA partnered with Oura Ring to provide a fitness tracking device that could be worn on the finger like a wedding band and monitor metrics such as heart rate, sleep, and temperature. The lattermost point, the NBA claimed, would help the wearers recognize subtle yet sustained increases in resting body temperature, one of the typical precursors to individuals presenting COVID-19 symptoms. Although positioned as a seemingly innocuous safety protocol, numerous players spoke out against it, arguing it was a tracking device with implications beyond safety (Bernstein, 2020). Such wearable technology as the Oura Ring, as well as similar products like Apple Watch or Fitbit, reside in a complex space between offering health and fitness feedback to the user and raising privacy questions about how companies can track and use this information.






Conclusion

Writing this chapter at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, we can only wonder what the next iteration of popular body culture will reveal about health disparities and the worth of bodies in that space. We have already seen an influx of new popular mobile health apps and wearable devices that claim to either manage or help to identify symptoms of COVID-19 (see, for example, the Active Bodies sidebar). As the critical history of popular body culture in this chapter reveals, such technologies will likely be marketed and sold through the leveraging of “healthy” bodies, “popular” bodies, and neoliberal discourses about personal health and responsibility. We would do well to cast a critical, questioning eye at these developments, especially in terms of which bodies are positioned by commercial brands and public health discourses as “mattering” or “counting.” As we have seen with Atlas and Wills, Williams and James, popular culture is not neutral—and never has been.

Key Points


	The active body has performed numerous roles in the constitution of popular U.S. culture, including with respect to race, gender, and politics.

	The active body is a contested terrain, pulled in competing directions by various stakeholders (e.g., politicians, brands, fans).

	Different iterations of the active body rise and fall in popularity and importance based on contextual factors, such as national identity, political economy, and changing conceptions of masculinity and femininity.

	Representational logics about the active body such as those deployed in advertising are important contributions to raising or maintaining social awareness, but they often obscure or even stall material change.



Discussion Questions


	What are several consistent features of the active body throughout U.S. history?

	Discuss the relationship between the popularity of Helen Wills and the changing expectations for women in the early 20th century.

	Discuss why and how bodybuilders Eugen Sandow and Charles Atlas became so popular in the late 19th century and early 20th century.

	What are some examples of intersectional celebrities not discussed in this chapter, and how do they reveal systems of discrimination and inequality?

	How has your favorite athlete or sports team responded publicly to recent local or national political events? How were these actions viewed by you and the fanbase of the athlete or team?

	What have you noticed about the way your favorite brands represent the body in advertisements? What might you question about the way they are doing so?

	Can you think of any racial microaggressions that you or others you know have experienced recently? How might they be connected to the bodywork being done by popular culture?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Compare and contrast gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, the two forms of community conceived by Ferdinand Tönnies

	Identify the trends that have contributed to an emphasis on individuality in contemporary physical culture

	Describe how sport is used to manufacture a sense of community in small towns and major cities

	Outline the favorable and unfavorable consequences of creating representational communities via sport

	Describe how physical activity is used to develop community through charitable giving and the concerns this has raised among some critics

	Explain the differences between sport for good and sport for all in context of community development

	Outline the challenges faced by individuals and groups who try to improve communities using sport and physical activity programs





Physical activity is, and has always been, a series of intertwined social relations—from the bond of teammates and fitness partners, to the shared enthusiasm of a stadium filled with elation for a home-team victory, to the collective anticipation of a nation’s Olympic glory. This chapter looks at how various forms of physical culture can be used to produce forms of community, including both the positive and negative aspects of community-building potential, with a specific concern for how, through participation or consumption, individuals might be included or excluded from the community.

Our understandings of community range from active body participation to postmodern sign culture—a culture in which people are not only encouraged to attend or view games and cheer with vigor for the home team, but also embrace the signs and meanings corporate interests infuse into goods and services associated with those games and teams. In this chapter, we will look at efforts undertaken by nongovernmental organizations to involve and empower otherwise-disenfranchised groups or countries through physical activity and sport.

We approach community from two vantage points: One will focus on representational sport and the other on physical activity as a means for community development. Before delving into each of these in depth, it is important to discuss what is meant by the notion of community.


Conceptualizing Community

There are two primary definitions of community:


	A group of people living within or occupying the same area (spatial)

	A sense of belonging that is derived from sharing common interests and attitudes (cultural)



Combining these definitions, we can define a community as a population living within a bounded space and expressing communal identity through specific shared cultural practices. Or, more simply, it is a population within a specific area that shares a common culture. Though not all parts of culture are shared in a community, at least some elements are shared. The spaces in which individuals can form communal bonds vary in size, ranging from one’s home or community on the micro level, to one’s city or region on the meso level, or one’s nation or even the global community on the macro level (see figure 11.1). The shared elements provide the sense of communal belonging, affinity, affiliation, and linkages that create a community’s identity.


Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft

Ferdinand Tönnies was an early sociologist who developed the concepts of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft to describe his theories of human associations and social groupings (see table 11.1). Gemeinschaft, or what we would call community, is a social grouping based on strong interpersonal relationships in which there is a coherent shared belief system among people. Within gemeinschaft, individuals are committed to collective interests over personal ones and are more interested in the betterment of the whole than individual advancement. Within gemeinschaft, there are strong collective associations and institutions.

Distinct from gemeinschaft is gesellschaft—what we would describe as civil society, or society more generally in Tönnies’ terms. Gesellschaft is a social grouping characterized by impersonal relationships forged to advance individual need. There is a lack of shared or collective values, customs, and belonging, and individuals are committed to their own interests over collective interests or the greater good. Within gesellschaft, or civil society, there is very weak collective association or groupings.

In simplistic terms, gemeinschaft, or the community-based social grouping, was typical of the preindustrial world. People were grouped more closely in life and work, and more communal association was necessary for the betterment of the whole community. One could argue we currently live in a postindustrial gesellschaft, in which society emphasizes individualism and people largely focus on themselves. For example, in North America and other Western countries, we often see families in cars with each person wearing their own earphones attached to their own personal media devices, in their own worlds. They are individually focused and consequently there is a lack of communality, even within the contemporary family. Another example would be how most contemporary Western societies are structured to favor cars—and thus making it so each person is usually travelling by themselves in the comfort and privacy of their own car—over public transportation, which would be more efficient and environmentally conscious but require community members to travel together.
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Figure 11.1    Levels of communal identity.

Based on N. Smith, “Geography, Difference and the Politics of Scale,” in Postmodernism and the Social Sciences, edited by J. Doherty, E. Graham, & M. Mallek (London: Macmillan, 1992).




Table 11.1    Tönnies’ Two Types of Human Association




	
	
Gemeinschaft (community)


	
Gesellschaft (society)







	
Social grouping characteristics


	

	Strong interpersonal relationships and commitments

	Shared beliefs, customs, and places




	

	Only motivated by need to realize individual self-interests

	Lacks shared beliefs, customs, and places







	
Commitment priorities


	
Collective over personal interests


	
Personal over collective interests





	
Strength of collective associations and institutions


	
Strong


	
Weak








Tönnies argued there was preindustrial gemeinschaft and a postindustrial, late-modern, or industrializing gesellschaft, but it might be an exaggeration to think that a society is one or the other—rather, society likely veers more toward one or the other throughout time and context. It is reasonable to suggest that preindustrial societies veered more toward gemeinschaft or community, whereas today’s society is veering more toward gesellschaft. Today’s community ties, groupings, and affiliations are perhaps not what they once were. Overall, the social groupings in all societies express varying degrees of both gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.


Decline of Gemeinschaft

Community was the focus of research conducted by Robert Putnam (1995), highlighting the decline and transformation of American community within consumer society. He noted a membership decline in civic organizations due to technological, cultural, and political individualization of society and social life. For example, he noted that while the number of people who bowl has increased, the number of bowlers in leagues has decreased. Putnam argued that this trend demonstrates individuals’ decreasing interest in communal bonds and collective commitments; individuals want to bowl and have fun, but want avoid the communal ties, bonds, and commitments that bowling league and bowling teams necessitate. He saw this as a breakdown in social capital, in the social ties that create community and communal groupings, which in turn is a significant problem for participatory democracy, which requires citizens to prioritize the politics of the collective good over the politics of the individual. This demonstrates a societal shift from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft, not only manifest within bowling, but all different types and forms of cultural practice within society.

It is possible to see this individualism in other forms of physical culture. The individualism evident and perhaps dominant in the pursuit of individual fitness, health, risk, and excitement through physical activity is perhaps linked to our broader transition towards gesellschaft. North Americans seem less involved in teams and more involved in individual pursuits than in the past. People work out individually; it is an individually focused and oriented practice. Yeoman (2008) noted that adult competitive team sports are on the decline, whereas involvement in individual sport is increasing. Using information obtained from the Future Foundation, Yeoman came up with several reasons to explain this shift:


	As discussed in chapter 8, involvement in individual sports is a marker of social status and displays social advancement and improvement (e.g., “I am not doing what everyone else is doing; I am involved in something distinctive and special”).

	Individual sports demand less social investment and are therefore easier to drop. If people invest themselves in a group activity, they face letting down the other members of the group if they want to quit. Within gesellschaft, people are less willing to make group commitments.

	Due to the postindustrial pressure to work 24/7, we do not have as much time to commit to team sports that may practice frequently on a set schedule. Our time-pressured existence means that it is easier to fit physical activity into our individual lives without accommodating other people’s schedules as well.

	Within an appearance-based consumer culture, many individual activities focus on body aesthetics, body toning, and body reshaping, emphasizing the construction of the individual body rather than a successful or effective team.

	Team sport remains the domain of the young, with adult recreational team sport on the decline. Young adults may not find many team sport opportunities outside university and college, forcing them to shift their focus onto individual activities.



We can perhaps take this argument too far: individualism has not completely taken over physical culture. There are examples of sporting gemeinschaft or community still in place, and aspects of both groupings in all of today’s physical cultural settings. However, the sense of community from commonality and collective identification is more common when it comes to sport spectating than participation.




Physical Culture and Collective Representation

The work of Émile Durkheim, a contemporary of Tönnies, can be used to examine some ways of thinking about the community and communality derived from sports spectating. Durkheim used the term collective representation to describe the commonly shared institutions or experiences through which individuals express and derive their sense of collective belonging, such as sports or religion (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (n.d.). Durkheim’s research demonstrated how religion helped to provide a sense of collective identity and belonging for certain social groupings. Their “we-ness,” or collective identity, was derived from the presence, influence, and collective communality created by their religion.

It would be overly simplistic to say that spectator sports are just like a religion—sports rarely exert as profound an influence on a person’s beliefs as religion can. However, promoters often present sports teams as a central core of a community or collective. When many people in a community follow a sports team, that team comes to represent that community, creating a sense of belonging or “we-ness.” All this creates what Durkheim calls social solidarity—a communal or group cohesion within a society.




Creating Community via Physical Culture

It is important to think about how collective representations come to create social cohesiveness and embody understandings of collective solidarity. Symbolic representational forms help unite groups around them. Sport is a key example, especially representative sport as opposed to participatory sport. Spectator sport is an important community or collective representation because it is one of the few things in contemporary life, within our individualized society, that actually brings people together. Many people have no reservations about showing their affiliation to a sports team or fully identifying themselves as a member of that community: They view it as “my team.” In this section we are going to focus on collective representations in sport that are based around communities that are spatially distinct.

Spectator sport is an important community or collective representation because it is one of the few things in contemporary life, within our individualized society, that actually brings people together.

When a sport is successful in becoming representative of a community, that sport entity becomes a sporting metonym for the community. A metonym is a metaphor that uses the part to symbolically represent the whole (e.g., using “the White House” to mean the U.S. government more generally). In this way, community representation often comes to the fore via sporting metonyms: For example, one could say the Boston Red Sox are a metonym for the entire Boston community or the Toronto Maple Leafs are a metonym for the entire Toronto community. These teams symbolically stand in for and represent those entire communities.


Active Bodies

Sport as Collective Community

A Durkheimian analysis would say that a stamp with a national flag on it, the sport of football, and a church are—by themselves—just a piece of paper, a group of padded men chasing a leather ball, and a building with a bell tower. However, it is key to understand that these things have come to represent and embody a collectivity and therefore have a symbolic value that helps to create a sense of social cohesion for a group, be it those who identify with a flag that represents their national community, a local community that rallies around the high school football team, or a community that derives its sense of belonging and group identity through its religious practices and buildings.



Not all sport entities come to define the communities of which they are a part. However, some do, for reasons that are key to understanding community and sports teams as metonyms. Communitas is “a special experience during which individuals are able to rise above those structures that materially and normatively regulate their daily lives and that unite people across the boundaries of structure, rank, and socioeconomic status” (Ingham & McDonald, 2003, p. 26). When there is a high level of communitas within a community linked to a particular phenomenon—in this instance, a sports team—people are able to transcend their differences to come together. When this happens, the sports team becomes the metonym to represent the entire community. For instance, in a bar where people are waving their Pittsburgh Steelers “Terrible Towels,” the people may be very different from each other outside the bar, but inside, they are united around the common love of the Pittsburgh Steelers. Another football example is Green and Gold Fridays in Wisconsin, during which everyone is encouraged to wear Green Bay Packers–branded clothing at work on Fridays before each regular season game. In 2017, participants wearing green and gold could receive a free small coffee from CITGO gas stations or enter a drawing to win Packers tickets or memorabilia at participating Culver’s restaurants (a Wisconsin-based franchise). These are all demonstrations of collective and communal identification and sense of belonging, or communitas, created by the Packers.


Sport and Small-Town Communitas

A lot of literature discusses the role of sport as a focal point within small-town American communities. These are also excellent examples of sporting communitas, because high school sports teams often become representatives of smaller geographic areas (see Bissinger, 1990; Ingham et al., 1987; Foley, 1990). In small towns, the community is based around face-to-face interactions and experiences, unlike larger metropolitan settings. People may not know everyone by name, but they are more likely to be familiar with and recognize others who are part of their own community. Thus, community ties are a lot stronger within a small-scale, experience-based community.

The sports venue is also anchored within the community. There is likely to be a close proximity between the venue and the main community space; people may walk to the venue or regularly drive past it en route to work. The venue is also part of what can be described as a small-town socio-spatiality and populace: Citizens are likely to see many of the same people when they are at work, when they are shopping, and when they are attending a game. They are also more likely to know individuals associated with the local team: Some may work with parents of players, live next door to the coach, go to church with the marching band director, and so on. This sporting environment promotes familiarity with fellow community members and thereby fosters a clear sense of belonging to that community. It creates a localized, face-to-face experience that evolves naturally over time.

Be it men’s football, women’s basketball, women’s volleyball, or men’s baseball, the local sports team can become the focal point for the community and the site for the performance of community in many different ways. The mere act of attending games demonstrates a person’s commitment, their sense and performance of belonging to that community entity; they may also show commitment via branded license plates, T-shirts, jackets, and other merchandise. Furthermore, business owners who put up a picture of the local team or its schedule for the year are also demonstrating this commitment. The community placed an emphasis on supporting the local sports team, such that the community itself comes to rally around and identify with the success of the team. If you lived in a small town while attending high school, think about your own community involvement within high school sport. To what degree did it confirm the picture of sporting communitas that the research summarized here paints? If you lived in a suburban or urban community, how is your experience similar to or different from that image?

Be it men’s football, women’s basketball, women’s volleyball, or men’s baseball, the local sports team can become the focal point for the community and the site for the performance of community in many different ways.

In 1990, Doug Foley wrote about a small ranching community in South Texas with a high rate of poverty and a population that was 80 percent Mexican American. With a population of 8,000, the high school served 600 students—both Anglo and Mexican American—and had an AAA level football team in a five-level state system. He noted the different ways people showed commitment in “North Town” (a pseudonym), including the Friday night games, weekly pep rallies, marching band, cheerleaders, pep squads, homecoming bonfire and dance, powder puff football game, and booster club. According to Foley, these rituals all engendered particular forms of collective involvement in the team and hence in the community. Once people left high school, they could become a booster club member and in doing so become a high-status supporter of North Town football.

Foley acknowledged that football was a vehicle for affirming collective solidarity in North Town, fostering a sense of harmony, solidarity, and mutual belonging. However, Foley also discovered various elements of social divisiveness linked to high school football and its staged community performances. All of the divisions evident within North Town and broader Texas society were replicated and reproduced through the high school football rituals, including hierarchies related to gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, race, and social class. For example, homophobic and patriarchal attitudes were evident in the way players evaluated how male band members responded to a very hard punch in the bicep: Those who were aggressive in return were “real men,” whereas those who cowered were wimps. In another example, an allegedly discriminatory blunder occurred when the usual convertibles for transporting the homecoming queen and her court were not present the year a Mexican American student was elected homecoming queen, which some students and parents viewed as a scheme to remove an opportunity for them to be community leaders. Thus, Foley (1990) cautioned against overly romanticizing organic face-to-face community. Below the surface of small-town communitas, the same types of societal prejudice and inequalities remained.



Sport and Metropolitan Communitas

Since the early to mid-20th century, the United States and Canada have become predominantly urban societies as a result of developments in transportation—namely street cars, automobiles, and mass transit. As centers of populations grew from towns to cities to sprawling exurban areas, the scale and nature of metropolitan community changed, and the way that communities are created and experienced within these extended spaces is very different from small-town settings.

Influential political scientist Benedict Anderson (1983) maintained that the metropolitan communities within today’s cities are very different from small-town communities: They are, in fact, imagined. The millions of people living in a single metropolitan area can only realistically be expected to know, or be familiar with, a very small percentage of the entire populace. They have to imagine the sense of community that is built around a larger geographic and population grouping. Within their everyday lives, people help reproduce a sense of communal belonging through the socialized preferences that they learn and perform. Those preferences include, for example, Memphians enjoying barbecue pulled pork or football fans in England memorizing and performing in unison the unique chants that are connected to their favorite club. Through these choices, the imagined community becomes a real experience.


Manufacturing Sporting Community and Communitas

Sports can often play a powerful role in creating imagined communities attributed to metropolitan areas. It may seem as if this identity simply emerges over time, just as in a small town, and to some degree, a sporting community can develop around teams with a long history of playing in and representing a specific metropolitan community, such as FC Barcelona. However, research shows there is also a process of manufacture that helps to create sporting communities (Eckstein & Delaney, 2002; Ingham & Macdonald, 2003; Sparvero & Chalip, 2007)—we cannot overlook the fact that commercial mass media, local politicians, and corporations work to create a sense of community by helping people imagine common bonds and affinities. As Ingham and colleagues (1987) put it, “Sport, as a civic ritual, is embedded in political-economic relations” (p. 460). Local politicians often try to enhance their political status and credentials by demonstrating the link between their city and its professional teams to create an image of unity, communality, and cohesion. Businesspeople also link the city and its teams to create markets for their merchandise. When politicians and business leaders use sport to further their own interests, they also promote sport’s role in creating so-called community, which is confirmed by commercial mass media.

When LeBron James of the NBA’s Cleveland Cavaliers considered moving to Miami in 2010, the media not only represented the political rhetoric but worked directly with local politicians to try to convince LeBron to stay. As a sports star playing on his hometown team, LeBron had become an individual metonym for the city. A group of Cleveland celebrities, including local politicians, public servants, and media personnel, created a video using the music from the iconic “We Are the World” video featuring USA for Africa. They sang,


Please stay LeBron, we really need you

No bigger market’s gonna love you half as much as we do

It’s a choice you’re making, you’re saving our downtown

And Cleveland is a better place with you around



They could not understand why he would want to leave: They saw him as an integral part of the very working and understanding of the Cleveland community.

In creating imagined community, mass media, politicians, and business can also produce communitas (see figure 11.2). Today’s urbanized society is often characterized as being individualistic and isolating, and communitas can be seen as a welcome respite. When a local team or an athlete wins a major title, people in the city have an opportunity to unite in public celebration. Despite rain, 200,000 fans filled the streets of Baltimore—many wearing purple; some scaling trees, trucks, and buildings—to watch the Ravens’ 2001 Super Bowl victory parade. One resident said, “The best thing about this is the love you feel all through the city” (CBS News & Associated Press, 2001). Baltimore Mayor Martin O’Malley exclaimed, “You can’t put a price tag on how this unites the city. This transcends football and sports” (Guest, 2001). Similarly, following the Ravens’ 2013 Super Bowl win, Congressman Elijah Cummings stated that “few things unite a city and a region like a team, and tonight we showed the country how Baltimore faces a challenge: we band together and do what must be done.” All three sounded like they had attended a seminar on how to manufacture communitas by describing how the success of the team goes beyond sport.
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Figure 11.2    Creating communitas.


Why are sports so powerful in creating imagined communities and communitas? Ingham and colleagues (1987) suggested that it is the serial (i.e., regular and frequent) display of sport teams. There are 81 home games out of 162 in Major League Baseball, 41 home games out of 82 in the National Basketball Association and National Hockey League, 8 home games out of 16 in the National Football League, and 19 home games out of 32 in the Barclay’s Premier League. A person can regularly express their communal identity by attending in person or watching the game on television, with a sense of excitement that the next game is just around the corner.

New forms of social and visual media allow for an ever-more intimate and in-depth engagement with sport, making it easier than ever to create affinity. With every game broadcast or streamed, for example, people can have a much more intimate relationship with a team. Social media allows for fans to interact with athletes, fans to interact with other fans, and even athletes to interact publicly with other athletes. These new forms of media mean that fans can become more connected to their favorite sports team than ever before and have more frequent and easy opportunities to develop community around their team. Even though the contemporary metropolis is more spatially dispersed and culturally diverse, the community can constitute itself through the engagement with these new media forms.

Sport is also powerful because it is embodied and expressive. It celebrates skills and pleasures that are familiar parts of popular recreation: media (re)presents a spectacle of what people themselves have historically done to amuse themselves, albeit a more professional and packaged version (Bourdieu, 1978; Whitson, 1995). When watching sport, people are watching bodies representing teams, cities, or nations doing things that they have done or can imagine themselves doing. This representative embodiment helps bind people. Sports can capture people’s imaginations when they watch their representative on the playing field, challenging other representatives of other imagined communities. It creates intense feelings of hope, joy, excitement, despair, misery, and anger, which can be expressed physically through somewhat benign activities such as clapping, singing, or chanting, or through more hostile activities such as shouting threats, swearing, throwing things, overturning cars, or smashing windows. Just as in small towns, sports rituals can create a form of communitas in metropolitan areas via rituals such as tailgate parties, opening ceremonies, halftime events, stadium cheers, wearing team colors, and so on.

When watching sport, people are watching bodies representing teams, cities, or nations doing things that they have done or can imagine themselves doing. This representative embodiment helps bind people.

Perhaps due to sport’s power in creating imagined community and communitas, politicians and commercial media tend to expect that all individuals within an urban community support or follow that city’s team. Because it is popular, the assumption goes, there is unity: everybody is behind it and everyone is the same. This sentiment is heavily promoted via U.S. sport media. Consider Fox Sports columnist Clay Travis’ remarks about the Boston Red Sox’s 2014 World Series victory: “In our modern society, riven by discord and all too often stratified by issues of race, class, religion, and politics, sports is our last uniter [sic], the undying bond that can’t be shattered no matter the enemy, no matter how devious and underhanded the assault might be.… Saturday, at long last, is Boston’s chance to shine as a sporting city, coming together as one unified group” (Travis, 2014). Ingham and colleagues (1987) noted: “Professional sport events can contribute to our imagination of the community as a whole.… their very popularity suggests the absence of segmentalism and stratification; in part because they assert, like the concept of community, a sense of continuity and unity …” (pp. 460-461). However, the communitas that is created around these representative sporting entities can obscure or obfuscate very real divisions that are present within the community, comparable to those in North Town. It is important to understand that popularity does not necessarily mean unity, harmony, and cohesion—it can coexist with division, segmentation, strata, and inequality.



Diasporic Sporting Communities

Sport’s power for creating imagined community is perhaps no better demonstrated than by the phenomena of diasporic sporting communities (from the word diaspora, which refers to the movement and resettlement of people from an original base or home). Sporting communities are usually tied to specific geographic spaces, but as those spaces change socially, economically, and technologically, so do the communities. In North America, deindustrialization has caused the resettlement of the U.S. working-class population from north and northeastern cities, known as Rust Belt cities, to more economically viable and flourishing centers within the south, southwest, and west of the United States, known as the Sun Belt. When people moved from the Rust Belt to the Sun Belt, they took with them their sporting affiliations and their sporting community attachments, becoming diasporic sporting communities.

It is important to understand that popularity does not necessarily mean unity, harmony, and cohesion—it can coexist with division, segmentation, strata, and inequality.

Perhaps the best example of such a community is the Pittsburgh Steelers. The name was given to Pittsburgh’s NFL football team in 1940 to represent “the heritage of Pittsburgh” (Steeler Gridiron, n.d.); at that time steel manufacturing was the largest industry in the city. In their analysis of Pittsburgh Steeler fans, Beissel and colleagues (2013) note that over time, “Steeler Nation” emerged as an imagined community through which Pittsburgh’s working class, an economically depressed group, could preserve and celebrate their blue-collar identity, which was under threat due to the declining number of working-class industries. As such, the team became a metonym for the entire deindustrializing city and a way of expressing both the blue-collar strength of the population and the team. When Pittsburgh deindustrialized and jobs disappeared, there was a diaspora as many blue-collar families were effectively forced to move to other parts of the United States, taking along their love and their sense of identity linked to the team. A 2014 Twitter NFL Fandom Map showed large concentrations of Steelers fans living throughout the United States; Kraszewski (2008) estimated “more than 300 Steelers bars” located around the country.

Interestingly, because Pittsburgh’s economy is now dominated by health care education, trade, transportation, and utilities (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016)—grey- and white-collar industries—this community is all about the active remembrance and celebration of a Pittsburgh of the past (Kraszewski, 2008). Wright Thompson (2011), a senior writer for ESPN.com, vividly captures the nostalgia for a Pittsburgh that no longer exists:


That old city is an idea now, a place remembered by the people who left and the generation of Pittsburgh-Americans they’ve raised since.… So they construct a sort of Renaissance fair for manufacturing America. They treat Pittsburgh in the same way their Italian ancestors treated Italy—a complex thing becoming simple, fighting assimilation, trying to keep a culture from diluting into nothing. What makes this unique is that they do it almost entirely by following a football team.



It is the blue-collar city, blue-collar individuals, and blue-collar team being remembered and celebrated, even by fans who had no experience of Pittsburgh as it was—a tangible case of an imagined community. However, it is not only the diasporic population that is responsible for sustaining a nostalgic view of Pittsburgh’s identity: Even Pittsburgh residents still use the Steelers and the blue-collar identity as metonyms for Pittsburgh. Consequently, there is now a contrast between the material reality of Pittsburgh as it exists today and the imagined community that is clearly locked in the minds, experiences, and performances of both Pittsburgh’s residents and its diaspora. This nostalgic recollection is communicated through sport as a core aspect of contemporary Pittsburgh identity.




Is Sport-Based Communitas Beneficial or Detrimental?

Is the sense of communal belonging and unity derived from sporting communitas positive or negative? We encourage you to consider your position. Remember that communitas is a special experience that creates a feeling of belonging, cohesion, and solidarity, uniting people in ways that seem to overlook their disparities.


Benefits

Eckstein and Delaney (2002) identified two useful and positive sociopsychological functions of representative sport: community collective conscience and community self-esteem. Community collective conscience refers to “shared values, beliefs, and experiences that bind community members to one another” (p. 238, drawing from Durkheim). Many people believe representative sports provide “social glue” (p. 238) for the community. This is particularly true for metropolitan areas: Without a sense of sporting communitas, many people would be isolated individuals living individually focused lives. However, sport entities such as the North Town football team and Pittsburgh Steelers promote shared experiences, values, and beliefs, and thus generate community consciences.

Sporting entities are also thought to increase community self-esteem by increasing the self-esteem of the citizens who see themselves as part of the communities that those teams represent (Eckstein & Delaney, 2002; Sparvero & Chalip, 2007). For example, Sparvero and Chalip (2007) identify the New Orleans Saints as a symbol of the New Orleans citizens’ strength and resolve during the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. They quote a player as saying, “When you go out to eat and things, you hear people saying how happy they are that we did come back, how they feel about what’s going on, how well the team is doing, how much joy it brings them on Sundays. It makes you feel good” (p. 18).

A team alone may bring community collective conscience and self-esteem together to increase commitment, involvement, and positive feelings about the community—but this is especially true if the team is successful. For example, those who were in Baltimore in the days after winning the Super Bowl in 2013 certainly demonstrated a greater-than-usual sense of communal belonging that transcended their various differences, be it gender, class, ethnicity, or political affiliation.



Concerns

Despite these benefits, there are concerns about the communal nature of representative sport. As discussed earlier, civic rituals associated with sporting teams serve a political and economic purpose: to construct the illusion of consensus (Ingham et al., 1987). Unfortunately, by manufacturing consensus and harmony within a community, professional sport organizations and politicians divert attention away from the social inequalities and injustices that persist within most communities.

Rather than acknowledging the social inequalities and differences that divide people, sporting communitas and the illusory consensus it builds overlook the very real differences that are at the root of social experiences.

This argument is similar to Karl Marx’s (1843) description of religion as the opiate of the people. According to Marx, religion acted as an agent of social control and political conformity, a means of keeping people complacent by diverting their energies and their resistive capacities away from the very real injustices and inequalities they faced in 19th-century industrial existence. In other words, religion helped reinforce a social and political status quo. Sport critics have argued that manufacturing sporting communitas can result in representative sport becoming the new opiate of the masses (Vaugrand, 2001). Rather than acknowledging the social inequalities and differences that divide people, sporting communitas and the illusory consensus it builds overlook the very real differences that are at the root of social experiences, consequently allowing sport to act as an agent of social control and political conformity. It allows and encourages people to ignore the social rot beneath the sporting glitter. This argument suggests that, whether a small community like North Town with its football team or a metropolis like Baltimore with its Ravens, sport teams can be opiates that divert people’s attention away from the realities of life within those communities.





Community Development via Physical Activity

Early in this chapter we defined community as a population living within a bounded space and sharing specific cultural practices through which communal identity is expressed—in other words, a population within a geographically delineated area that shares a common culture. In this section we will discuss sport and community development, referring to a variety of ways through which people have used sport to bring about positive social change within their own communities or the communities of others. Community development, as described by the United Nations, is “designed to create conditions of economic and social progress for the whole community with its active participation” (Braden & Mayo, 1999, p. 192).

In the introduction to this textbook we encouraged our readers to develop a sociological imagination not only as a means of recognizing breaches of social justice and human equality, but also as a means of thinking about ways that the problems brought on by these breaches can be overcome. Although this may be easier said than done, there are many well-intentioned people working together to make their communities and those of others better places to live through sport and physical activity. You may have been part of such an initiative yourself—for example, as a participant in a walk or run to raise money for a particular cause. These events are not purely about physical activity in and of itself, but rather use physical activity to bring about social change.

However, such efforts have raised concerns that can sometimes call the good intentions into question. Could these types of initiatives be doing better—and if so, why aren’t they? As we present some of these approaches to using sport to bring about social change, we would like you to consider the extent to which these initiatives exhibit gemeinschaft or gesellschaft. In other words, are any of them examples of collective interests or individual interests?


Cause-Focused Physical Activity

Writing about the origins of the Race for the Cure, King (2006) notes that its founder Nancy Brinker chose to raise funds and awareness about breast cancer using a race because she wanted to “make people feel a sense of community and be able to share their fears and whatever they were feeling” (p. 50). The first Race for the Cure took place in Dallas in 1983, attracting 700 runners. By 1999, the event had spread to 99 U.S. cities, attracting nearly 600,000 participants. By 2010, race participation had reached 1.6 million (Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure, 2021). In 2006, King wrote that the national Race for the Cure—which is held annually in Washington, D.C.—is the world’s largest breast cancer run. In 2018, races were scheduled to take place in more than 140 locations, including 14 international races in 9 countries and territories.

There are innumerable similar cause-focused physical activity events that take place around the world. To our knowledge, a comprehensive study of the scope of these events and their impact on a collective interest or common good has yet to be done. However, there have been a few small case studies that examined how community is created through these types of events, which King (2006) described as thons. The suffix -athon refers to any event or activity marked by length or endurance. According to King, thons originated as a response to World War II and concerns about “third-world” development. Britain’s Oxford Committee for Famine Relief (Oxfam) was first organized to address the plight of those living in German-occupied countries during the war and gradually shifted to addressing the needs of people in developing countries. In the 1960s, Oxfam organized walkathons in Britain to raise funds for its initiatives; other countries quickly followed suit. In 1967, Oxfam Canada launched its the first Miles for Millions walkathon. Similarly, The American Freedom from Hunger Foundation sponsored its first Walk for Development in 1968 to raise funds to address high rates of poverty and malnutrition around the world; in 1969 the first CROP (Christian Rural Overseas Program) Hunger Walk took place in North Dakota. These walkathons for development continued to grow in popularity through the mid-1970s. Though Oxfam UK and CROP Hunger Walks still have walkathons today, Miles for Millions saw participation shrink significantly by the mid-1980s, due in part to competition from copycat events that used a more professional and marketed approach.

During the 1980s, a fitness boom began as large numbers of previously sedentary people were encouraged to take up physical activity to improve their health, all within a political climate that emphasized individual responsibility for health and well-being as a means of reducing public spending. Having a fit body soon became symbolic of a person’s morality and self-discipline. This trend played an important role in the growth of “highly commodified, individualized fitness based fundraising activities” (King, 2006, p. 49) at the same time that mass media was increasing attention on the giving habits of people in all social classes. Within this context, thons are portrayed as an essential way of promoting civic engagement and forming personal connections to people who are ill or have recovered from serious illness.

Though there are many people who share this commonsense view of promoting civil engagement through thons, there seems to be little research about how well these events create a sense of gemeinschaft or working for others. In one study, however, Filo and colleagues (2013) interviewed 46 participants at the 2009 Livestrong Challenge to investigate whether that event fostered six properties of gemeinschaft:


	Group size. Small group size was the only property of gemeinschaft that the researchers did not observe among the participants. Nonetheless, they found the large size of the event was a source of inspiration that gave participants a sense of strength in numbers.

	Social ties. When asked to describe the inspiration they gained from others in the event, participants expressed dense and demanding social ties via words such as family and collective. People reported having a sense of responsibility to one another that was tied to spreading the word about the foundation. They also spoke about specific activities they participated in because of the event, including supporting people newly diagnosed with cancer, promoting cancer awareness, and being advocates.

	Social attachments and institutional involvements. Participants reported feeling socially empowered because they took part in the event, which indicated social attachments. Ritual occasions were apparent in the annual staging of the event and in the standard elements of involvement such as fundraising, training, and a postevent party.

	Perceptions of similarities with others. Perceptions of similarities existed despite differences in demographics, fundraising capacity, tenure, and so on. Respondents noted they shared a high degree of passion for cycling as well as a commitment to the cause and a connection to cancer.

	Common beliefs. Participants held the common beliefs that the foundation was not only a success in terms of its ability to raise funds and awareness, but was also capable of advancing social change and bringing people together.



Even if cause-focused physical activity can create a sense of gemeinschaft, critics have raised several issues that draw attention to the more individualist characteristics of these events. Writing about the Race for the Cure and its associated pink ribbon campaign, King (2006) has questioned the emphasis on finding a cure rather than a focus on preventing disease. This approach, taken on by the Komen Foundation and many other organizations, places emphasis on individual responsibility for early detection and personal intervention to fight disease and diverts attention away from the more challenging issues concerning social conditions, environmental causes, and other factors outside the control of single individuals.

Think Before You Pink, a project of Breast Cancer Action (BCAction), is an example of a campaign that questions the limits of the cure-centric approach of many thons. They coined the term pinkwashing to describe “a company or organization that claims to care about breast cancer by promoting a pink ribbon product, but at the same time produces, manufactures and/or sells products that are linked to the disease” (Breast Cancer Action, 2021). The project’s main goal has been to ask for “transparency and accountability by companies that take part in breast cancer fund- raising,” arguing that companies who profit from or build a reputation by means of showing concern for the harms caused by breast cancer also have a responsibility to protect the public from such possible harms. This means removing chemicals known to be harmful from their products.

There are others beyond BCAction drawing attention to this issue. On The Common Sense Canadian, a forum for discussing environmental issues, cofounder Damien Gillis raises similar concerns about the petrochemical giant Enbridge’s sponsorship of the Ride to Conquer Cancer. He questions “whether it is ethical for an organization battling cancer to accept a large donation from a company whose products cause cancer, which they do” (Gillis, 2011). Citing the International Agency for Research on Cancer and Dr. Karen Bartlett of the UBC School of Environmental Health, Gillis writes that diesel particulate and the petroleum byproduct benzene are classified as carcinogens. When confronted by Gillis, however, a representative of the BC Cancer Foundation stated there is no known research showing that petroleum products cause cancer. Furthermore, as first reported in the Georgia Straight, the BC Cancer Foundation instructed its staff to not answer such questions and focus on the success of the ride’s fundraising (Gillis, 2011).

The full extent of this potential corporate hypocrisy is unknown, but it does suggest that cause-focused events can be more about gesellschaft than gemeinschaft. Many critics argue that the primary goal of these events are to advance the individual economic interests of the corporations that sponsor them by promoting consumerism under the guise of philanthropy, using the events as commodities. Unlike the early thons that simply raised money to reduce hunger, many of today’s thon participants are required to pay a registration fee and raise a set minimum amount of money. For example, the Livestrong Challenge registration costs up to $50 plus $250 in fundraising; Enbridge’s Ride to Conquer Cancer costs $50 plus $2,500 of fundraising.


Active Bodies

Running for Water and Creating Communitas

In his book Sport, Politics and the Charity Industry, Kyle Bunds (2018) describes his autoethnographic research on running events and water charities in Africa, the United Kingdom, Canada, and the United States. He discovered that participants felt that running in a fundraising event was quite different from directly donating money: Running helped them feel a deeper connection to the charity. When running, one study participant visualized children in the communities being served by the charity carrying buckets of water. Others indicated that their own need for water elicited an empathetic connection to those they were trying to help. Bunds called these types of connections “embodied philanthropy” (discussed further in chapter 14).

Reflecting on his involvement, Bunds (2018) thought about the volunteer market as a communitas and what it meant to be both included and excluded. He wrote: “Running for the purpose of raising funds is not ‘free’ … not only must you be wealthy and have time to train but also your friends must be wealthy enough to provide you with donations” (p. 82). Being middle class and privileged made him the right type of person, yet he had limited access to the support systems and social networks that his fundraising activity needed to be successful. Not everyone could fit what the organizers were looking for—not even himself.

Embodied philanthropy can be self-serving because participants are engaging in a form of martyrdom: suffering to help someone else. Bunds observed that the suffering of almost all runners rested on personal goals of health and wellness that reproduce healthism and assumptions that obesity is a sole product of one’s hard work and dedication. He also cautioned against cynically viewing this kind of philanthropy as being purely self-serving. The charities help motivate the runner to keep running, and running encourages people to raise money for the charity.



Participants may receive some so-called freebies such as T-shirts and product samples, as well as additional awards for high individual achievements in raising funds for the cause. No doubt freebies often function as symbols of community among participants (the yellow wrist band, cycling jersey, pink ribbon, etc.), but they also act as markers of consumer loyalty, illustrating that consumption is an important aspect of modern citizenship. King (2006) cautions that thons are popular more for the publicity they draw to the sponsoring organizations than they are for their fundraising capacity. There are many examples of events where the funds raised make up very little of an organization’s annual income.



Physical Activity and Disadvantaged Communities

Earlier, we put forward the idea that representative sport can distract attention from social inequalities and injustice. Even so, there are many who are well aware of the challenges that face people who live in certain communities, particularly communities that have faced urban decline. The first signs of this decline in the United States occurred in the 1970s and 1980s: unemployment, violent crime, poverty, and aging housing reached new highs and tax revenue and per-capita incomes decreased (Bradbury et al., 1982). These issues continue to have an impact on many cities in North America and Europe. As discussed in chapter 8, people who are unemployed or live in poverty have limited access and opportunities to participate in physical activity and sport. Promoting sport and physical activity and ensuring that even the poorest people in society have at least some access to sport has been a concern of politicians and other community leaders for more than a century.

Proponents of physical education and recreation in the 19th century advocated using sport to build character and turn youth away from delinquent activities. This movement was known as assimilative reform and focused on trying to “incorporate ‘deviant’ groups and practices into the American mainstream” (Wilson, 1994, p. 325). Assimilative reform presented play, games, and sport as a public matter rather than a purely private one. In countries such as Canada and Great Britain, public support in favor of promoting and ensuring “sport for all” through government funding and other support was quite strong until the 1980s, when all levels of government became focused on reducing spending and promoting individual responsibility and accountability.

It is possible to argue the sport-for-all approach puts justice, equality, and participation first and thus is reflects a gemeinschaft orientation. However, as sociologist Anthony Giddens (1991, 1994, 1998, 2000) has argued, the world has entered an era of social democratic politics characterized by a “new individualism,” in which personal interests and liberty come before community interests and equity. Within this new era, “sport for all” is being displaced by “sport for good,” a consequence of what Giddens (1998) calls a new “third way” of addressing social problems whereby government and civil society—community-based organizations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to be more specific—work in partnership to achieve community renewal. Though a very different approach compared to sport for all, Fred Coalter (2007) noted that sport for good has gained popularity around the world. Sport for good contains an individualist focus that reflects a new concern with “‘active citizenship’ and personal responsibility—to work or seek to work, to provide for family, to behave responsibly, to take responsibility for personal health and contribute to the solution of community problems” (Coalter, 2007, p. 16). Sport for good emphasizes the use of sport to achieve socially beneficial outcomes for the problems related to health, economics, and the environment said to characterize underserved urban areas. As Coalter (2007) noted, proponents of this view associate sport with the development of social capital, defined here as social and moral relations that bind communities together (which differs from the definition of social capital in chapter 8).


From Crime Prevention to Social Capital in Local Communities

After a period of relative disinterest in sport and physical activity among U.S. public officials, some began to see a new potential for sport in community development, with development defined as “organized intervention into collective affairs according to a standard of improvement” (Pieterse, 2002, p. 3) Pitter and Andrews (1997) described this trend as an emerging “social problems industry,” in which good Samaritans and community leaders competed for funding for sports and recreation programs aimed at ameliorating problems such as “community and personal security, health and welfare, education and awareness, and jobs” (p. 88).

Pitter and Andrews (1997) identified the birth and rise of Midnight Basketball in the United States as a new model for bringing sport and physical activity to underserved “at-risk” communities. Maryland resident G. Van Standifer designed the first Midnight Basketball League (MBL) in 1986 “to keep black inner-city males off the streets by keeping them in the gym during some of the hours when they would most likely get into trouble” (Bessone, 1991). The league began with 60 players, and within 10 years it grew to include 50 cities, 1,500 volunteers, and 10,000 participants throughout the United States. However, by 2017 there were only 25 chapters left, a decline attributed to reduced funding due to public demonization of the program (Niesen, 2017).

The sport-for-good orientation that was characteristic of the MBL would eventually be adopted by many other communities and political leaders around the world, including a United Nations General Assembly resolution “affirming its commitment to sport as a means to promote education, health, development and peace” (Coalter, 2007, p. 19). As a sport-for-good initiative, the MBL focused on more than merely providing a safe place for teenagers and young adults to play basketball. Because its primary goal was to reduce crime, games were scheduled between 10:00 p.m. and 2:00 a.m., the so-called “high crime” hours, for Black males 16 to 25 years old. Other unique aspects of the program were the presence of at least two uniformed police officers at every game and mandatory workshops that emphasized discipline, social control, and an “Afrocentric approach” to teach life skills allegedly essential for everyone’s success (e.g., STD education and resumé writing). Furthermore, as Douglas Hartman (2001, 2016) has documented, Midnight Basketball was embraced and popularized by the media and eventually became a household term.

The popularity of the program is understandable, as its mission “to enhance and empower the public to enact and engage in wholesome, healthy pursuits which can improve and stabilize the nation’s communities and lead to the raising of more productive citizens” (National Association of Midnight Basketball Leagues, 1994, p. 1) is emblematic of the sport-for-good ethos that has spread since. However, Pitter and Andrews (1997) expressed concerns that the National Association of Midnight Basketball Leagues did not represent a broad range of U.S. citizens, but rather focused on a distinct group of people who were marginalized: inner-city Black American males. Because of their targeted nature, programs such as the MBL are organized in ways that do little to bridge the gap between White middle-class suburban and impoverished Black urban communities.

Because of their targeted nature, programs such as the MBL are organized in ways that do little to bridge the gap between White middle-class suburban and impoverished Black urban communities.

Comparing the MBL to suburban soccer, Pitter and Andrews (1997) noted the differences youth encountered within these two approaches to organized sport. For example, though suburban soccer teams also had a code of conduct, that code was circumscribed “in a less prescriptive or formal way that is less contingent on goals having little to do with sport per se” (pp. 93-94). Soccer players did not have to attend mandatory life skills workshops, nor were police present at their games—rather, parents stressed the health benefits of physical activity and players got to travel for games. Suburban soccer players were perhaps inadvertently learning how to be “White” and middle class, whereas MBL players were taught what it meant to be “Black” and poor, thus exacerbating social divisions. In fact, the way the MBL and similar programs targeted particular groups often relied on negative stereotypes associated with disadvantaged groups labeled at risk. Cole (1996) notes that “at risk” is a code that marks youth as urban, Black, and “perpetual sites of deviance and threat,” even when none of these characteristics are explicitly mentioned (p. 33). Consequently, Pitter and Andrews (1997) cautioned that America was developing two distinct class, race, and spatially bounded pathways for metropolitan recreation: White middle-class suburban commodified programs that promoted sport for developing healthy bodies and middle-class status, and Black lower-class urban intervention programs that promoted using sport for public safety and personal empowerment.

Some people might argue that the concerns raised by Pitter and Andrews (1997) are a small price to pay if these programs actually do reduce and crime and improve public safety. However, as others have observed (Coalter, 2007; Hartmann & Depro, 2006), there is negligible evidence that these programs actually do reduce crime. In his assessment of the research in this area, Coalter (2007) concluded that the few studies that have been done are either very limited in scope or lack the controls required to make comparisons. Hartmann and Depro (2006) discovered that even strong advocates of sport-for-crime-prevention programs admit to the lack of evidence supporting their effectiveness. Coalter (2007) attributes the lack of evidence to two factors: (1) a dearth of monitoring because limited funding is solely directed toward provision, thus sacrificing evaluation, and (2) the challenges of evaluating these programs in a systematic and rigorous manner. Scholars have concluded that these programs, at best, had an indirect effect on property crime rates, and only when implemented in conjunction with many other crime prevention initiatives (Hartmann & Depro, 2006).

America was developing two distinct class, race, and spatially bounded pathways for metropolitan recreation: White middle-class suburban commodified programs that promoted sport for developing healthy bodies and middle-class status, and Black lower-class urban intervention programs that promoted using sport for public safety and personal empowerment.

The idea that Midnight Basketball succeeded in creating a sense of community and solidarity (even if it failed to directly prevent crime) reflects a common belief that sport is an attractive and wide-ranging means for addressing social issues such as lack of education, health disparities, and poverty (Hartmann & Depro, 2006). Coalter (2007) notes this belief is rooted in a logic that infers that sport brings people together, improves fitness and health, reduces stress and anxiety, and leads to enriched personality via a better quality of self-confidence—therefore resulting in improved social behaviors (empathy, integrity, trust, cooperation) and culminating with broad social impacts, such as improved community identity and social networks, that address problems associated with urban decline. As Coalter (2007) points out, this logic reflects Putnam’s civic version of social capital, or the social ties that build community. Unfortunately, just as little evidence exists that sport programming can reduce crime, so too is there little evidence for the claim that sport improves civic social capital.

Summarizing the research on the effectiveness of sport for development, Coakley (2011) concluded, “By itself, the act of sport participation among young people leads to no regularly identifiable developmental outcomes. Instead, outcomes are related to and dependent on combinations of multiple factors” (p. 309). Through his review of the literature, he identified nine relevant factors:


	Type of sport played

	Orientations and actions of peers, parents, coaches, and program administrators

	Norms and culture associated with particular sports or sports experiences

	Socially significant characteristics of sport participants

	Material and cultural contexts under which participation occurs

	Social relationships formed in connection with sport participation

	Meanings given to sport and personal sport experiences

	Manner in which sport and sport experiences are integrated into a person’s life

	Changing definitions and interpretations of sport experiences that occur during the life course



This is a long list of fairly complex factors that can contribute to positive development, and still it is incomplete: Research on at-risk youth adds a few more contextual factors, including ensuring a physical and psychological safe environment, respecting youth individuality, empowering youth, and helping envision possible futures (Hellison et al., 2000).

Despite the limited evidence supporting program effectiveness and the complexity associated with identifying and implementing best practices, using sport for development has become widespread. Hundreds of programs worldwide use sport or physical activity as a means to help (mostly young) people in need. Collectively, these programs are about using sport for development; however, what counts as improvement will vary according to class, culture, history, and power (Coakley, 2011). Consequently, the mission and goals of sport programs focused on development vary depending on where they are, who they serve, and the priorities of the program backers.

Generally speaking, programs involving youth living in impoverished neighborhoods in prosperous countries tend to offer adult-supervised activities after school, on weekends, or during school breaks. As Pitter and Andrews (1997) noted, the ambitions of such programs as the MBL are aimed at social control and deficit-reduction (Coakley, 2002). Advocates of these programs extoll the benefits of sport as a tool for keeping youth out of trouble by providing the discipline and skills necessary to escape their neighborhood and move on to being productive citizens in the very same social system that created the circumstances that constrained their life chances to begin with. Alternatively, programs involving youth from predominantly White upper-middle-income communities emphasize social opportunity and privilege promotion (Coakley, 2002). In this case, sport is focused on building strengths as opposed to reducing deficits and seen as a means to teach youth how to use their privileged position in society for personal gain. Does either approach truly promote social justice, community development, or structural or cultural change? We think that both reinforce the status quo and stress the importance of lifestyle in terms of individual effort and freedom of choice.



Global Sport-for-Development Programs

In the least prosperous countries throughout the world, where impoverished living conditions pose significant challenges, sport-for-development (SFD) programs focus on nurturing self-esteem and self-efficacy, promoting gender equality, providing HIV/AIDS education, and developing community leaders. In this context, programs are often run by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operating out of relatively prosperous nations. The number and scope of SFD programs is very large and has not been easy to estimate (Coakley, 2011). Organizations engaged in this type of programming include Right To Play, Coaches Across Continents, Commonwealth Games Association, UK Sport, Peace Players International, UNICEF, and Street World Football, to name just a few. Like their counterparts in prosperous nations, these programs employ a deficit-reduction model, which assumes that youth living in disadvantaged areas have personal deficiencies that can be improved through participation in such programs.

SFD programs have been frequently discussed in terms of “sport plus” versus “plus sport” (Coakley, 2011; Coalter, 2007; Levermore, 2008). Sport-plus programs focus primarily on traditional sport objectives, including improving sport knowledge and skills, and also include additional activities aimed at helping youth develop strategies to deal with common challenges (e.g., HIV/AIDS prevention). Plus-sport programs tend to be run by nonsport NGOs that use sport to attract participants to the primary activities of their programs, which might focus on education, religion, economics, or politics. The distinction between sport plus and plus sport can be ambiguous, partly because both approaches use sport as bait to attract youth and achieve a very specific set of socialization goals. Both approaches are also based on an assumption that disadvantaged environments produce youth deficient in the necessary skills to make positive life choices that will lead to favorable development, and that the experiences provided by sport will create within them the characteristics that will improve their life chances (Coakley, 2011; Coalter & Taylor, 2010). However, as Coalter concluded, “there is no consistent and predictable ‘sport-for-development effect’ in terms of personal development” (Coalter & Taylor, 2010, p. x).

Coakley (2011) noted the majority of research on SFD programming focuses on developing personal skills and assets, virtually ignoring concrete forms of functioning in society beyond interpersonal skills and personal conflict resolution. This type of bias is consistent with a gesellschaft approach, an exclusive focus on individuals. If people are truly interested in gemeinschaft, a different approach to research and SFD is necessary. Coakley suggests that it is important to broaden the research focus in this area in the future to include the larger issue of social and structural change at the community level and beyond. For example, Coakley observed that youth development research outside of sport suggests programs with a focus on local organizing did more to develop youth leadership and community involvement than programs with a focus on fostering personal characteristics. He suggested that investigating ways of linking youth sport to critical youth empowerment is worthwhile, especially if sport can be combined with other activities in ways that empower youth to make “choices about change-oriented civic engagement based on a critical awareness of the factors that negatively affect their lives” (p. 318). The hope is that this approach can lead to structural changes that will have long-term and wide-reaching effects compared to individualistic life changes—a situation where creating gemeinschaft predominates. Just because the effectiveness of recent SFD initiatives has not been proven does not mean that future attempts to use sport for community improvement cannot succeed with alternative methods and strategies.





Conclusion

When it comes to creating and improving communities through physical culture, there are some significant challenges. Sport allows benefits such as social bonding, which promotes community collective conscience and also increases community self-esteem. However, as critics note, representative sports can also be distractions: They can create the illusion that there are no significant social differences among community members when in fact there are. Similarly, the laudable efforts of the vast field of cause-focused participatory sport has a questionable record in fostering community interests over individual ones. The research we have discussed highlights two interconnected ironies. First, there are people who argue that sports build community and yet recognize that this sense of community does nothing to eliminate the social inequalities that divide communities. Second, people who attempt to use sport to address social inequalities and to improve communities have tended to do so in ways that emphasize individualist changes rather than large-scale structural change. Community can be rooted in strong interpersonal relationships where individuals put community interests before their personal ones (gemeinschaft) or in relationships in which people work together with the primary goal of advancing their personal interests (gesellschaft). The latter form of community seems to be the one that people promote most via physical culture today—in small towns, metropolitan areas, inner cities, and developing countries—yet addressing problematic inequalities may require a new emphasis on community interests. Those interested in creating equitable and inclusive communities via physical culture need to consider what can be done to minimize the risk of further shrouding or exacerbating social divisions and what they can do to facilitate community change to maximize equity and inclusion via physical culture.

Key Points


	Social groupings in all societies incorporate varying degrees of both gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.

	Researchers have noted a trend toward sporting and physical activity individuality that represents gesellschaft and a breakdown of community.

	Representative sport is often the collective glue—the communitas—that can seemingly bind a community together. However, the example of North Town demonstrated that the rituals that contribute to the creation of collective belonging and familiarity also reproduce the dominant class-, ethnicity-, and gender-based power relations and inequalities of larger society.

	The imagined communities of urban centers are just as likely to obscure such power relations and inequalities.

	Charities use participatory sport events to engage people in their fundraising efforts and also to develop a sense of community between the participants and the beneficiaries. Sport-based philanthropic community events possess elements of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, which shape their aims, effectiveness, and their ability to create community amongst participants.

	Toward the end of the 20th century, sport for good has replaced sport for all as the focus of the majority of community development through sport programs.



Discussion Questions


	Would you describe your own participation in physical activity or sport as being more representative of gesellschaft or gemeinschaft? Why?

	Compare the sense of community you get from being a sports spectator versus participating directly in sport or physical activity. Which activity most helps you feel truly connected to others?

	Does the community you call home, whether small town or city, have a sporting metonym? If so, what is it and how accurately does it represent that community? How much does it contribute to the community’s sense of unity? How much does it distract from larger issues? If your community does not have a sport metonym, do you think your community might be better or worse off if it did?

	What ideas are the authors trying to get across by using the term imagined community?

	Considering the information presented in this chapter, do the benefits of sporting communitas outweigh the concerns associated with representational sport? Who benefits most from representational sport? Explain.

	Compare and contrast the experiences of predominantly Black low-income urban youth versus predominantly White upper-middle-income suburban youth, and discuss how sport outreach programs might be organized to avoid the pitfalls faced by the Midnight Basketball League and similar programs.

	How do sport-plus programs differ from plus-sport programs regarding their efforts to promote community development? Why is it difficult to assess the community impact and value of both types of programs?
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Understand the historic formation of cities in a North American context

	Develop a conception of neoliberalism and how cities can be constructed as spatial expressions of this ideology’s core tenets

	Critically consider how the creative city is a contemporary extension of neoliberal urban planning and development

	Place physical activity practices, communities, and spaces into the broader fabric of neoliberal and creative urban development

	Develop an understanding of the multiple dimensions of urban community health and how it is shaped by urban design

	Connect existing issues with urban physical activity provision to dimensions of inequality





The condensing of populations into urban centers around the world means that a significant amount of physical activity now takes place in urban or peri-urban settings. As such, a contemporary study of physical activity practices and cultures is largely a study of urban physical activity. Because physical activity is so intensely urban, the active body has also come to indelibly shape the city. This reciprocal relationship between the active body and the city on a broad global scale is the impetus for studying the particular aspects of urban physical activity.

This chapter explores some of the ways in which the active body is shaped by and shapes the contemporary city. As we have moved from a period of industrial urban development toward the creation of cities of consumption, most recently in the form of the creative city, physical activity has influenced the way we construct our communities. The creative city, as a site in which many individuals work in the creative industries, attend creative events, and form communities around creative leisure time activities, has entailed a shift in how we are physically active. This includes how we designate recreation spaces, how we consume sporting events, and what facilities we invest in.

In particular, we will discuss three central ideas. The first is the transition of Western centers of industrial production into sites of consumption, beginning in the mid-20th century and continuing today. Secondly, we outline examples of physical activity provision that have been made within these various formations of the city. Driven by several core concepts at the center of urban governance, their modifications over the many iterations of the city have resulted in a number of broadly adapted approaches to urban physical activity provision. Lastly, we will discuss the shift in the formation of the consumption city toward ideas of servicing the “creative classes,” an idea championed by Richard Florida (2003). Under this most contemporary formation of the city, the economic potential of these creative industries has pushed cities to provide physical activity resources oriented toward these groups as an amenity to attract them to the area.

Taken together, these sections provide an overview of U.S. urban development in the last 100 years and outline the corresponding evolution of physical activity practices and resources in this time period. However, to close this chapter, it is also important to discuss what this has meant for those living in the city. This discussion will aim to allow readers to interrogate concerns around urban physical activity today: Does the contemporary approach to urban design and development best serve an equal provision of urban physical activity resources and therefore result in the best outcomes for urban communities?


The Rise of the Neoliberal City

The formation of the contemporary neoliberal city is the result of a historical process that has been underway since at least the start of the modern era, around the end of the 18th century. Each period of urban development since has been distinctive in the way the city functions, especially regarding physical activity practices. Therefore, the current city represents and reflects a set of distinctive conditions, while also being resultant of a deep-rooted historical process. This section provides summarizations of these key periods.


Modern Cities and the Early Growth of Sport

When outlining the position of the physically active body within the contemporary city, it is important to start by briefly describing how physical activity practices fit within previous iterations of the city. Within a U.S. context, as with much of the west, early modern urban formations were fundamentally shaped by heavy industrialization, and the urban downtown was regularly dominated by factories, warehouses, and docks.

In this period of the 18th and early 19th century, sport and recreation were going through a corresponding period of early modernization. As discussed in chapter 5, physical activity practices both helped contribute to a broader modernizing process and were also deeply influenced by this process. Because of this urbanizing process and changes in workplace demands that came from industrialization, sport and recreation were intimately part of the development of modern social life.

As urban centers grew and populations migrated from rural settings to the city, the increasing interaction of previously distanced communities created demand for common cultural forms, which facilitated the narrowing of many folk games into a smaller number of more universal sport forms. To oversee this process, organizations were established to govern these sports and set down formal rules. Though initially limited in function, these organizations would be the forerunners to a complex and now global system of contemporary sport governance.

The changing nature of work had a significant impact as well. No longer working from dawn to dusk on subsistence farms, these new urban working classes were now following shift work patterns in factories and elsewhere. This new system of work, defined by the shift clock, shifted the everyday rhythm of life in these newly industrial nations and allowed time for all people to potentially engage in leisure pursuits. Because this was a new affordance to the working classes, a general concern grew around how to regulate these new urban working masses and govern their leisure time. As such, governments and owners of industry looked to sport and recreational institutions as a form of discipline, supporting governing bodies in their application of civilizing rules and regulations. Recreation leagues and sports spectatorship, overseen by bureaucratic governing associations, were seen as a “productive” use of free time and in many instances reflected the structures and sensibilities of the industrial workplace. As a result, industrial cities became the site of the formation of many early sport governing bodies, recreation facilities, and leagues, as well as sporting supporters’ groups. These organizations oversaw the development of sport and recreation align with the driving economic structures of the time, in a dialectic relationship with the attendant process of urbanization, bureaucratization, and shifting daily work and leisure rhythms.

Recreation leagues and sports spectatorship, overseen by bureaucratic governing associations, were seen as a “productive” use of free time and in many instances reflected the structures and sensibilities of the industrial workplace.



Late Modernism and Neoliberal Sport Settings

As the economic engine of the city changed, so did the role of physical activity within a new urban setting. By the midpoint of the 20th century, urban change had started across the west, with a particular intensity in North America. Following World War II, policy changes and a rapidly altering U.S. economy was significantly changing the urban landscape. Federal funding provided access to higher education and preferential home loans for veterans (though almost exclusively White veterans), which in turn facilitated the creation of middle-class suburbs and exurban areas that drew much of the urban population out of the city. In addition, the U.S. military industrial machine was retooled, directing manufacturing away from heavy industry to the production of consumer goods. In combination, this shifting economy and the policies of the federal government rapidly depopulated urban centers and started an intense process of urban deindustrialization.

By the latter parts of the 20th century, warehouses, factories, and docks were closing, relocating overseas as part of a new integrated global production chain, or moving alongside the middle classes in the newly booming suburbs. The effects of these processes initially decimated America’s urban cores, with many cities in the Frost Belt and Rust Belt seeing serious decline. Many cities saw economic “downturns and ‘white flight’” to “edge cities” (Burke & Bonham, 2010, p. 273) that plunged urban centers into a particularly racialized decay. With this decline came a drop in support for physical activity provision in the city. With a few exceptions, many major league organizations looked to move their teams to peri-urban spaces, building multipurpose “donut” stadiums such as the Veterans Stadium in Philadelphia, Shea Stadium in Queens, and the RFK stadium in Washington, D.C. Additionally, with constricting budgets due to rapid depopulation and deindustrialization, city recreation departments saw massive budget cuts that led to the closure of facilities and the end of community leagues that serviced urban populations.

This was a time of stark decline in sporting investment and government retrenchment of recreational services. However, by the end of the 20th century and into the early parts of the 21st century, these largely neglected urban spaces became sites of opportunity. As the U.S. economy again shifted, this time entirely away from production to a focus on consumption, cities offered themselves as sites primed for this type of investment. The middle and upper-middle classes, now working in financial, creative, and service sectors, were looking to spend their newfound disposable incomes, and industries were forming to service their demand. Municipal governments recognized this potential and started to look for ways to attract revenue from tourism or those looking for consumption experiences.



Entrepreneurial Urban Development

To attract this new economy into their centers, cities provided support and tax breaks for companies looking to invest in them. In particular, these were companies in the financial services industries, product development firms that focused on marketing and design while outsourcing actual production, new media firms or web-based companies, and those servicing consumption practices. As part of this strategy, cities also looked to invest heavily in stadium development back in the downtown core (with Camden Yards in Baltimore being a prime example) and offered tax breaks for event-hosting companies to bring major tournaments to these arenas, as well as encouraged the development of attendant facilities such as hotels. Indeed, this entrepreneurial role became the dominant model for urban governance. As MacLeod (2011) states, “The past three decades have witnessed far reaching transformations in the economic and social ecology of cities alongside spectacular conversions to their built environments” (p. 2630). Municipal governments were no longer tasked with managing large tax-funded budgets to provide services and facilities but were increasingly asked to make strategic investments in private organizations that would hopefully multiply these original outlays. The public–private partnership (P3) was the approach adopted across U.S. urban centers, and to some extent across much of the Western world.
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A bike rack located outside the city hall building in Baltimore and funded by a private club.
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As this entrepreneurial city model became the primary mode for many municipalities, recreational services were subjected to this same investment model. The development of recreational facilities and services were handed over to for-profit and other private nonprofit organizations, leading to mass privatization of these services. Whereas wealthy communities saw an expansion of highly developed recreation options, poorer populations saw public recreation services that they heavily relied on being increasingly underfunded, leading to forms of privilege amplification and the underserving of the communities most in need.

This shift toward the formation of the entrepreneurial city is an expression of a core set of tenets that have been embraced fully by many economically developed nations. This concerted form of neoliberal governance has seen various forms of modification, but it is evident that certain core ideas still hold sway today:


	Don’t invest tax incomes on social welfare programs; instead, leverage this money through private partnerships.

	Provide more money to individuals by lessening the tax burden.

	Develop a corporate-friendly environment to stimulate growth through “trickle-down economics.”

	Encourage the commercial privatization of all aspects of society.

	Let the “free market” become the regulator of economic and social development.



Translated into an urban context, this has only deepened a shift to the entrepreneurial city model, whereby “the rise of a neo-liberal ideology in urban policies has led many cities to define and implement entrepreneurial development strategies” (Vivant, 2013, p. 57). These strategies take many forms, but both urban policy and material development clearly demonstrate their neoliberal intents. As Howell (2008) suggests, the dominant neoliberal logics for urban governance specifically materialize as “the desirability of market-oriented approaches to management of public affairs, with an attendant endorsement of privatization, public–private collaboration, efficiency, citizen initiative, and an expanded role for the nonprofit sector” (p. 481). Municipal governments have retrenched many services and closed many facilities, including in areas such as education, policing and security, sanitary services, and sports and recreation resources.

Instead, municipal governments focus their role on fostering privatized, individually oriented, and market-based systems to ensure the presence of these necessary elements of urban life. No longer is there a social contract in which citizens pay taxes in exchange for city services, but as the tax burden has shrunk, urban dwellers are expected to use personal capital to purchase these services from private vendors. The city is now a site of consumption, both as the prime mechanism for accessing essential resources and as the core to the contemporary urban economy.

Although municipal governments require urban residents to participate in private consumption for urban amenities, cities also compete for investment partners and look to become prominent destinations for tourist spending. Contemporary policy documents in cities and states fit within a broad shift to urban entrepreneurialism, focusing increasingly on economic benefits and effects, as well as drawing on a greater integration of public processes with private entities. “Cities, redefining their strategic objectives in a competitive market, have become entrepreneurs of their own development,” seeking to “attract capital and investors to develop large-scale urban projects, while knowingly facing the financial liabilities of such uncertain ventures” (Vivant, 2013, p. 57). Interurban competition is centered on who can provide the best attractions, amenities, and services, no longer on who can provide the best context for production. Successful cities are able to attract this investment and spending through their ability to entice private partnership, meaning that municipal governments are more interested in hiring and electing those who can prove their business bona fides than those who can run a budget and manage social services.




Models of Urban Physical Activity Provision

The relationship between modes of urban governance and disparities in health and physical activity is demonstrated through sites and resources for recreation and physical activity, in that neighborhood health and quality of living are essentially and inherently linked. There is often a strong correlation between spaces for physical activity, resources for recreation, and housing environments as potential social determinants of community health. In short, the provision (or lack) of public recreation resources has significance for the ways in which the neighborhood is perceived and experienced by both residents and outsiders. This relationship between recreation resources, physical activity, and health is even more pronounced among children and adolescents, as the provision of public recreation can lead to higher levels of physical activity, the potential for improved health outcomes, and by extension the possibilities for a positive experience of the urban community. The brief history of public recreation also evinces the relationship between physical activity and recreation as a necessary and basic aspect of urban life, as recreation has historically been included in conceptions of and contestations over the rights of urban residents for public spaces and services. In this mode, the right to the city is both predicated on and expressed through the participation of all urban residents in the decision-making processes of urban development, and the rights of all citizens to basic social resources (Lefebvre, 1996). As evidenced both historically by the reformers of the Progressive movement, and in the contemporary sense by the more recent report of the World Health Organization declaring sport and physical activity to be an international human right (WHO, 2018), the equitable provision of recreational opportunities have and continue to be an important concern for the social and spatial development of global cities.

The purpose of this section is to provide a brief history of the origins and modernization of public recreation, and specifically to examine the rationales for and provision of recreational sites and services in urban settings. In particular, the notion of public recreation as a form of discipline and social control were inextricably linked to the emergence of theories and models of public health. In fact, the management of population health had been a concern for earlier political regimes dating back to the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, when rulers often initiated population health controls and checks to maintain order and quell any potential political dissent. However, rapid urbanization during the 19th and 20th centuries meant that the population of cities became increasingly important, and research was implemented in urban areas to develop models and techniques for managing public health.
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Bicycles are being set up for a community recreation program organized by Baltimore City Recreation and Parks.
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Early Ideas About Urban Health

For many cities that were industrializing centers of the late 1800s, the dominant ideas about the health of a city’s population initially centered on the notions of “miasma” and contagion, as discussed in chapter 10. The differences between these approaches to thinking about health and disease were marked not only by their ideas about how diseases were distributed and carried, but also about the appropriate intervention to fight against potential epidemic. Because the notion of contagion held that skin-to-skin contact was the primary model of disease transmission, the use of quarantine as a method to divide the healthy and the ill was seen as most appropriate. Theories based on miasma, however, held that poor air quality and general filth were the primary causes of disease, and sanitation and the availability of open spaces and fresh air were therefore the best interventions.

These theories were influential in the representation of cities as “slums” of poor living conditions that in large part caused many of the pathologies of crime, violence, and social decay that marked urban life. In many cases, specific areas that were marked by disease were also neighborhoods with high populations of immigrants and racial minorities, thereby linking certain populations with these stereotypes. Health experts, including scientists and physicians, thus often perpetuated ideas that the poor, racial minorities, and immigrant populations had inherent biological defects that led to both immoral behavior and infectious diseases (Corburn, 2009). Because these ideas were both predicated on and helped support the notion of race as a valid biological marker, they also supported public health practices that viewed race as scientific and the modification of the physical environment as an appropriate intervention. This support of racial science thus meant that practices of removing and segregating particular parts of the population were seen as legitimate methods of maintaining the health of the overall citizenry.



The Rise of Public Health and a Reform Era Change

Alongside the contagion and miasma models of public health, another approach emerged, focused primarily on the conditions of poverty within burgeoning forms of industrial capitalism. As evidenced by texts such as Friedrich Engels’ The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844, the conditions of poverty inextricable from the processes of industrial capitalism were recognized as a factor within the distribution of disease, health, and social inequality more generally. The poverty-focused approach to public health, and in particular the health of city populations, placed an emphasis on a strategy of “urban reform” as the appropriate intervention, in that addressing the conditions of poverty would alleviate potential risks of ill health. This focus on the social conditions and outcomes of industrial capitalism was related to broader social movements of the era, including the emergence of public parks and playgrounds as open spaces for physical activity. Because these spaces were set off from living and working areas and not always readily available in urban neighborhoods, they supported theories of miasma by featuring “better air quality” than the home and factory; reformers also argued that parks and outdoor recreation spaces were needed to address high-density living conditions without green spaces. For many U.S. cities, the Reform Movement was among the most prominent forms of political and social intervention, as individuals and groups sought to directly enhance the conditions of urban life through a variety of policies and programs, including those involving health and physical activity. As one example, in the first two decades of the 20th century, social reformer Jane Addams emphasized the necessity of centers of public recreation for residents of U.S. cities—in her view, the “power of public recreation” included the ability to support social cohesion and the physical and mental health of urban citizens. Addams believed that those places, spaces, and services that focused on physical activity would facilitate social relationships and that the provision of these centers was an obligation of the modern city. Until this point, many U.S. cities had engaged in the provision of spaces of and for physical activity primarily through the development of urban parks, most famously Central Park in New York City, which opened in 1858.

The Reform Movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries affected not only the U.S. political arena (with the election of pro-Reform candidates like President Theodore Roosevelt), but also the physical lives and experiences of many urban denizens of U.S. cities during this era. The movement centered on progressive ideas of educating the “masses”—of which the foreign immigrants and domestic migrants involved in the processes of industrial urbanization were undoubtedly a part—into an appropriate American public, full of the particular characteristics and values that were markers of citizenship. Health reformers emphasized the dual role of sports as both a physical and moral educational tool and recognized the potential of sport and physical activity as a medium that could encourage principles of character, fitness, and integrity. The individual reformers and social institutions that developed in and through the Reform Movement thus had a vested interest in the processes influencing urban sport and physical cultures and sought to create spaces for these specific forms of play. Reformers held differing political and social views, but all were concerned with the establishment of spaces in which education—at once mental, physical, and moral—could take place, especially in the increasingly congested and regulated spaces of the industrializing city.

Reformers held differing political and social views, but all were concerned with the establishment of spaces in which education—at once mental, physical, and moral—could take place, especially in the increasingly congested and regulated spaces of the industrializing city.

Alongside public playgrounds specifically intended for children, the development of public parks and open, green spaces also involved the concerns of reformers for public hygiene, health, and well-being—often intrinsically tied to ideas of citizenship. The formation and maintenance of these “everyday spaces of physical culture,” beginning in the 1890s and continuing through the post-World War I years, are a primary marker of reformers’ need to create and retain elements of social control and population regulation (Gagen, 2004). These efforts were accompanied by an understanding that these spaces were public, in that they were intended for all urban residents and especially those without private alternatives, as well as specifically designed programs that would take place within them. In particular, the public park was increasingly seen as a potential tool for the formation of urban policy during the Industrial Era, as evidenced by the establishment of several major urban parks during this period. These green spaces were secured by urban governments, and during the early 1900s they became the site for the construction of public recreation facilities such as pools and civic buildings, in part to encourage the cultural assimilation of immigrants.

The efforts toward public urban spaces designed for physical activity and sport were equally matched by efforts at designing appropriate citizen-producing athletic programs. Already fueled by concerns for population health and the influx of recent and arriving newcomers to urban centers, the promotion and evaluation of physical fitness increased further with the events of World War I. Following the war, the cultural linkages between physical fitness and citizenship—including and emphasizing military action—were entrenched within reinvigorated forms of nationalism both in the United States and elsewhere. This would mean increasing attention on whether individuals and groups were deemed “physically fit” for citizenship and the institution of a multitude of programs designed to cultivate forms of physical and moral certitude. Social policy initiatives during the early 20th century at the federal, state, and municipal levels reflected concerns for physical fitness and explicitly sought to tie the growing amount of scientific evidence of health to the promotion of healthy lifestyles (Park, 2008).



Managing the Postwar Urban Crisis

The governing of U.S. cities was transformed in the post-World War II era through the influence and centrality of two primary and related systems of thought: (1) economic models that focused on interventions of the state to regulate the effects of market capitalism, and (2) a social philosophy premised on a distinct concept of an individual citizen’s “rights” as political, economic, and social. This approach was evidenced in many U.S. cities through the development of policies aimed at addressing social inequality (Hackworth, 2006). Public recreation in many cities in the postwar era was therefore characterized by increased funding and support from local, state, and federal sources and programs, which enabled the construction of recreation facilities and the proliferation of recreational services. Moreover, recreation was incorporated into strategies of governance in cities that were increasingly characterized by racial and class divisions, as the postwar economic surge in the United States had largely come to a halt, resulting in a growing social inequality within many U.S. cities through economically driven racial segregation and the “White flight” of suburbanization.

This era signaled the advent of the “urban crisis” within American politics, policy, and planning, as cities were commonly viewed as the locus of problems linked to economic inequality and social disorder. Public recreation became an attempt to improve the quality of life in urban neighborhoods, leading to an overall era of growth for recreation funding, programming, and facilities. However, the interventionist approach to organizing and implementing public recreation was dramatically transformed in the 1980s and 1990s through massive reductions to the federal funding that had supported the expanding recreation system. The processes of federal and state disinvestment in urban centers meant that by this period, an increasing number of cities were characterized by a weakened economy, an inability to provide services, and concentrations of social inequality. Within this context, public recreation was generally deprioritized, which was reflected through the closing of many recreation facilities and staff and program reductions. In response to this decline of public services and facilities, many communities were faced with two alternatives in regard to recreation provision: The first was the emergence of a market-based model, which was not necessarily accessible or affordable for all city residents. The second was via neighborhood-based recreation offered through nonprofit and privatized organizations, particularly for those considered “at risk” in relation to crime and juvenile delinquency, such as the Midnight Basketball League, which targeted young males from particular neighborhoods characterized by high crime rates (Hartmann, 2001). This option reflects the “social problems industry” of sport-based interventions within urban communities, discussed in depth in chapter 11.


Active Bodies

Baltimore Recreation Centers

The transformations to public recreation are demonstrated through the rise and decline of the recreation center system in Baltimore, Maryland. Postwar policies reflected a citywide expansion of Baltimore’s public recreation system—from 14 recreation centers in 1940, to 40 in 1960, to over 100 centers by 1980. Though public services were distributed throughout the city, many initiatives targeted specific neighborhoods and populations to address social inequality. Recreation facilities served as the primary sites for the delivery of physical activity programs, as well as the coordination of other educational, health, and community development initiatives.

However, contemporary Baltimore has been shaped by tourist-focused projects such as the Inner Harbor, sport stadiums, and a convention center as part of a “renaissance” strategy aimed to promote the city’s downtown area as a center of consumption and entertainment (Harvey, 2001). This focus on downtown development has been partially funded by the reduction of public service provisions within many of the city’s neighborhoods. More specifically, the decreasing number of recreation centers serves to demonstrate the general decline of public recreation in Baltimore, with approximately 50 centers remaining in operation by the early 2000s.






Creative Sport and Recreation: Designing Physical Activity Attractions

Today’s postindustrial city features sport as a medium through which urban space can be redesigned to attract tourists and residents for the purposes of entertainment and consumption in the urban core. Those presiding in North American cities have enthusiastically accepted the use of public expenditure for sport as a means of “revitalization,” a way to supposedly boost infrastructure, property values, and the tax base (Harvey, 2001). As the built environment of the city began to change, city planners, policy makers, and businesses began to cater to certain groups within the workforce. Florida (2002) suggests that within the postindustrial city, three major groups comprise the workforce: service, manufacturing, and creative workers. Service workers are those whose labor is built around customer interaction, sales, entertainment, and various ways of attending to the needs of consumers. Manufacturing workers are those whose labor generates new products from (often) raw materials and components, such as in factories, production lines, plants, or mills (which comprised the major workforce of the Industrial Revolution). Creative workers are those who can provide increased economic value through their creativity; they are also those who have the economic power to consume the refashioned entertainment-based urban environment.


Who Is in the Creative Class?

Florida (2002) indicated that the creative classes are comprised of those people who can generate goods and services derived from specialist knowledge, information, and expertise based on unique symbolic, aesthetic, or design qualities. These include a “core” group of people, such as scientists, doctors, engineers, or architects, as well as artists, academics, and entertainers. The key feature is that they are individual problem solvers and can work autonomously. Outside of the core exists a range of other creative professionals found in legal work, social services, finance, sales, or managers who can identify with creative work, although not to the degree of the core group. Characteristics of these groups are that they are highly educated, autonomous, and carry high levels of discretionary income. Over the last 100 years, the creative class has seen considerable growth in numbers as well as growth in income (Florida, 2014).

The creative class represents an important motor of the economy within the postindustrial city, both in terms of their technology-based industries and their experience-oriented and consumption-based lifestyles. For the city and the companies occupying urban space, sport and physical activity are ways of attracting that workforce: Living in the right urban environment (e.g., diverse, eclectic, dynamic, stimulating) is a key feature of the experiential existence desired by much of the creative class.

The rise of the creative workforce, and the need to cater to and attract them, has resulted in urban redevelopment. From the entertainment core of the city (explored in the previous section) to housing and commercial spaces, urban spaces have been altered to attract this desired population. In particular, the North American urban landscape from the 1970s onward was swept by the all-too-common trend of gentrification, or the redevelopment of previously lower-income, poor, or industrial neighborhoods into more attractive commercial and residential spaces (while often displacing poor populations for the more affluent). Zukin (1991) details gentrification as a sociospatial reorganization for the middle class that (1) sees the expansion of downtown physical areas into cheaper areas of the city, (2) diffuses outward from the geographical center of the city, and (3) represents a downtown’s social transformation designed to meet the needs of an international market culture. Examples of this are many, including the following:


	Atlanta’s Inman Park or the Old Fourth Ward

	Baltimore’s Camden neighborhood

	Chicago’s Wicker Park and Humboldt Park

	Lawrenceville, East Liberty, and the South Side in Pittsburgh

	San Francisco’s Mission District

	Toronto’s South Riverdale and Leslieville



Even bike lanes, which are quickly becoming ubiquitous in North American cities, speak to the ways in which the presence of the creative class influences urban design. Cycle lanes exist to service alternative modes of transportation while catering to those with time, ability, knowledge, and desire for road cycling. Such newly redeveloped spaces became ways for the creative class to carve out a quality of urban life.



Getting Outside of the Physical Activity Box

Part of the formation of a quality urban life includes sport and physical activity opportunities and infrastructure. Zukin (1991) noted that middle-class gentrifiers became so pervasive in all cities that their cultural preferences were incorporated into the official norms of urban renewal planning: An appropriate amalgam of leisure services became required to attract the creative class. Unlike tourists or those seeking entertainment, Florida (2002) suggested that the creative class engaged leisure and physical activity not as spectators but rather as participants. They do so not by relying on public services or offerings, but rather predominantly through the privatized sport, leisure, and exercise marketplace. Harvey (2010) argued that the quality of urban life “has become a commodity for those with money, as has the city itself in a world where consumerism, tourism, niche marketing, cultural and knowledge-based industries, as well as perpetual resort to the economy of the spectacle, have become major aspects of urban political economy” (p. 175).
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In order to fulfill the physically active interests and desires of these groups, the marketplace of and for physical activity has both increased and diversified. Predominantly, the creative class ascribes to privatized physical activity that is accessible through the marketplace. In this way, the creative class has cemented privatized physical activity as a dominant mode of consumption. As the urban environment evolved into a space of commercial play for those who can afford it, the landscape of privatized physical activity has changed with it. For example, private gyms across North America grew considerably during the 1980s. Gold’s Gym, one of the earliest health and fitness companies to develop a national franchise, expanded from one gym in 1965 to more than 600 in existence across the globe today. Many similar franchises have sprung up in this time, such as popular companies Planet Fitness and Anytime Fitness.


Active Bodies

The Creative City

Over the last 50 years, cities have sought to attract the creative class to provide increased economic value through their relatively high wages and increased spending power. As a result, cities have begun to cater heavily to this group’s leisure preferences, which include rock climbing, road and mountain bicycling, snowboarding, trail running, and kayaking. Such activities are characterized by their adventurousness, autonomy, or relative extreme nature (Florida, 2002). As a result, public spaces like parks, roads, or buildings tend to cater to this group, with those spaces improved for those who dwell in higher-earning areas but less so in others, and physical activity participation in gyms, classes, or education heavily weighted toward those who can purchase it. As a result, the power of the creative class amplifies its ability to create quality health, well-being, and life, often to the detriment of others.



Fitness continues to be one of the fastest growing sectors of the U.S. economy: The International Health, Racquet and Sportsclub Association (2019) reported a 34 percent growth in health club consumers from 2008 to 2018. “Big box” gyms such Gold’s typically cost around $50 per month for membership; Los Angeles’ 24 Hour Fitness typically begins at a price point of $503 per year plus fees for access to all of its facilities; and Baltimore’s Merritt Club costs $540 to $1020 annually. Although gym memberships at these traditional venues continued to grow by 15 percent from 2013 to 2017, current trends have seen a shift from “big box” gyms to more bespoke forms of activity: In that same period, boutique studio memberships grew by 121 percent (International Health, Racquet and Sportsclub Association, 2019). A few examples:


	A CrossFit membership in Dallas has starting student prices for $1920 per year, rising to $2460.

	Evolution Yoga Atlanta has an annual membership beginning at $999.

	Spinning at Seattle’s City Cycle charges per ride, starting at $24 per class.





Privilege and Contemporary Physical Activity

For children and youth of the creative class that live in relatively wealthy middle- or upper-class suburban areas—though suburbs vary considerably in income levels—schools, sporting clubs, and park spaces are further ways in which sport, exercise, and leisure have been reoriented to wealthier groups. Private schooling often includes an explicit sporting and facilities component, with private schools across North America offering professionalized facilities, coaches, and programs at a premium price, ranging into the tens of thousands per year. St. Pius in Atlanta, Roland Park Country School in Baltimore, Jesuit College Preparatory School of Dallas, Sierra Canyon School in Los Angeles, Saint Anthony’s High School in New York, and Loyola Academy in Chicago are all examples of privatized education with high-level sport and physical activity that satisfy or indulge those who can afford it. Country clubs, swimming clubs, soccer clubs, and other sport-specific clubs also become part of the fabric of privileged forms of physical culture. Moreover, even public spaces, like roads and parks, have been transformed as a result of the creative class.

Park spaces, like any part of the city and other public recreational spaces, are products and producers of the environments in which they are located (Ries et al., 2008). Public parks are important spaces where a populace can recreate, exercise, or interact in safe and welcoming surroundings, and thereby strengthen community identity and involvement. Ries and colleagues (2008) suggest that a park’s physical environment (e.g., design, proximity, and maintenance), social environment (gender differences, safety, and familiarity), organizational environment (activities and hours of operation), and economic environment (costs) bear upon a facility’s use for physical activity. Hilborn (2009) characterized this kind of park as a “safe” park, suggesting that a safe park is:


A dynamic place where the design, maintenance, and policing of the park work together so that the general public perceives the park as a safe place, wants to go to the park regularly, and spends their optional time in the park engaged in valued activities. Crime and disorder are limited, and diverse usage of the park by different groups is tolerated. Legal activities are the dominant activities in the park. Because the local community values the park, it has a sense of “ownership” of it, and there are sufficient numbers of users who act as “natural guardians” to ensure informal social control. They also support formal interventions by park management and police when such interventions are necessary. (p. 5)



The basis for creating such parks is frequently tied to the tax base brought in by the populace in a certain area: Wealthier areas are better able to create such parks compared to those less well off. When parks are poorly maintained or become magnets for crime, the local community is unlikely to use them as a gathering place and source of collective identification. In this way, the park either becomes an attribute or a source of blight.

As discussed here, the creative class is able to assert its relative privilege when cities cater to their higher wages and increased purchasing power. From safer and more appealing park spaces and cycle lanes to the gentrification of neighborhoods, to expensive privatized schools and clubs, the creative class have firmly entrenched their status as an important motor of the (sub)urban economy within and around the postindustrial city. In the process, they have carved out the diverse, dynamic, adventurous, and stimulating experiential existence that they seek. Collectively, their privilege and the resulting urban transformation, service delivery, and tax base have resulted in the amplification of their economic privilege. We understand privilege amplification, an important feature of the creative class existence, to be a pattern of increased opportunities related to the features of the local environment, wherein people have more personal resources and more opportunities to access a higher range of services and facilities, enabling healthier lives than those in poorer, impoverished, or socially deprived areas.

Public parks are important spaces where a populace can recreate, exercise, or interact in safe and welcoming surroundings, and thereby strengthen community identity and involvement.




Conclusion

The chapter demonstrates that the U.S. city has changed dramatically, from the heavy industrialization of the early 20th century to the neoliberal city of consumption, to the concerted creative neoliberalization of the 21st century. From changes in policy and the core ideology that shapes their design, through to the built and material dimensions of the city, the contemporary 21st-century city would be almost unrecognizable to those urban dwellers of the previous century. Within these changes, the provision of physical activity resources and the various cultures that have formed around their access have also rapidly altered. However, it has become clear that commercial interests, not those that center on fostering individual or community health, have generally driven government investment in physical activity resources. At the very least, their benefits have been unevenly distributed, largely divided along lines of class and race. Though the potential positive impacts of sport and recreation for urban communities are not insignificant, these benefits have failed to be maximized and oriented toward those that are in greatest need of them.

Understood in various forms, the impact of physical activity has had a disparate effect on community health. Measured across a multitude of indicators, the investment we have seen in almost every iteration of the U.S. city and the outcomes of this investment have been distributed in a problematic pattern, from the economic benefits of investment in large-scale sports venues and event hosting, to the environmental benefits resultant of investment in urban green spaces, all the way to the very tangible individual health benefits drawn from access to recreational resources. As Fitzpatrick and LaGory (2003) state, “uneven development has produced an ecology of disadvantage in America and one of its most significant outcomes is the ‘urban health penalty’” (p. 34). The patterns of physical activity investment in U.S. cities have done little to address this penalty, and the reinforcement of uneven patterns of economic development through differentiated sports and recreation resource placement has contributed to the worsening of this situation. Although advancements in our collective understanding of health and its connections to the physically active body have resulted in the advancement of certain measures, such as life expectancy, in the United States and other economically developed nations, the reality is that most cities still have disparities in the number of health measures (Ross & Mirowsky, 2008).

Ultimately, the physically active body is an integral part of the city, shaping and being shaped by the urban setting. This has been true historically and today. This relationship—as well as the modes of physical practice, physical activity resource provision, and physical cultures—have evolved along with the city. What is also evident is that this intimate relationship between physical activity and the city has had a very specific set of outcomes: The impact on the health of those in urban communities can be positive, but the effects have been inequitable thus far. As we move forward, we should question what the effects of the next iteration of the city will have on the physically active body, and whether any benefits from this relationship can be more justly shared among everyone in the city.

Key Points


	The urban context has changed dramatically in the United States over the last 100 years, from the industrial city, to the neoliberal city of consumption, to a contemporary creative city formation.

	Different forms of sport and recreation have been variously integrated into the city for different purposes and developed with varying intentions over these periods, causing an equally rapid development and change in urban physical activity practices and cultures.

	Under these varying formations we have seen changes in how physical activity influences various indicators of community health. Whether directly, in terms of public health, or indirectly, in terms of economic development and social inclusion, physical activity is very important to shaping urban communities.

	Trends suggest that urban physical activity provision and access has always been unequal, and this unequal distribution of resources is growing. The creative city fosters a system of physical activity provision and consumption that has amplified privilege and deprivation in terms of access to these resources.

	We can suggest physical activity provision in U.S. urban settings has not only failed to correct inequalities in community health across the city but has instead intensified these inequalities.



Discussion Questions


	What defines the contemporary creative city?

	Discuss what physical activity cultures and practices are typical of urban settings today.

	Should physical activity provision be equal for urban communities? What would the health outcomes be if equality in provision were reached?

	How might the businesses, public facilities, residential areas, and built environment near you cater to different groups of people in terms of cost, quality of facilities, instruction, and organization?

	What is the composition of the workforce in the cities near you? What are the incomes associated with those workforce areas? Where do those workforces tend to live?

	What are the typical costs for sport and physical activities in your area? To whom do those sports cater? What are the facilities like in relation to the costs associated?

	What do the differences in life expectancy look like in the city closest to you? Does there appear to be a relationship between the physical activity resources in different neighborhoods and the life expectancy in those communities? You can use the database at www.cityhealthdashboard.com to research your city.
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Identify and explain how local cultures, economies, and politics come to be interconnected through the processes of globalization

	Explain how mobility and mobility systems actively enable the flow of sporting bodies, cultures, and business practices

	Compare and contrast local and global forms of sport and physical culture

	Explain how sport events, the labor of sport celebrities, digital technologies, and everyday physical cultural practices are linked to form a network of globalized physical activity





Throughout this book, we have considered in great detail how the body moves, why it moves, and what social and cultural effects such movement creates. In this chapter, we turn our attention to how kinetic practices (e.g., running on a field, dancing, cardio training, dribbling a basketball) constitute and are constituted by wider formations of motion and mobility. We are using the term motion here in the same way a physics teacher might—considered in terms of displacement, direction, velocity, acceleration, and time. People tend to think of motion as something they can observe or measure when an object moves within or away from a point or frame of reference. For instance, when someone sees a jogger pass through their field of vision, moving toward, past, and away from a tree, one can conclude that the jogger is in motion.

In fields of study such as exercise physiology, motor control, and certainly biomechanics, students and practitioners alike spend a great deal of time thinking about motion: how to put more bodies in motion, how to make bodies in motion more efficient or effective, or how to improve the longevity of the musculoskeletal system. Athletes spend countless hours refining their movements to maximize their body’s ability to accelerate (a track star’s start time), to improve velocity (throwing a baseball), or even to more effectively displace the body of another (tackling in American football). Physical therapists spend most of their careers finding ways to rehabilitate their patients’ bodies so that they can get back to using their moving bodies as optimally as possible. Indeed, motion is the basis of thinking and practice in these fields.


As a conceptual partner to motion, the idea of mobility offers us a way to understand motion in context—that is, when we consider bodies in motion through what has been called a “mobilities paradigm” (Sheller & Urry, 2006), we can begin to understand why bodies move across the world; what social, physical, or temporal constraints are imposed on bodily motion; and how that movement is linked to broader social, economic, and political arrangements (Urry, 2007). Such a mobilities paradigm is concerned with issues of movement, of “too little movement or too much or of the wrong sort or at the wrong time” (Hannam et al., 2006, p. 1), and the extent to which such movement around the planet has become so imperative to individuals, organizations, and governments.

As a conceptual partner to motion, the idea of mobility offers us a way to understand motion in context.

This connection between motion and mobility is the basis for this chapter. Here we look at how active bodies—bodies in motion—are linked to broader mobilities and mobility systems. For the purposes of our analysis, a mobility system is a particular configuration of time, space, information, or ideas that is designed to enable the flow of active bodies (Newman & Falcous, 2012). This could be anything from a neighborhood park or a series of running trails to a recreation league to the vast information and media networks where people can find opportunities to engage in sporting activities or view high-profile sports events. Through these various systems, mobility takes place—connecting geographically distanced places and populations. In what follows, we outline how individual or local physical activity practices have become increasingly integrated into a variety of global mobility systems.

These mobility systems are made up of complex configurations of infrastructural features such as railways or airports as well as governance structures such as the International Olympic Committee or the World Bank. Global networks such as satellite television networks, stock exchanges, or social media applications enable, mediate, and regulate human movement practices and representations. Within these systems there are various institutions, organizations, governance structures, and sociocultural groupings that align across the planet for the purpose of linking places and populations. Within these networks, we find human movement. We find people moving in local spaces such as the Shanghai Metro or the Washington, D.C. Beltway. There are people coming together for the purposes of engaging in or celebrating human movement activities, such as a marathon or the Super Bowl. Together they form a vast web of businesses, governments, and social groups working together to facilitate local-to-global movements.


Local and Global Movements

Often, the reason these people, processes, and things are set in motion is directly linked to the local movements they might produce. The local refers to any practice, custom, identity, or ideology that has historically been associated with a specific space, group, region, or (in some cases) nation. Examples of local forms of human movement might include everything from watermelon-seed spitting in Pardeeville, Wisconsin, to the blanket toss in the Inuvik region of Canada’s Northwest Territories, to a kabaddi match in Andhra Pradesh, India. Local forms of human movement can take place on varying scales: from the unique practice of one athlete in one gymnasium in Lima, Peru (an individual), to a south Saskatoon community’s longstanding tradition in curling (a neighborhood), to the “American” way of playing football (a nation).

In most cases, however, these local sporting and active body practices are derived from or articulated with the global, inasmuch as they can be potentially shared with a global audience—that is, most local forms of physical activity are derived from an adaptation of a broader cultural flow. For example, curling in Saskatoon is derived from a sport that originated in Scotland and then spread through Scottish migration. Similarly, Japanese soccer is tied to association football, whose modern form originated in England and is now played worldwide. These local adaptations are largely influenced by, and come to influence, international or even global patterns of active body experiences and mobilities. We might then surmise that local expressions of human movement are always set in and against the rhythms of global mobility.

International travel networks form a mobility system that enables human movement across international boundaries. For example, a golfer from Sao Paulo, Brazil, might fly across the world to the Philippines for a chance to play at one of that country’s destination golf resorts. Why has this body been set into motion? So that it can arrive within a local setting where it can create a specific set of human movement practices and experiences (playing golf in that space). Here, global mobility enables local human movement. As another example, a runner in California might expedite her online order for a GPS-enabled timepiece manufactured in China so that she can start training for a triathlon. That order, and the speed at which it arrives at her doorstep, is wrapped up in a complex system of information management, distribution and shipping logistics, marketing strategies, and just-in-time production techniques. In this example, local human movement (running) requires the use of many broader mobility systems. In this instance, local human movement enables global mobilities. In both instances, various scales of human movement are linked together in a web of interconnectivity, or the state or quality of being connected.

As figure 13.1 illustrates, the local–global scales of human movement often bring microlevel elements (a muscle or a body) in connection with much bigger ones (the distribution channels utilized to ship a digital watch from China to California). In each of these examples, local body movement (sport and physical activity) is connected to broader movements (flying around the world or expediting shipping). Without the cultural impetus placed on golf and triathlons, the economic relationships that have been formed by various sporting goods businesses around the world, the political accords that allow for free trade or travel across international boundaries, and the technologies that allow people and things to move quickly across the earth’s surface, none of this would happen.

With this relationship between human movement and mobilities systems in mind, this chapter canvasses how various physical activity practices, particularly playing sport or exercising, are linked to global processes. In what remains of this chapter, we consider questions such as the following:


	How do local acts of physical cultural activity link to broader economic structures and political systems?

	In what ways do bodies in motion connect with the global marketplace?

	In what ways are local sport, exercise, and active body practices influenced by global trends?

	What role do cultural institutions such as the international mass media play in accelerating and expanding the exchange of images of physically active bodies?

	How do international mobility governance structures (e.g., IOC, FIFA) actively create or limit the global migration of athletes?



[image: ]
Figure 13.1    Local–global scales of human movement.



In our discussion of the relationship between human movement and globalization, we are going to examine two relationships: (1) how globalization is affecting local active body experiences; and (2) conversely, how localized forms of physical activity contribute to broader processes of globalization. However, before we go any further, we need to examine the concept of globalization and what it means to live within a “global age” (Albrow & King, 1990) dominated by what some scholars have referred to as the “global condition” (Robertson, 1990).



What Is Globalization?

Globalization is first and foremost the process of connecting people, culture, capital, technologies, and politics across the world. As Archer (1997) explains:


If we already lived in a single world society then all talk about globalization would be in the past tense. Instead, globalization is the present process of becoming global.… Each major aspect of social reality … is simultaneously undergoing globalization, as witnessed by the emergence of a world economy, a cosmopolitan culture and international social movements. (p. 1)



Globalization is not a new phenomenon. From the dawn of civilization, as humans slowly moved around the globe, we formed relationships, however marginal, with people in other parts of the world. What has changed in recent years is the intensity—the scale and speed—of social, economic, and political interconnectivity.

So why are things different now? Why is this new mode of globalization so different in scale, scope, and velocity than those previously? Technology is perhaps the most obvious reason; for example, consider the transportation technologies that allow for the movement of people and goods around the globe much, much more quickly than was previously possible. In the previous example, for instance, the North American consumer can order a customized GPS watch in her favorite color with her name inscribed on the band on a Tuesday. The Chinese manufacturer could receive the online order, start and finish the production process, and package the product that same day. If she is willing to pay a high price, the triathlete could use an online retail service such as Amazon or Alibaba and receive that product by the following Wednesday. This simple transaction is part of a broad, global production and distribution network through which goods and services flow at speeds never before seen. In previous times, such a process might have taken weeks, if not months or years. Sociologist Peter Donnelly (1996) has convincingly argued the globalization of sport and physical activity as we know it today is a consequence of three important, overlapping, context-specific movements: political globalization, economic globalization, and cultural globalization.


Political Globalization

Today, many policies and decisions that were once made independently by the governments of nation-states are now being made by international political bodies. Consider the formation of international regulatory organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and the creation of regional and transregional international trade partnerships. These examples illustrate that political policies and decisions can take place outside of national borders and via global movements in which both governmental and nongovernmental organizations form international political alliances. In many instances, nation-states around the world are adopting policies intended to align with a neoliberal vision of a world economy.

As Donnelly (1996) has noted, many international sport federations, such as the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), operate as nongovernment organizations (NGOs). These sport federations can have substantial influence over policy decisions made by nation states—influence that can be difficult to detect. Nonetheless, academics and journalists have uncovered situations in which sporting internationals have made demands or insisted on policies that have been problematic for nations who have been awarded the privilege of hosting global sporting mega-events. For example, in his analysis of the negotiation concerning suitable venues for the 2010 FIFA Men’s World Cup in South Africa, Peter Alegi (2007) concluded that the decision to build a stadium at Cape Town was “profoundly political,” such that “FIFA’s material self-interest trumped local agendas” (p. 322). Indeed, during the tournament FIFA was given the rights to regulate commercial activity not only in the stadium, but in the surrounding neighborhoods. In some instances, local craftspeople and vendors were arrested for attempting to sell non-FIFA-licensed merchandise.


Active Bodies

The Global Politics of the Olympic Games

The politics of international sport can be very complicated. For example, the IOC’s exclusion of women from the 2010 Winter Olympics ski jumping competition was challenged by a group of 15 female athletes who took the Vancouver Organizing Committee (VANOC) to court, arguing that a publicly funded sports competition that excluded women violated the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedom. Justice Lauri Ann Fenlon admitted that the IOC’s exclusion of women’s ski jumping was discriminatory; however, she also concluded that the IOC was not subject to the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedom even though its event was being hosted in Canada. In this case, national sport governance doctrine was superseded by the authority granted to the international sport governing body, the IOC.





Economic Globalization

As with many features of globalization, economic globalization has been going on for centuries. From the Silk Road trade network that traversed the northeastern hemisphere as early as the Han Dynasty (206 BC to 220 AD) to the Atlantic slave trade that defined colonial life in many parts of the world from the 16th to 19th centuries, the world’s disparate regions have been connected through vast webs of economic activity. What is particularly unique to the current era is the extent to which market capitalism has become the defining architecture of global economic relationships. The primary goals of market capitalism focus on maximizing profits, market share, and sales volume. In terms of amount (volume) and value, there has been an incredible increase in the exchange of goods since the late 1970s, with nations around the world now trading at unprecedented rates. In 2018, the World Bank estimated that the value of total merchandise exports from all countries of the world was approximately $20 trillion USD. Since the broad spread of neoliberal policies in the late 1970s and early 1980s, multinational corporations have been given increased freedom to make and sell their goods around the world.

The influence once held by national governments to regulate the import and export of goods, services, workers, and technologies has now been “opened up,” or turned over to the private sector in the pursuit of maximum profits. According to a 2018 study conducted by Oxfam, only 29 of the world’s top 100 economies were countries; by contrast, 71 were corporations (Babic et al., 2018). Consider, for example, that Nike’s market capitalization (i.e., the total dollar market value of a company’s outstanding shares of stock) in 2019 was just over $115 billion USD, which, if translated in a gross domestic product equivalent, would put the company ahead of two-thirds of the world’s national economies, including countries such as Luxembourg and Sri Lanka.



Cultural Globalization

Perhaps the most significant movement in globalization in recent decades lies in the cultural technologies of globalization, or communications technologies that allow instantaneous global exchange of images, knowledge, and information. These technological innovations have contributed to what has been called the “shrinking of the world” (Allen & Hamnett, 1995). In other words, the spatial and temporal dimensions of the globe no longer constrain communication, distribution, profitability, and the exchange of human experiences as they did in the past. New digital technologies such as the Internet and satellite television have radically reconfigured the ways in which popular representations of culture are disseminated and exchanged. Under these conditions, local practices (such as a rodeo in Calgary) are more easily and immediately brought into the global sphere through the use of digital media. Time is no longer the inhibiting factor that it once was; global communications technologies allow us to observe and experience things as they happen wherever they are on the globe—or even in space.

The spatial and temporal dimensions of the globe no longer constrain communication, distribution, profitability, and the exchange of human experiences as they did in the past.

The intersection of economic, political, and cultural globalization has led to changes in the world’s local cultures and national economies. Once-distinct formations of commerce, policy, and culture have come to be increasingly interconnected to broader global systems. These interconnections are the material and ideological linkages that result in the shared experience of a shrinking world. Interconnectivities allow certain people in the world to transverse time and space more easily—to be more mobile and to benefit from that mobility.

All of this comprises what we see as the most insightful and meaningful definition of globalization: the understanding of globalization as the process of bringing about a condition of “complex connectivity” (Tomlinson, 1999, p. 1). This complex connectivity incorporates a vast array of mobilities, networks, and relationships that constitute contemporary society. The stronger or more intense these interconnectivities become, the more that people all around the globe come to be intricately interconnected with one another, and with places that they do not know and may never visit.




Debates on Globalization

Many academics and public commentators around the world believe the emergence of increased global interrelationships has helped create more cohesive, cooperative, and harmonious international relations. These positive attitudes toward globalization have led many policy makers, business executives, and academics to think beyond their own particular needs to work for the betterment of the broader international community, strengthening political, economic, and cultural ties in the pursuit of a better global condition. Whatever form these projects take—whether they focus on political cooperation, global markets, or multicultural initiatives—the goal is to create a more cohesive and interconnected global community. In recent years, supporters of globalization in the government sector (heads of state like Barack Obama or Justin Trudeau) and in the intellectual sphere (Nobel laureates such as Milton Friedman or Myron Scholes) have tirelessly sought to reform national and public policy so that their respective nation-states could more closely align with the principles of free market economic globalization.

However, a number of scholars and policy makers have been less convinced that globalization is the inherently positive process that its exponents make it out to be (Held & Keya, 2006; McGrew, 2007; Mittelman, 2000; Stiglitz, 2002; Tormy, 2004). Not only do these critics point out that many features of globalization have tangible negative consequences for people’s lives, they also attempt to examine the unforeseen consequences of globalization projects undertaken with the best of intentions. Rather than seeing globalization as a force of harmony and cohesion, these critics view it as a path to economic exploitation, increased warfare, large-scale political manipulation, planetwide environmental degradation, or the elimination of local culture.

From both perspectives, advocates and critics agree that globalization leads to increased interconnectivity. For critics, however, if globalization is to proceed, these interconnectivities have to intensify, which means increased reliance on the controlling organizations of the global marketplace: namely, multinational corporations. For these critics, if market capitalism is the driving force behind globalization, then market capitalism will further rationalize its imperatives to the global community: the goals of maximizing profits, market share, and sales volume.

Many critics of globalization also point to the fact that an expanded global market necessitates increased profits, and therefore increased use of the planet’s natural (and finite) resources—resulting in the depletion of those building blocks of life (clean air, fresh water) that the earth is incapable of reproducing at such a heightened rate of demand. They point to the increase in armed conflicts to obtain these and other marketable resources. They point to increased demands on the global workforce, the resulting global distribution of labor, and an unsustainably accelerated consumer culture. From this view, globalization is a process of political and economic rationalization that ultimately leads to the advancement of a homogenous global culture: a global “monoculture” marked by sameness and uniformity.

Regarding the last point about the globalization of local culture, this is a different and highly critical approach to globalization, and probably the one that creates the most hostility and popular debate. A popular view amongst critics of globalization is that due to global economic rationalization, local, distinctive cultures have become flattened, erased through the spread of a uniform and homogenous popular culture. From this view, the vast networks of cultural exchange, media, transportation modalities, and commercial relationships have facilitated and been brought into being to capitalize on a set of dominant brands (Nike, Coca-Cola, Apple), global icons (Jay-Z, Lionel Messi), globalized events (World Cups and Olympics), and transnational exchange infrastructures (Amazon, YouTube, TikTok, and Alibaba). Under such a global condition, the argument goes, there is no longer anything distinctively place-bound about people’s lives. Whether one lives in Tallahassee, Tehran, or Tianjin, people largely end up watching the same Hollywood movies, drinking the same energy drinks, and wearing the same footwear brands.

These two different attitudes toward globalization are extreme points of view. However, both address some of the truth of globalization. Some potential benefits have been derived from forces of globalization with regard to creating more harmonious, cooperative, and workable international institutions and communities. It is equally true that there have been noticeable trends toward negative social, environmental, and cultural outcomes as a result of processes of globalization. As we turn our attention more specifically to the sociocultural aspects of the active body within these processes of globalization, we look at some tensions between the positive and the negative.



Global Physical Culture

New levels of global interconnectivity are realized and facilitated by the global circulation or flow of key elements that link geographically distanced populations. But what are these key elements of global flow? Media forms such as live game broadcasts, highlights packages, or social media currency (such as tweets, likes, or views) carry distinctive cultural values, practices, and identities, and—in the age of instantaneous global media—they often become culture. In other words, though we may play or watch for very local purposes (to get exercise, spend time with friends, or just hang out), to act locally these days often means to be thrust into a series of global networks. People buy and use global brands such as Lululemon Athletica yoga clothes. They consume global media spectacles like NBA basketball, the Olympic Games, or the FIFA World Cup. In a world of digital and social media, human action is often transmitted through a vast web of images and discourses. People can run in races that their friends and family can track or watch from anywhere around the world. People can access images of their efforts in a local mountain bike race, and in many cases they can buy those images from a third-party vendor for a small sum without ever meeting the vendor face-to-face.

These interactions are examples of mass mediation and the globalization of culture that illustrate an ongoing transformation in how we live our lives. This transformation is characterized by increased relationships between geographically dispersed people and institutions, meaning that events that happen on one side of the world can be very real and meaningful for people living on the other side.

Consider the tragic events of September 11, 2001, in New York as a truly global event that had very real, almost instantaneous consequences and effects around the world. Beyond the gravity of losing 2,996 lives, this event was made all the more significant for many people around the world because this massive loss of life was happening in real time, on television screens from Baltimore to Barcelona to Bulawayo.

The extent to which sport and physical activity are imbricated in this global media immediacy is perhaps best exemplified by the baseball playoffs that followed those tragic events. That year’s World Series was the first to extend into November, as the season was delayed following the September 11 attacks. The documentary Nine Innings from Ground Zero neatly captures the extent to which the hometown Yankees became the focal point not just for local city pride during their run through that season’s playoffs, but how these games came to be global media events. Game 7 of the 2001 World Series was at one point watched by over 70 million viewers in the United States and more than 100 million viewers around the world (Isidore, 2001). This was a near 50 percent spike in viewership from the previous year’s World Series and remains one of the most-viewed baseball events in history. The added significance of the Yankees playing in New York following the events of September 11, 2001, also allowed the event’s broadcaster, FOX, to increase their market and baseball-related advertising revenues for the 2001 season.

Some potential benefits have been derived from forces of globalization with regard to creating more harmonious, cooperative, and workable international institutions and communities. It is equally true that there have been noticeable trends toward negative social, environmental, and cultural outcomes as a result of processes of globalization.

Consider further the recent COVID-19 global pandemic. This truly global event had a significant effect on sport and physical culture: During the quarantine period of 2020, gyms around the world shuttered, major professional leagues were suspended, and the whole economy of sport and physical activity faltered and, in many countries, nearly collapsed. The pandemic event reminded us not only that public health is a matter of global concern, but also that local physical cultural activities are interdependent. In this case, the effects of shutting down or suspending mobility systems were felt by everyone within the global sport ecosystem—from youth hockey travel teams, amateur gymnasts, Olympians, European football players, team owners, sponsors, and anxious fans awaiting league resumption.



Global Media Spectacles

Current flows of physical culture are characterized by new patterns and speeds of the conveyance of movement culture. For example, one of the defining features of contemporary globalization is the sport spectacle. Monumental sport spectacles, or “mega-events,” such as the Olympic Games or the FIFA World Cup, have become important cultural and economic events celebrated around the world. These mega-events bring with them increased emphasis on national pride, sporting achievement, and international relations. Early in our discussion of globalization, we discussed how new technologies have shrunk the world via their ability to intensify interconnections between people, events, and places. When it comes to physical culture, this shrinking can be seen mainly through the sharing of experiences, meanings, or identities.

Mega-events such as the Olympic Games act as an important example of how the world shrinks to center on a group of bodies in motion. Viewers and athletes from around the world participate in a common experience, sharing their existing identities and cultures as they produce new cultural experiences. The elements local to a community (its local athlete, culture, and fans) come in direct contact with the elements of other local communities (the cultures of the host nation, for example) and with the global (the vast systems of meaning and experience brought to life by mass media). They also produce important flows for connecting the world’s sport consumers to one another through global mass media consumption.


Active Bodies

The Americanization of Global Sport

The widespread dissemination of North American sport culture has led some researchers to suggest that we are witnessing the “Americanization” of global sport (Kidd, 1991; Klein, 1991; McKay & Miller, 1991). They argue that the increased popularity of the National Basketball Association, the National Football League, National Hockey League, and other North American sport enterprises around the world is testament to the increased homogenization of global sport—whereby local sport customs and cultures are being replaced by a North American sport monopoly. Likewise, scholars doing work on the sociology of exercise and fitness have also examined the extent to which the expansion of North American–based exercise and fitness brands is leading to a homogenization of global exercise culture. This homogenization thesis implies that the globalization of sport, exercise, and physical activity is leading to a global monoculture—a condition defined by the sameness of experience and activity shared across the world’s participants and consumers.

Joseph Maguire’s (1990) study of the NFL’s attempts to make forays into the British sport marketplace in the 1980s illustrated how the seemingly American invasion into a foreign consumer market was emblematic of much broader and more far-reaching corporate interests. Maguire concluded that, although the form and organizational logics of the NFL might be distinctively American (at least at the time), the interweaving interests of global media conglomerates, multinational corporations, and a vast web of merchandising and endorsement operations from around the world all played a significant role in bringing the NFL across the Atlantic. Maguire’s findings were supported by Barry Houlihan’s (1994) study of varying patterns of the globalization of sport. Houlihan concluded that “Americanization” is but one variety of global flow—just as there might be Americanization in the global marketing of American sport leagues and teams, there are numerous other source points for the sharing of global sport culture (South America, Europe, and Australia being but a few).

Taken together, these studies illustrate that, although sporting practices and identities considered local to North America have increasingly made their way into the global, this by no means suggests that these local sports ever evolved in isolation from the global or that they are being projected outward from North America in a one-way current. Put more simply, the exporting of North American sport is part of a broader system of exchange, defined by inward and outward flows of culture and capital moving around the world.



There are three particular events that stand out as excellent examples of North American sport spectacles that are truly global. First and foremost, there is the Super Bowl, which is without question the most globalized of the American sport media spectacles. The other two are the Stanley Cup and NBA Finals. All of these events are broadcast live to a large part of the world’s population. They are in one sense local, with ties to local cities (the representative teams) and to specific national sport cultures, but they are also presented to the world in ways that decouple the sport spectacle from the local roots. Advertisers from China and North Africa feature their products at various intermissions, performers from London and Colombia perform popular songs during halftime shows, and a vast web of commercial partners around the world link their brands to the players, the events, and the spectacle itself in a complex economy of interdependencies. Events like these illustrate a key point: Many aspects of global sport culture (and indeed culture in general) have been increasingly deterritorialized. A cultural practice undergoes the process of deterritorialization when the significance and connections to histories or identities of a specific physical location or people become obscured or irrelevant—in other words, the physical location of both the sport team and the consumer is no longer relevant because global media networks and flows allow people to transcend geographical boundaries. Thus, people’s sporting lives are no longer anchored or bound to their physical location. As a result of this deterritorialization, a person can quite easily be a University of Michigan fan in Sydney, Australia, or a Winnipeg Jets fan in Bali, Indonesia.

Parallel to the Americanization thesis outlined above, it has commonly been assumed that the globalization of sport is unidirectional—that sport commerce and culture will continue to flow out from North America and Europe (often referred to as “the West”). However, just as Western sport and physical activity has become popular in other parts of the world, it is also the case that sporting cultures and practices from around the world have become increasingly popular in North America and Europe. Indeed, Western sporting culture has very much been deterritorialized by the influx of global sport media spectacles. It is simply no longer possible to think about hockey, soccer, football, baseball, and basketball as having in any way the same stronghold over the sporting practices and consumer behaviors within the region as was once the case. Local Ontario hockey techniques or Manchester-born soccer-playing bodies are now drawn into commercial activities around the world. Likewise, seemingly isolated sporting activities such as Serie A soccer, Australian rules football, National Rugby League, and recently Indian Premier League cricket all now feature on televisions and mobile devices in London, Los Angeles, and Vancouver.

When it comes to physical culture, this shrinking can be seen mainly through the sharing of experiences, meanings, or identities.

It is also the case that many of the major commercial arrangements that define the global sports industry rely on strong commercial ties between major national or regional markets such as the United States, the European Union, United Kingdom, China, and Australia. For example, the foreign league with arguably the most presence within the North American market is the English Premier League (EPL). In August 2014, almost 110,000 spectators filled Michigan Stadium in Ann Arbor to watch Real Madrid play against EPL team Manchester United in an exhibition match. A year later, the U.S. broadcaster NBC announced a six-year agreement worth approximately $1 billion for the rights to televise Premier League matches through the 2021-2022 season (Sandomir, 2015). Broadcaster NBC and its affiliate channels have seen ratings go up nearly 100 percent each year during that period, to the point that Sunday morning matches now draw in more viewers than average NHL and MLB games. One reason for this increased interest in the English Premier League is the sheer amount of football that is available to watch live on North American satellite channels.



The Globalization of Culture and Economy

We are living in an age of deregulated economies and largely open markets. This has a number of effects: First, it means that capital can be moved around much more quickly and easily than in previous eras. This is evident with regard to investment capital, which is no longer constrained by national borders, meaning that potential investors can scour the globe for the most potentially lucrative investment opportunities. Secondly, the deregulation of national economies and opening of markets has meant that goods regularly flow between and across borders for production and consumption—indeed, it seems increasingly unlikely that you will find mass-produced goods that are developed, manufactured, and consumed all within the same national territory. Thirdly, the flow of knowledge and information circumnavigates the globe instantaneously, creating a real-time global exchange of marketing materials and information. In this section, we first discuss investment and then sporting goods.

It is important to reiterate that the flow of capital is not just from North America or Europe to the rest of the world: It is a two-way relationship, with much of the world’s capital coming to be invested within Western contexts. In the sporting context, there are dozens of recent examples of foreign investors buying majority stake in clubs featuring in the top European leagues. Investors from United Arab Emirates, China, the United States, Russia, and Thailand have in recent years taken over many of the major clubs in the English Premier League. This trend has carried over into other major European leagues such as La Liga (Spain), Ligue 1 (France), and Serie A (Italy). Likewise, in the United States foreign investors have bought significant ownership shares in teams in the NBA, MLB, and NFL.


Active Bodies

Flows of Sport Culture: 2014 FIFA Men’s World Cup

The 2014 FIFA Men’s World Cup was watched by over 1 billion association football fans around the world. This event was broadcast in real time via a wide range of media, including satellite television, streaming, and mobile devices. For one month that summer, football fans from around the world were united in real-time, global consumption of the sport’s most high-profile spectacle, with viewership at or near record levels in nearly every participating country (Atwell Seate et al., 2014).

Mega-events like the World Cup and the Olympics are capable of capturing large international audiences because they have both local and global appeal—that is, they are not only significant as events to showcase national athletes, but also as spectacles on a global scale. When national television audiences tune in to support a national athlete or team in these international events, they do so in great numbers. According to Eurodata, almost 90 percent of the populations of France (87.7 percent), Germany (91.6 percent), Spain (85 percent), and England (91 percent) followed at least 60 consecutive seconds of a World Cup match. Even in nonparticipating nations, the World Cup is a major sporting event (Campbell, 2014). In the United States, the group stage match between the United States and Portugal ranks as the second highest-rated World Cup match ever on any U.S. network, with approximately 20 million viewers (bested only by the 27 million viewers who watched the United States versus Japan final of the Women’s World Cup tournament a year later). As the CBC reported, over 30 million viewers from Canada (approximately 84 percent) tuned in at some point to watch the 2014 World Cup.



In some cases, it is not merely a matter of foreign investment “taking over” North American sport and physical activity franchises. In one study, Jesper Andreasson and Thomas Johansson (2016) analyzed the expansion of New Zealand–based multinational fitness corporation Les Mills into international markets. According to the Les Mills website, in April 2016 its programming could be found in 15,500 clubs across 80 countries. Andreasson and Johansson looked at how the company strategically orchestrated its training regimes, organizational practices, and branding efforts in much the same way that the McDonald’s corporation has uniformly expanded its hamburger franchise and related products into international markets (as discussed in chapter 1). What they concluded was that in the internationalization of the Les Mills brand,


Homogenisation is apparent when looking at the body ideals produced, as fitness professionals work on their own or clients’ bodies, which makes it possible to anticipate a global body ideal.… What we find is an intriguing and complex mixture of regulation, control and standardisation, on the one hand, and a struggle to express the body, to be ‘free’ and to transgress the boundaries set by the commercial global fitness industry, on the other. (Andreasson & Johansson, 2016, p. 148)



According to the authors, Les Mills’ operations strategy was implemented in a uniform fashion, paying little regard for the cultural characteristics of the place where each new franchise was opening. Similarly, their brand-specific fitness programs such as BODYPUMP, BODYATTACK, BODYJAM, BODYBALANCE, and CXWORX were all choreographed and produced in highly predictable and highly regulated ways across the corporate network. However, although there were clear strategies put in place for the homogenization of exercise practices within these Les Mills gyms, heterogenization was also encouraged for customers to express themselves—that is, to incorporate elements of expression and activity that originate from outside of the Les Mills’ corporate formula.

But how was this received in North America? GoodLife Fitness, the largest health club company in Canada, partnered with the aforementioned Les Mills International corporation in 2005 to reformulate their exercise-to-music programs. With little consideration for the various cultural nuances that exist across Canadian provinces, GoodLife gyms were soon inundated with “McDonaldized” training sessions developed not specifically for Canadian audiences, but based on those programs that had worked in other countries. GoodLife also adopted many of Les Mills’ marketing and recruitment strategies, including “robocalling” (mass marketing using automated calling devices) and aggressive sales tactics—causing a wave of public backlash and over $300,000 CAD in fines levied against the company. Nonetheless, in 2013, the same company partnered with Biggest Loser star Jillian Michaels to allow Michaels’ company to provide her BODYSHRED training program to clients in GoodLife Fitness facilities throughout Canada.



Economic Globalization at Work

These are but a few of the many examples of deterritorialization, whereby global media technologies, corporate practices, networks, and flows enable consumers to have a very close relationship with a particular international brand, team, or entity. In each way, these examples illustrate the existence and effects of global sporting and exercise flows into the North American context, or North America’s importation of “the global.” Further, culture often flows (or is made to flow) to suit the needs of global capitalism. In the following two cases, we compare two global human movement phenomena that illustrate how culture derived from active body practices have become sites of investment, and how the interconnectivities formed around these active body cultures have transformed to keep up with increased regimes of accumulation.


Flows of Culture and Capital: Bikram Yoga

In its various forms, yoga has become a popular means of exercise and physical activity in North America, with an estimated 37 million participants in the United States (Yoga Alliance, 2016). Similarly, approximately 5.5 percent of Canadians (nearly 2 million people) also practice yoga. This is a significant rise in popularity in recent years, and certainly a radical increase since the Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali first took shape in northern India 1,500 years ago. Throughout its history, yoga has taken on a number of different forms, each emphasizing different elements, including religious, nationalistic, postural, psychological, and denominational aspects (cf. Newcombe, 2009; Strauss, 2005).

The forms of yoga that are commonly practiced in Western nations, such as hatha yoga—which means “realization through physical discipline” (Strauss, 2005, p. xiii)—share a clear link to their traditional Indian philosophical and religious origins. In this respect, yoga is a clear example of how a physical activity has flowed into North American culture. What is also interesting to note is the extent to which the cultural meanings around the activity, rather than the activity alone, have become so central to its popularity (e.g., Atkinson, 2010; Brown & Leledaki, 2010; Smith, 2007). The idea that yoga is an “ancient (i.e., legitimate) spiritual tradition” (Newcombe, 2009, p. 988) has appealed to people interested in cosmology that is not necessarily religious or part of the New Age movement. As Atkinson (2010) makes clear, these practices are at once rooted in the traditions and philosophies of ancient India, but at the same time being constantly reconfigured by processes of Western capitalism, active lifestyle branding, and broader cultural and gender politics of the West.

However, like any form of cultural transmission, the emergence of yoga in Western society has come with some degree of adaptation. Indeed, we could argue that as much as yoga has influenced this region’s exercise landscape, so too has North American culture played a role in changing yoga. The positive reception of yoga has rested on its ability to fit, or indeed be fitted, into Western ideas about physical culture and its dominant understandings of health, fitness, and well-being (Ertimur & Coskuner-Balli, 2015; Hasselle-Newcombe, 2005). This required physiologists to demonstrate that yoga is good for our bodies in measurable ways and psychologists to verify the benefits of meditation to our mental well-being. Furthermore, spirituality needed to be emphasized over religiosity such that particular religious communities would not take aversion. Perhaps the most insightful example of the rationalization of modern Western yoga is the invariable manner with which instructors will emphasize, when the class is engaged in a backbend, how useful the stretch is for counteracting a day of sitting and typing at a computer. Hence, yoga in North America is associated more with health than spirituality (Ertimur & Coskuner-Balli, 2015; Hasselle-Newcombe, 2005).

Like any form of cultural transmission, the emergence of yoga in Western society has come with some degree of adaptation.

There are, of course, innumerable ways to practice yoga in the world today. We would be oversimplifying the complexity of this cultural practice and the communities that enjoy it by simply arguing that yoga has been “McDonaldized.” However, we think there is good reason to argue that the forms of yoga that most North Americans practice emerged from competing values about how people should move their body. On the one hand, yoga’s spiritual roots anchor practices thereof to a deep sense of self and being in the world. On the other hand, yoga as it has proliferated in many North American contexts is an en vogue cultural fitness trend from which new business opportunities have emerged and new experience brands have been inculcated. The combination of these systems is the result of the informational and cultural mobility systems we defined previously. Perhaps the best example to demonstrate this dynamism of cultural interaction can be seen in Bikram yoga, arguably the most popular form of yoga in the United States.

Developed by its founder Bikram Choudhury, Bikram yoga is a sequence of 26 postures performed in a room heated to 104 degrees F with 40 percent humidity (popular belief holds that the room is kept at this heat to mimic the temperature of Bikram’s home in northern India). Although other forms of hot yoga heat the room to a lesser degree, Bikram yoga is also unique in that the sequence of 26 postures must be repeated in the same order and with the same instruction each session—a series Bikram Choudhury has patented. In the documentary Yoga, Inc., filmmaker John Philip illustrates the rise of Bikram yoga in North America and the way its popularity is bound up in a number of other commercial and cultural complexities. For many, yoga is valued for its role in challenging Western materialism despite being a $20 billion industry in the United States and Canada (of which Bikram yoga has a significant share). In fact, Choudhury charges $11,400 to become a certified instructor of his patented series, released a patented series of instruction videos and programs, started a Yoga World Championships, and aspires to get yoga into the Olympics. Yoga is also commonly used to market unrelated products such as vitamin water or fitness wear. This raises questions around what sort of cultural practices can become intellectual property (Susman, 2005), or perhaps more controversially: Can a physical cultural practice exist and thrive in contemporary Western society without being patented or commercialized?

Perhaps most interestingly, Suzanne Newcombe (2009) has suggested that the forms of yoga practiced in Western countries, characterized by their health and fitness focus, may be growing in influence in India. As she suggests, this phenomenon presents a complex transcultural exchange that cannot be reduced to a simple “pizza effect.” Pizza effect is a phenomenon whereby a nation’s or people’s culture has been taken up elsewhere, usually in a different national context, and transformed or at least more fully embraced in the new context. That new version is then re-imported back to the culture of origin, often in ways that reveal differences between the local community self-understanding and the foreign culture from which the cultural form has been transformed. This is a nice example for illustrating the continuous and extensive cycling of culture that is characteristic of contemporary globalization. We can see clearly how the cultural informational system links moving bodies in India with moving bodies in the United States: Physical activity practices flow into the North American region, absent many of the spiritual and philosophical moorings, but bound nonetheless to the global flows of capital.



Flows of Capital and Culture: North American Investment in English Football

In terms of flow, the aforementioned influx of U.S. investment into English Premier League football presents perhaps the most interesting case study into the relationships of culture and capital (in this case, the significant culture of football fandom in the United Kingdom and subsequent U.S. investment for the purposes of maximizing profit). In the early part of the 21st century, English football witnessed a new economic reformation driven by global investors’ pursuit of capital:


English football these days has gold fever, and globalization’s adventurers are doing everything within their power to force their way into its executive suites. They include oligarchs from Russia, magnates from Scandinavia and the Middle East, self-made millionaires from the United States, bigwig politicians from Southeast Asia and London mutual fund managers managing billions in assets. (Wulzinger, 2006, p. 1)



Perhaps the most contentious of these were the takeovers of the Manchester United and Liverpool Football Clubs (in part due to the issue of new owners’ ties to U.S. businesses). In May of 2005, after months of public disquiet, media exaggeration, and supporter consternation, Malcolm Glazer (owner of the NFL’s Tampa Bay Buccaneers) and his family (under their subsidiary, Red Football) purchased the majority control of perennial league table-setter Manchester United for a staggering $1.49 billion (£790 million).

During the days and months leading up to and following the takeover—the time period that cemented his status as a “hate-figure” amongst many Manchester United supporters (Simpson, 2005)—the reticent Glazer made it clear that in order to meet these financial obligations, team executives would focus on growing the “Man U” brand both domestically and globally, with a particular focus on capitalizing on an expanding Asian culture of sport consumption. This meant introducing new regimes of accumulation and profit maximization to the business operations of the club—with the organization’s executives taking measures to ensure “dramatic growth” in its profit-making system. In turn, ticket prices to Manchester United home matches at Old Trafford Stadium rose an average of 12 percent for the 2006-2007 season (Glazer, 2006) and another 14 percent for the 2007-2008 campaign (Conn, 2007). Old Trafford’s seating capacity also increased to a then-Premiership record 69,070 in 2006 and an again-record-breaking 76,098 in 2007 (although it should be noted that much of this expansion was planned prior to the 2005 takeover). Interestingly, the sale of Manchester United was the final catalyst for a group of fans who, in addition to being opposed to the profit-maximizing orientation that Glazer brought to the club, had also been long-time opponents of commercialization and strong advocates for fan ownership, promoting active fan engagement during matches and ensuring local fans were not priced out of attendance. The sale led these fans to form a new club, FC United of Manchester (Brown, 2008).

Manchester United’s instantaneous boon served as inspiration for another set of globetrotting U.S. venture capitalists. In February of 2007, Tom Hicks (who also owned Major League Baseball’s Texas Rangers and the National Hockey League’s Dallas Stars) and George Gillett (owner of the Montreal Canadiens) purchased controlling interest in Liverpool Football Club for an estimated $925 million ($344 million in shares, $157 million to pay off club debt, and $423 million toward a new stadium)—reportedly besting deposed Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, Hollywood-based film producer Mike Jefferies, U.S. sports tycoon and New England Patriots owner Robert Kraft, and Spanish billionaire Juan Villalonga (Anon, 2007; Bell, 2007). In taking over what at the time was the world’s 10th most valuable football team (Noon, 2007), the new owners were far less reserved in their public declarations and profit intentions. After the takeover, Hicks and Gillett began executing their new—albeit eerily familiar—business plan. That plan included the creation of a new dedicated Liverpool FC Channel on Setanta Sports network, a proposal for a new stadium in Stanley Park, and new brand development strategies targeting North America and Asia (“Liverpool FC”, 2010).

Many other top English clubs saw similar transformations during that period. In October 2004, Arsenal Football Club agreed to a well-publicized 15-year, $178 million deal with Emirates, the international airline of the United Arab Emirates. The deal included a team sponsorship package (and the Emirates name on the team’s jerseys) as well as naming rights for a new stadium that opened in July 2006. One month after the Emirates Stadium opened for business, Cleveland Browns owner Randy Lerner bought Aston Villa, a 133-year-old team in England’s Premier League, for $142 million. In September 2008, Irish American Ellis Short gained controlling interest in Sunderland A.F.C.; similarly, American John W. Henry became principal owner of Liverpool in 2010, replacing Tom Hicks and George Gillett.

The early results of this transformation illustrate a new paradigm in the economics of what had been “domestic” football (loosely termed as such). The top level of English football, the Barclay’s Premiership, recorded over $4.5 billion USD in revenue for the 2012-2013 season, significantly more than any other professional football league in the world (apart from the NFL). The most recent economic figures show that the Premiership’s 20 clubs are worth a combined $10 billion USD. Many of the current top clubs are in the process of planning or building new venues or adding onto existing stadiums. English Premier League clubs play their games at venues that are filled to 90 percent capacity—a higher percentage than at any point in the history of English football. The Premiership’s fan base is rapidly expanding throughout the world. According to a 2020 study, the Premier League now attracts an annual global audience of roughly 4.7 billion from 212 different nations (Chandler, 2020). In the United States, roughly 57 percent of supporters of Premier League teams only began following their clubs in the past five years (Easley, 2019).

British football, once a deeply localized sport enterprise confined to small towns and cities throughout the United Kingdom, now attracts talent from around the world (often paying in excess of $10 million in contracts) and exports the product those players create to audiences around the world.

In this way, sports teams have become deterritorialized. In deregulated global markets, the flow of capital into the English Premier League has brought with it outflows of culture: extensive media coverage and branding initiatives in local markets through Asia and North America. British football, once a deeply localized sport enterprise confined to small towns and cities throughout the United Kingdom, now attracts talent from around the world (often paying in excess of $10 million in contracts) and exports the product those players create to audiences around the world. The revenues generated through ticket sales, satellite television broadcasting contracts, and merchandising sales from around the world then flow back into the United Kingdom and out again into the investment portfolios of capitalists from around the world who have invested heavily in the sport in recent years.




The Problem of Global Sporting Goods Production

Here we expand our definition of globalization as the condition and experience of complex interconnectivity in order to gain a deeper understanding of how capital and global interconnectivities influence one another. Many of the interconnectivities that characterize contemporary globalization form what the famed figurational sociologist Norbert Elias described as chains of interdependence. Elias and others use the term chain here to mean something that links one element—or one group of people—with another. These chains make up a network or series of linkages that form coreliant bonds between independent elements. These linkages often lead to mutual or aggregate benefit for the constitutive elements but can also lead to forms of dependency that benefit certain properties over others. When thinking about globalization, we have to consider the networks that link people along these chains of interdependency and create intricately interconnected societies, directly influencing the lives of people in them.

Looking at the distribution of wealth and economic strength around the world, one can immediately see that there are large disparities between nations. Thomas Piketty, in his 2014 New York Times bestseller Capital in the Twenty-First Century, made it clear that there is a significant gap between the world’s rich and the world’s poor, that this wealth inequality is exacerbated by geographic and historical factors, and that those in the developed world have been able to leverage their position of comparative wealth against those in the developing world for decades. When looking at the disparities in the economic strength of different nations across the planet, then, we see the emergence of two economies: the consumer-based economy of the developed world and the production-based economy of the developing world.

These two types of economies are linked by multiple chains of interdependency that are built between the North American consumer and the person in the developing nation making the products that the consumer is purchasing. Everyday North American habits—shopping at a major retailer such as Home Depot or Wal-Mart, or buying a coffee at Starbucks—are implicated in these global networks of interdependency. The coffee beans used to make drinks and the leather used to make shoes are material expressions of these interconnectivities, each linked to the environment and the economic standing of each nation, to the people who pick the beans, to the land where the cows graze or the beans grow, to the technologies used to transform the leather into a shoe. If consumers were to trace their shoes or coffees back through the chain they would encounter a number of people, places, and conditions that would be very surprising—and perhaps sobering—to many of them.

Over the last 40 years, there have been some interesting trends in the globalization of the sporting goods industry. Manufacturers such as Nike and Under Armour have stretched the functions of the factory across the globe to maximize productivity and profitability. Harvey and Saint-Germain (2001) analyzed sporting goods trade from 1974 to 1994 to describe an international division of labor, whereby a vast network of workers is often connected in a chain of production used to create a single consumer good. This division has resulted in the regionalization of specific aspects of the production chain, such that some regions exist primarily as importers (with consumer economies) and others as exporters (with producer economies). Harvey and Saint-Germain (2001) also illustrate each country’s weight within world trade. This paints a picture of a hierarchy of nations in which developed economies (particularly the United States) are able to seize advantages to derive profits from labor in developing nations. Harvey and Saint-Germain concluded that the international division of labor in the sporting goods sector results from processes of globalization and regionalization. Indeed, for global companies such as those in the sporting apparel industry, globalization has resulted in a surge in increased revenues over recent decades—to the point where that sector now generates more than $180 billion in sales each year (see table 13.1).


Table 13.1    Revenue of Sporting Goods Manufacturers




	
Corporation


	
Annual revenue (in billions USD)







	
Nike


	
39.1





	
Adidas


	
25.6





	
Puma


	
5.7





	
Under Armour


	
5.2





	
New Balance


	
4.1





	
Lululemon Athletica


	
3.4





	
Columbia Sportswear


	
2.9





	
Asics


	
2.7





	
Fila


	
2.6





	
Reebok


	
2.0







References Statistica. (2020). Sales of the biggest athletic apparel, accessories and footwear companies worldwide in 2019/20 (in billion U.S. dollars). Retrieved from www.statista.com/statistics/900271/leading-sportswear-and-performance-wear-companies-by-sales-worldwide/


The sporting goods people use when they play, run, exercise, and train are deeply wrapped up in these global chains of interdependence. However, a bargain must be made: For the North American consumer to buy goods that are relatively cheap, then they have to be made in places where labor costs are relatively low. The need to drive down the costs of production, in essence, is the reason for global corporations to manufacture their products in developing nations, either directly or indirectly through subcontracting—and whether or not many people want to acknowledge it, the working conditions in developing nations are often at standards far below that which governments or unions in developed nations would allow. In many instances, the developing region’s most vulnerable groups (namely women and children) are exploited through conditions akin to the sweatshop labor of the early Industrial Era in order to maximally exploit the labor costs associated with production. Of course, consumers in developed nations do not actively condone the exploitation of workers in developing nations—however, the mere act of consumption often reinforces this system and to some degree perpetuates it.

Of course, consumers in developed nations do not actively condone the exploitation of workers in developing nations—however, the mere act of consumption often reinforces this system and to some degree perpetuates it.

In recent times, this issue of labor exploitation has featured prominently in the public discourse. United Students Against Sweatshops (USAS), for example, has garnered considerable attention from media outlets, public policy makers, university administrators, and retailers for their ongoing advocacy for fair trade and workplace justice in the sporting goods industry. As a result of advocacy from the USAS and similar groups like SweatFree Communities, there are has been a significant increase in fair trade alternatives (although these are invariably more expensive). However, within the sporting goods and apparel industry, the practice of exploiting workers in substandard labor conditions continue.

Nike has become a particular focal point for this backlash. Although there has been a general recognition in both the public sphere and by the corporation itself of Nike’s involvement in dubious employment practices in places such as Indonesia, Cambodia, and Vietnam, it is difficult to hold Nike accountable because the company does not “directly” impose the most oppressive working conditions on the laborers. Rather, Nike uses a subcontract system and holds as company policy that all contractors and related vendors must adhere to the “Nike Code of Conduct.” In their Code, Nike explicitly outlines the following rules (Nike, 2017):


	Employment is voluntary

	Minimum working age is 16

	Supplier does not discriminate

	Freedom of association and collective bargaining are respected

	Harassment and abuse are not tolerated

	Working hours are not excessive

	Compensation and benefits are paid on time

	Regular employment is provided

	Workplace is safe

	Dorms, canteens, and childcare facilities are healthy and safe

	Building is fit for purpose

	Fire and emergency action plans are in place

	Occupational health and hygiene hazards are controlled

	Air emissions and climate impacts are minimized

	Waste is minimized and handled properly

	Water is valued

	Chemicals are properly managed

	Code is fully implemented



However, critics have continually identified violations of this code, specifically the continued practices of utilizing child labor and excess work hours as key cost-control features (and sources of competitive advantage) for Nike contractors (see Doorey, 2011; Goldman & Papson, 1998; Locke et al., 2007). Given that Nike has actively sought to relocate its factories to nations with relaxed labor laws, particularly in regions where child labor exploitation is rampant, then it becomes hard to argue that suppression of rights for their labor force is not part of Nike’s international business strategy. Of course, it would be naïve to think that the world’s largest shoe retailer is alone—for all other major sport footwear and apparel manufacturers are similarly guilty.


Flows of Sporting Goods: Focus on Jalandhar

For a moment, we would like to look at a specific sporting goods industry and an associated employment practice—the soccer ball industry and child labor exploitation. It is worth noting that many different sporting goods companies are implicated in this industry and this employment practice. Indeed, the soccer ball industry is not unique, even outside of sporting goods circles. It is simply indicative of broader trends of child labor exploitation that are evident in many industries within developing nations. The specifics of child labor in this industry are difficult to pinpoint because it is constantly changing and relocating, but in recent years most business analyses have located the centers of the soccer ball manufacturing industry within India, Pakistan, and China. The Jalandhar region of India in particular has become a hub for this mass manufacture of soccer balls sold to athletes in the developed world. Within each of these settings, child labor has become a routine element of the industry, largely because it demands relatively fine hand stitching, which is easier for children to do with their smaller hands. Based on a 2008 report from the International Labor Rights forum, in Jalandhar and Meerut, children could be found working 10- to 15-hour days for pennies a day and sometimes for no pay at all. In the report, the children revealed hands covered in cuts and gashes and complained of severe back pain and strenuous conditions. When asked their dreams for the future, the children voiced their desires to go to school or even get to play with the soccer balls they spend hours stitching. Even these simple dreams are out of reach, because families are forced to put their children to work in order to pay off debts (International Labor Rights Forum, 2008).

So what is wrong with having children involved in this or any other industry? As Amnesty International tells us, though this type of labor might provide some economic benefits to children in developing regions, it also denies children their basic human rights. Incorporating children into the workforce (forcibly or otherwise)—often working 12-hour days in very hard conditions under considerable duress and frequently for very little pay—denies them access to education, health, and recreation. In the harshest of circumstances, children are forcibly removed from their homes and taken to factories in order to work off a family’s debt owed to the factory owner. Usually an entire family will play a role in manufacturing soccer balls, but frequently these jobs are secured through an agent to whom the family pays a fee that often takes a considerable time to pay off. Hence the family, and the children, generate very little money for themselves as a result of their hard labor.

This issue has in recent years come to the attention of people within developing and developed societies and begun a movement to demand ethically manufactured soccer balls. The Centre for Education and Communication (CEC) in India has been particularly active in seeking to publicize the working conditions of soccer ball manufacturers in the region. However, there are serious doubts as to whether the major sporting manufacturers actually uphold the ethical standards that they proclaim. Furthermore, there have been a number of cases where subcontracted manufacturers have continued to use child labor in this way.

The situation in Jalandhar serves as a reminder that every time someone buys a soccer ball, they might consider the complex interconnections and interdependencies between the developed and the developing worlds—between child workers in India who stitch these balls and young footballers in the global West who use these goods for recreation. This example also highlights the ironies and the injustices of the global system: Soccer is a very real source of recreation, health, and enjoyment for many of the world’s youth. But that very opportunity is often facilitated through the exploitation of thousands of children in developing nations. As described in a report by India-based Global March Against Child Labor, the game that is “supposed to inspire youth and entertain the world must not be played with footballs sewn with the sweat of children” (see “Freeing Children from Making Soccer Balls”, 2002).

The children revealed hands covered in cuts and gashes and complained of severe back pain and strenuous conditions. When asked their dreams for the future, the children voiced their desires to go to school or even get to play with the soccer balls they spend hours stitching.

As noted earlier, these uneven chains of interdependency are not simply wound up in soccer balls. Virtually every aspect of the sporting goods and apparel industry is implicated in this type of labor practice within developing nations. Not all of them exploit children at the same level, but many of them involve adults, particularly women, in sweatshop labor conditions. As noted by Oxfam GB (2004):


If (labour) exploitation were an Olympic sport, the sportswear giants would be well represented among the medal winners. While the industry can boast its commitment to some impressive principles, enshrined in codes of conduct, its business practices generate the market pressures that are in reality leading to exploitative labour conditions. The consequence is that millions of workers are being locked into poverty and denied a fair share of the wealth that they generate. (p. 4)






Global Migration: People on the Move

Globalization has brought about an intensification of flows of capital and commodities, but in terms of sport and physical culture, globalization has also brought about an increase in flows of sporting bodies and labor practices. Why do we move about the globe? Why now, more than ever before, are people so often shifting around the planet? Many of the answers to these questions are simple: Some people move for better life opportunities. Others move to escape political, ethnic, or cultural repression. Some move to take a new job or explore a new business opportunity. Others relocate because they prefer the culture or climate of their destination to that of their point of departure.

The ethics of globalization come to light in discussions of the movement of people around globe. On the one hand, the professional classes certainly benefit from the ability to be more mobile both in their professional and personal lives. For example, anthropologist Aihwa Ong (1999) uses the term “flexible citizenship” to demonstrate how the professional class is able to use transnational mobility to maximize the rights they enjoy while minimizing the obligations of belonging to a particular country (such as paying income taxes in their home country). Consider, for example, the investor who is able to accumulate wealth in a redevelopment project but does not need to stay and deal with the negative impacts of gentrification. On the other hand, the mobility of others is often constrained or determined by outside people or forces, such as those from poor, developing nations who are trafficked or moved around the world as a source of cheap labor. For example, 2022 FIFA World Cup organizers have brought a massive number of laborers from Nepal, India, and Bangladesh into Qatar to construct football stadiums and other required infrastructures. This section focuses on the way that physical activity and sport are implicated in flows or movements of peoples around the world.


Sport Labor Migration

Today, athletic bodies are differentially constrained and made free by globalization (Magee & Sugden, 2002; Maguire, 1996, 2008; Maguire & Falcous, 2011). Through various forms of sport labor migration, athletes relocate from their home countries to play professionally in foreign major leagues or in various major international competitions. In some cases, these diasporic athletes move as a matter of choice—seeking opportunities in national contexts where they can maximize wage income through their athletic labor. Examples of this might include Lionel Messi’s move from Argentina to Spain to play for FC Barcelona or Mana Iwabuchi’s move from Japan to London to play for Arsenal. Often these forms of migration come through agreements made by a club, league, or organizing body and the athlete, their family, or representatives. However, it is also the case that athletes might migrate by coercion or by force, perhaps to escape oppression or violence in their home country or through manipulation by player agents who deceive the players toward their own financial gain.

An example of an individual being empowered by globalization might be an elite distance runner from Kenya who likely has more options of where in the world she can train and compete, and even which country she might represent on the international stage, than in the past. Among the first international athletes to change their national affiliations in this way was South African-born runner Zola Budd, who competed in the 1984 Olympic Games for Great Britain in order to circumvent the international sporting boycott placed on her country at the time. A later example was Stephen Cherono, Kenyan gold medalist in the 3,000-meter steeplechase at the 2002 Commonwealth Games. A year later he won gold at the World Championships as a citizen of Qatar named Saif Saaeed Shaheen—having defected for a monthly stipend of $1,000 a month for life. In the lead-up to the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, senior International Olympic Committee (IOC) and British Olympic Association (BOA) member Craig Reedie estimated that around 25 athletes had similarly “swapped nationality.” As it has been widely conveyed in Western media, many former East African runners, including Saaeed Shaheen and Ahmad Hassan Abdullah (formerly Albert Chepkurui), opted to compete for Gulf States for their own financial gain. These Gulf States use state funds, or so called “petrodollars,” to invest in athletics and the recruitment of athletic labor for the purposes of place promotion and soft power—using gold medals to promote the athletes and the nations they now represent. On the one hand, these sport labor migration patterns still reinforce old hierarchies whereby those with power and wealth can use athletic labor to further their interests. At the same time, however, these patterns challenge the longstanding patterns of South-to-North movements of player talents within the global sporting system.

The view of many sport scholars and social commentators, and particularly proponents of free-market capitalism, is that sport’s global turns have resulted in otherwise unachievable mobility for many athletes (Kahn, 2000; Onody & de Castro, 2004; Weistart, 1984; Zimbalist, 2001). Cuban and Dominican baseball players now earn millions of dollars in the Major Leagues; hockey and basketball players from around the world have converged on North America to join the ranks of the NHL or the NBA. To wit, hundreds of South American footballers have increased their standard of living by moving to Europe to ply their trade. Concurrently, these leagues are able to capitalize on this migrant labor by leveraging two advantageous relationships: (1) These migrants often develop their skills in national contexts with less economic development, whereby conditions of poverty limit pathways to prosperity such that sport becomes one of the central ways to capitalize upon one’s labor (e.g., soccer in the favelas of Brazil); and (2) these teams and leagues are then able to use these players’ images and celebrity to market the sport and its products back to these previously undercapitalized markets (e.g., Yao Ming and the NBA in China in the 2000s). Anthropologists and sociologists have found that within the donor nations, many youth devote so much time, energy, and attention to chasing the dream of playing sports professionally that they neglect other aspects of their personal development, most notably education. This means that when they do not make it, they are ill prepared for the rest of their lives.

In a sporting sense, North America is linked to the rest of the world through the athletes that it attracts into its own sport system. However, depending on the sport, as well as the level of athlete in question, there is also an emigration of North American athletes to other countries. For example, there are hundreds of male and female North American basketball players who may not have the opportunity to play within the NBA or WNBA, but have been more than able to forge lucrative careers in foreign professional leagues. As a further example, North American soccer stars such as Tobin Heath, Weston McKennie, and Alphonso Davies now dazzle audiences in London, Turin, and Munich.



Flows of People: Focus on Brazil

Up to this point, we have made the case that as athletes move on and across the various fields of play around the world, they stir economic and cultural activity both in host cities and in systems around the world. The 2014 FIFA World Cup in Brazil provides us an excellent example to examine many aspects of globalization, including the mobility of labor and sporting goods products and the unique chains of interdependency and interconnectivity through bodies in motion. The organizers of the FIFA World Cup reported that more than one million visitors came to Brazil during the monthlong tournament in 2014 (Whitefield, 2014). The Brazilian government spent over $11 billion in infrastructural improvements to host the event, and according to most accounts, visitors to Brazil spent almost $3 billion while attending the event.

Movement on the fields of Sao Paolo, Rio, and Recife created other forms of motion: the flows of capital and digital media. Yet, that movement was the product of many other forms of motion that came before it: the worker who stitched the ball, the political maneuvering to secure the event, the planning of advertising campaigns, or the migrant laborer who came to the area to build the stadium in which the event took place. While sport tourists were enjoying state-of-the-art facilities, refurbished hotel rooms, and enhanced public transportation to and from the events, many locals continued to struggle with living conditions—such as a lack of clean water and electricity—that define a deeply inequitable Brazilian society. During the year leading up to the 2014 FIFA World Cup, a million Brazilians moved into the streets and picketed outside stadiums in protest against the millions of dollars being spent on soccer stadiums instead of hospitals, schools, and public transit (Zirin, 2014). Outside a luxury hotel hosting Brazil’s national soccer team, protesters wielded signs demanding FIFA return their money: “We want health and Education. World Cup out” (Zirin, 2014, p. 209).

While sport tourists were enjoying state-of-the-art facilities, refurbished hotel rooms, and enhanced public transportation to and from the events, many locals continued to struggle with living conditions—such as a lack of clean water and electricity—that define a deeply inequitable Brazilian society.

The 2014 World Cup illustrates an important case for analyzing the unequal access to the benefits of these new forms of mobility, a critical feature of global sport processes. In the context of globalization, the mobilities created by and around the footballing body reveal an important paradox: Freedom of movement (or the promise thereof) through the proliferation of moving bodies across global culture- and capital-based chains of interdependence (as migrant athlete laborers, tourists, global celebrities, or sporting brands) also produces immobility, as young people are increasingly subjected to and constrained by the logics of the market (as hyper-regimented athletes or sweatshop laborers in Nike factories). Brazilian taxpayers watched as funding for their public services was diverted to projects that served to benefit only a few members of that society. While Nike, Neymar, and Neuer saw their economic and sporting mobility enhanced by the World Cup, citizens living in Sao Paolo and Recife expecting to use those cities’ public transportation systems saw their mobilities restricted prior to, during, and after the event.




Conclusion

In this chapter, we have discussed some of interrelationships that link North America and the rest of the world through physical activity and sport. The relations of global sport—its products, peoples, spectacles, and capital—are truly interdependent and interconnected. Thus, we cannot think about North American sports in exceptionalist or isolationist terms. That being said, however, North American businesses, teams, and leagues have often found themselves advantaged by the economic, cultural, and political mobility systems within which global sport has been formed. What is important to remember is that globalization is not a recent phenomenon, but rather a long process that people have been entangled in for centuries. However, contemporary globalization practices have resulted in the formation of new mobility systems and relations through which people, money, culture, politics, and identities are ever-more entangled. Moreover, these relationships have led to changes in how local communities around the world experience sport and physical activity—in many cases, replacing traditions with what is globally popular or dominant. This has also meant that how people play, why they play, and where they play has shifted. Athletes and workers move around the world to make a living, fans might be as likely to cheer for a team playing a match on the other side of the world as one playing in their own backyard, and the value of sport (socially and economically) is expanding at rates equivalent to rates of exploitation many sport entities are able to seize as they move their production processes into underregulated labor markets and their products in emerging consumer markets.

Key Points


	Globalization has accelerated in part due to the emergence of new mobility systems, new communication technologies, and new trade and geopolitical relationships.

	Globalization has changed the experiences of sport participants, consumers, and athletes in various local contexts around the world.

	Sport producers and consumers are now linked in ways unlike ever before, participating in everything from trade relationships to experiencing sporting spectacles in real time on a global scale.

	The globalization of sport and physical activity has brought about a number of positive consequences, such as increased commercial value of major sport franchises and other properties, as well as the increased interconnectivity of traditionally isolated local sport cultures.

	However, globalization has also led to a number of negative consequences, such as the increased exploitation of vulnerable laborers in developing nations, an increase in sport-related income and wealth inequality, and a continued imbalance of power wielded by major sport organizations and businesses.



Discussion Questions


	Is the increased globalization of sport a good thing? What has been gained and what has been lost?

	Describe the local–global scales of human movement. How do muscles and kinetic movements connect to the international movements of money, culture, and politics?

	Is it a good idea for a major city (such as Los Angeles, Tokyo, or Toronto) to host a major international sporting event (such as the Olympics or FIFA World Cup)?

	What are the major benefits for the local community when a major sporting goods company (or partner) establishes a new factory in that city? What are some potential problems these community members might face?

	In your opinion, does the popularity of a North American sport league such as the NBA in an emerging market such as China tell us more about the growth of the Chinese economy or the expansionist tendencies of the sport industry? Why?

	What is the paradox of sporting mobility? Explain how increased opportunities to play professional sports worldwide might both offer opportunity and potentially limit the freedom of aspiring young athletes.
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Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to do the following:


	Define concepts central to the active body–environment nexus

	Understand the factors that satisfy or constrain the physiological needs of the active body

	Recognize the interdependence of personal and environmental factors that provide the active body with physical activity opportunities

	Identify the ways in which the active body is also a pro-environmental body

	Acknowledge the bidirectional nature of the active body–environmental relationship





Levels of public concern for the environment have continued to fluctuate since public opinion on these issues was first documented in the mid-1960s (Daniels et al., 2012). Today, debates about the connection between humans and the environment are at a critical juncture. On one side, there are those who suggest human activity provides no influence on the course of the natural environment. On the other side, there are those who believe human activity does affect the environment. In one of the latest studies on climate change belief, a group of researchers at Yale (Marlon et al., 2017) conducted a nationwide survey that indicates citizens are mostly in agreement that some form of climate change exists, but split on whether it is anthropogenic (i.e., caused by humans). Those living in more progressive areas are more likely to believe climate change has something to do with humans than those living in conservative areas.

The result of these discourses has been a redefinition of what is meant by the environment. This argument about the role of humans in the environment began in formal settings when the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) first introduced discussions about environmental activity. IUCN has spent 50 years keeping records of environmental activity, resulting in a library of definitions and activities from the World Conservation Congress since 1970 (IUCN, 2020). In most iterations of the annual IUCN report, concerns about the effects of population growth appear. For example, in the 1970 yearbook, the IUCN (1971) stated:


In fact, as indicated by agreement of the 10th General Assembly, we regard human population growth as the most urgent problem affecting the natural environment. Directly or indirectly, it is the fact that there are too many people in the world, now about 3.6 billion, that must be charged with the pollution crises, the overgrazed ranges, the overcut forests, the overharvested fisheries, the erosion and destruction of habitats, the loss of species, and the lowering of qualitative values in the lives of millions of people. (p. 10)



In their 2017 report, the IUCN (2018) again stated, “Given current climate predictions, safeguarding the water supplies we need for a global population set to reach 10 billion by 2050 will be a challenging risk” (p. 44).

For our purposes, the physical body is the point where this important human and environment interaction manifests. In this chapter, we consider where and how the body and the environment meet, conceptualized in three main ways: the body as the environment, the body in the environment, and the body for the environment. In what follows, we focus on research pertinent to each of these three areas and show how researchers examine these connections.


The Body as the Environment

In order to maintain health and thrive, human bodies need to meet their basic physiological needs for clean water, clean air, and sustainable food sources (among many others), while at the same time fueling an enduring need for physical activity that transforms the living body into an active body. Previous research helps to articulate how physical activity, water, sustainable food, and air all contribute to the body as the active environment.


Physical Activity and a Healthy Bodily Environment

The importance of physical activity to the growth and development of children and adolescents has been well established (Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee, 2018). For example, a narrative review of related research conducted by Warburton and colleagues (2006) establishes how routine physical activity reduces the risk of chronic disease and premature death (by improving body composition, reducing blood pressure, and improving coronary blood flow), and improves psychological well-being (by reducing stress, anxiety, and depression). Despite overwhelming evidence about the benefits of physical activity, over a quarter of Americans aged 6 and older are estimated to be inactive (Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee, 2019). Current physical activity guidelines recommend 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA) per day. Only 7.5 percent of 12- to 15-year-olds meet the national physical activity guidelines (National Physical Activity Plan, 2018). Physical inactivity and sedentary behaviors are even more prevalent among ethnic minority youth and those from economically disadvantaged households. For example, in 2017, 30.5 percent of 6- to 12-year-olds living in a household with an income under $25,000 were physically inactive, compared to only 10.9 percent of 6- to 12-year-olds living in a household with an income over $100,000 (Aspen Institute, 2018).

In order to maintain health and thrive, human bodies need to meet their basic physiological needs for clean water, clean air, and sustainable food sources (among many others), while at the same time fueling an enduring need for physical activity that transforms the living body into an active body.

Though these disparities between guidelines and actual participation are concerning, we know that factors that influence obesity do not take place in a vacuum. Indeed, as Rail (2012) points out, Americans live in an obesity clinic: Talk of obesity permeates our daily lives, using different voices to create an interior monologue of guilt and anguish about our bodies. The common societal narrative is about what the individual is doing wrong and can do differently—mainly exercise and show more self-control (King-White et al., 2013). Pullen and Malcolm (2018) tear down this overdependence on physical activity guidelines insofar as they tend to almost always put the onus of health on the individual, dismissing the circumstances, socioeconomic issues, and societal problems that connect to obesity and unhealthy living.

As Sallis and colleagues (2015) point out, it is indeed important for humans to maintain a certain level of physical activity. Teixeira and colleagues (2015) suggest physical activity motivation (or lack thereof) can be explained by two factors: self-determination and self-efficacy. Ryan and colleagues (2009) suggest “the very concept of an active organism implies that organisms have within them a spontaneous tendency to act on their environments and to exercise their skills” (p. 109). Self-determination theory suggests that this spontaneous tendency is mostly a matter of intrinsic motivation; however, extrinsic motivation for physical activity diverges from inherent interest and enjoyment toward the attainment of an outcome separable from the activity itself (Ryan et al., 2009). For example, in the United States, longevity, weight loss, and improved physical appearance are among the main reasons why people exercise (MINDBODY, 2019)—whereas in Africa, most physical activity is associated with occupational activities (WHO, 2014). In terms of individuals’ beliefs in their capacity to be physically active (self-efficacy), Korkiakangas and colleagues (2009) establish how internal barriers such as shame, laziness, and fear of exercise are rooted in feelings of being too overweight to exercise.

Thus, a healthy bodily environment is one where the body maintains a need for physical activity. Without the personal need and motivation for physical activity, the body’s ability to remain active is challenged. Additionally, without the proper socioeconomic and infrastructure designs for the most vulnerable to maintain a healthy lifestyle, obesity and unhealthy bodies will permeate society.



Fueling a Healthy Bodily Environment

More than two billion people throughout the world do not have access to safe, clean drinking water in their homes (WHO, 2017). An adequate daily intake of fluid is about 15.5 cups (3.7 liters) for men and 11.5 cups (2.7 liters) for women (The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2005). During strenuous physical activity, athletes can lose 6 to 10 percent of their body weight in sweat loss, which can lead to dehydration if fluids are not replenished (Popkin et al., 2010). For the active body to maintain a healthy bodily environment, then a supply of water must be readily accessible.

Arguably, the supply of clean drinking water bears a relationship with macroeconomics. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, where economic growth remains below population growth (The World Bank, 2019), around 319 million people still do not have access to clean water, which is the most of any region (Purvis, 2015). The scarcity of clean drinking water in sub-Saharan Africa is contrasted with Europe and North America, where 94 percent of the regional population has access to “safely managed” drinking water (WHO & UNICEF, 2017). Drinking water is obtained from two sources: surface water and groundwater (CDC, n.d.). Most of the public drinking water in the United States is sourced from groundwater (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2007), which, while not strictly nonrenewable, has a long replenishment period of hundreds to thousands of years (Margat et al., 2006). According to Sandra Postel, director of the Global Water Policy Project and the National Geographic Society’s freshwater fellow, the rate of groundwater depletion has doubled since 1960, and efforts to reverse this trend rely on more efficient management of water resources (Handwerk, n.d.). Though historically only a concern for the southwest and high plains regions, increasing demands on groundwater resources and the resulting groundwater depletion are becoming a concern for many U.S. regions (USGS, 2013).

Without the proper socioeconomic and infrastructure designs for the most vulnerable to maintain a healthy lifestyle, obesity and unhealthy bodies will permeate society.

Intracountry variances also exist in the supply of clean drinking water. As an example, in a Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health study, researchers found that public middle and high schools in Massachusetts provided 1.5 water sources per 75 students (Kenney et al., 2016). The study also found 82 percent of the total water sources were functioning, and 70 percent were both clean and functioning (Kenney et al., 2016). In fact, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) of 2010 requires schools to make potable water available and accessible at no charge where breakfast or lunch is served (USDA, 2016), effectively standardizing free water access across public schools in the United States. Specifically, a study by Cradock and colleagues (2019) found no association between school characteristics (e.g., school age, the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price meals, or the percentage of racial or ethnic minority students) and the practice of offering a free source of drinking water in the school cafeteria during meal times.

The second issue in the active body–water interaction is demand. Because the active body needs to ingest water to maintain a healthy bodily environment, it must demand drinking water. However, the supply of clean drinking water does not necessarily guarantee demand. Using the 2010 National Youth Physical Activity and Nutrition Study data, researchers established that 54 percent of U.S. high school students in the reported drinking water on three or fewer occasions per day (Park et al., 2012). The factors associated with low water intake include the consumption—at least once per day—of non-diet soda and other sugar-sweetened beverages such as sports drinks (Park et al., 2012), which have become a significant part of the overall noncarbonated soft drink market. In 2018, around $5.5 billion worth of Gatorade was sold in the United States (Bedford, 2020).

However, the increasing popularity of sports drinks and the resulting decrease in population-level water intake does not necessarily compromise the maintenance of the active body. Evidence suggests that water may not always be the optimal fluid for ingestion during exercise. In fact, “during endurance exercise … drinks containing added substrate and electrolytes [like sports drinks] are more effective in improving performance” (Shirreffs, 2009, p. 376). In other words, ingestion of the optimal fluid for the active body is dependent on the body’s need to rehydrate or refuel. These examples demonstrate how different populations face location-based environmental barriers, albeit at varying extents, to hydration, which is essential to the maintenance of an active body.

Like the body’s dependence on water, the body also needs food. According to the American Dietary Guidelines 2015-2020 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015), the recommended calorie intake for adults is at its highest between the ages of 19 and 30. The guideline dietary intake for adult males within this age group is anywhere from 2,200 to 3,200 calories, whereas for females the guideline is 2,000 calories. In addition to calorie intake, the American Dietary Guidelines 2015-2020 recommend a healthy eating pattern that balances the different food groups of vegetables, fruits, grains, dairy, proteins, and oils (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015).

Yet, Lupton (1996) suggests, “while humans enter the world with the need to eat to survive, from the moment of birth the ways in which individuals interact with other people and with cultural artefacts shape their responses to food” (p. 1). Physical activity is closely interrelated with energy intake, as the working body requires energy and nutrients for fuel (Melzer et al., 2005). Therefore, physical activity becomes a sociocultural artefact, which provides insight into how individuals interact with food. Melzer and colleagues demonstrate how changes in energy intake tend to only accompany MVPA that is performed regularly and over the long term. The authors also suggest weight, and more specifically excess weight, as a moderating influence, whereby the obese do not typically adjust energy intake based on levels of physical activity.

As a basic human need, any scarcity in food supply compromises the maintenance of an active body. According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2019), multiple indications of disrupted eating patterns and reduced food intake is referred to as very low food security. A famine is defined as a “severe shortage of food accompanied by a significant increase in the local or regional death rate” (Mayer, 1975, p. 572). In a study of women living during the Dutch famine of 1944-1945, both moderately and severely exposed women were more often physically inactive later in life than unexposed women (Fransen et al., 2016). Such an association suggests the challenges to the active body presented by very low food security are both significant and enduring. Not all populations experience a shortage of food, but low food security can also refer to instances where food is of reduced quality, variety, or desirability (USDA, 2019). Dhurandhar (2016) suggests two related hypotheses between low food security and obesity: first, the association is a result of the high-calorie, palatable food consumed by food-insecure populations, and, second, the association is a result of the limited knowledge, time, and resources that food-insecure populations experience to engage in healthful eating and exercise.

Unlike the body’s need for water and food, the body’s need for air is unremitting, ever imperious, and inexorable (Fabre & Attias, 2005). As such, air is the body’s life-sustaining gas (National Geographic, n.d.)—meaning access to quality air is of great concern for public health. Nine out of 10 people breathe polluted air (WHO, 2018a), and an estimated 4.2 million premature deaths globally are attributed to ambient air pollution. The pollutants with the strongest evidence for public health concern include particulate matter (PM), ozone (O3), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), and sulfur dioxide (SO2) (WHO, n.d.). An active body takes more air into the lungs than an inactive one—and if the air quality is poor, this means a larger amount of harmful pollutants entering the body. In addition, the body is more likely to breathe through the mouth during physical activity, and, unlike the nose, the mouth is unable to filter out certain large pollutants (“Exercise and air quality: 10 top tips,” 2015).

Several studies establish the correlation between poor air quality and urbanization (Civerolo et al., 2007; Han et al., 2014). Researchers in the 1990s applied the Kuznets curve (an inverted U shape used to describe measures of economic inequality) specifically to economic growth and pollution indicators to establish the environmental Kuznets curve (EKC) (Dinda, 2004). The EKC hypothesis postulates that “environmental degradation increases with growing income up to a threshold level beyond which environmental quality improves with higher income per capita” (Dinda, 2004, p. 434). However, the World Health Organization states that people living in both low- and middle-income countries are the ones who disproportionately experience the burden of outdoor air pollution (WHO, 2018b). Specifically, 91 percent of the 4.2 million premature deaths globally due to air pollution occur in low- and middle-income countries (WHO, 2018b). Evidence suggests “immediate action to reduce air pollution could have significant effects on children’s health and physical wellbeing” (Breathe GB, 2020, pp. 3-4). Ian Mudway, a senior lecturer in respiratory toxicology at the Department of Analytical and Environmental Sciences at King’s College London, suggests “a child growing up with asthma in a polluted city will have worse symptoms that will limit their potential to train” (Breathe GB, 2020, p. 3). Furthermore, children are more susceptible to the effects of poor air quality because they are more likely to engage in regular sporting activity (Breathe GB, 2020).

Unlike the body’s need for water and food, the body’s need for air is unremitting, ever imperious, and inexorable.

Thus, the maintenance of an active body requires access to a supply of clean drinking water, sustainable food, and clean air. Without this readily accessible supply, the body’s ability to remain active is challenged.




The Body in the Environment

Now, through the body’s interaction with the environment, we consider how the environment provides access to physical activity opportunities. Such an approach is underpinned by social–ecological models, which recognize how physical activity needs are a result of dynamic interrelations of both personal and environmental factors. As such, we begin this section by again discussing the interactions between water, air, and the active body, before moving on to discuss the broader impacts of human action and natural resource extraction on the active body–environment interaction.



The Active Body and Water

The active body–water interaction not only includes the body’s need to drink water, but also the role water plays in providing access to physical activity opportunities, which recognizes that water sources are not exclusively used for drinking water. Water-based physical activity opportunities largely take place on surface water (e.g., lakes, rivers, and streams). However, nearly all surface water features interact with groundwater—for instance, withdrawal of surface water can deplete groundwater, and, conversely, pumpage of groundwater can deplete surface water (Winter et al., 1998). Therefore, depletion of any water can potentially reduce the availability of physical activities and constrain the active body. According to Platt (2000), as surface water levels increase or decrease, so does recreation use and value. Specifically, Platt claims “water levels above or below the acceptable range lead to reductions in visitation and value as problems associated with safety, access, water quality, site attractiveness, and crowding arise” (p. 44). This notion is further supported through a study of recreational activities on Lake Hume in New South Wales, Australia, where estimates of recreational value and usage were considerably higher when the lake was near capacity (Crase & Gillespie, 2008).

A relationship also exists between the active body and water quality. For example, the results of a study in Finland established how an improvement in water clarity where light was able to penetrate the water by a further one meter had positive effects on swimmers and the frequency of their recreation trips (Versterinen et al., 2010). Similarly, in a study of recreational waterway users in Ireland, water sports participants (e.g., rowers, canoers, and swimmers) were found to be responsive to better water quality, which was determined based on longer trip duration (Breen et al., 2018). Additionally, Breen and colleagues (2018) found that even non-water-based activity participants (e.g., walkers and cyclists) who used trails adjacent to waterways were responsive to better water quality.

Kellett and Turner (2011) developed a simple categorization of water consumption in the sport and recreation industry to demonstrate how sport uses water beyond the context of water sport participation: through the field of play, consumer amenities, and maintenance and cleaning. Sports played on natural turf (e.g., cricket, soccer, rugby) will consume a considerable amount of water through preparation and maintenance of the field of play. For example, turf should receive one to two inches of water per week during the growing season (Cornell University, n.d.). When put into the context of a football field, one inch of water per week amounts to approximately 60,000 gallons of water, which over the course of a typical six-month growing season equates to approximately 1.5 million gallons (Traver, 2019).

In Australia, the sport and recreation industry is a major consumer of water, similar to the agriculture and farming industry (Kellett & Turner, 2011). Water crises in Australia, which restrict the widespread irrigation of playing fields, have led to the closure of sport and recreation facilities (Kellett & Turner, 2011), which, in turn, has led to the cancellation of training and competition (Connolly & Bell, 2007). Similar drought-like conditions in Colorado forced the closure of Denver’s soccer and lacrosse fields for over a month in 2013 (Meyer, 2013). Therefore, any sort of changes to the supply or quality of water can pose challenges for the active body, whether on water or using facilities that consume water.

Thus, the maintenance of an active body requires access to a supply of clean drinking water, sustainable food, and clean air.

The Active Body and Clean Air

The benefits associated with being active outdoors are well documented. For example, outdoor pursuits can improve physical health (e.g., controlling blood pressure, strengthening muscles, bones, and joints) and mental health (e.g., stress reduction, preventing depression, mood enhancement) (Godbey, 2009). Yet, as established earlier in this chapter, poor air quality compromises and potentially negates the benefits associated with outdoor physical activity (see also the sidebar Active Bodies: How Tackling Air Pollution Can Unleash the Potential of UK Sport).

Sport-specific outdoor training venues as well as built environments represent what Thompson Coon and colleagues (2011) refer to as synthetic environments, which include indoor environments and non-green outdoor built environments. On the other hand, natural environments include wilderness areas, allotments, urban parks, open countryside, country parks, woodlands, and wildlife reserves (Thompson Coon et al., 2011). Evidence suggests that participating in physical activity in a natural environment, or green exercise, enhances the benefits of exercising outdoors. For example, in a survey of Zurich-based fitness center members, Hug and colleagues (2009) found that green exercise increased enjoyment of participation and frequency of activity. In fact, another European study established that the likelihood of being physically active is more than three times higher for those whose residential environment contains high levels of greenery, and the likelihood of being overweight and obese for this population is about 40 percent lower (Ellaway et al., 2005).


Active Bodies

Rio de Janeiro Water Quality and the Olympic Games

Sport research has shown how water experiences can add diversity and impact to adventure tourism, sport tourism, leisure, and other active body pursuits (Jennings, 2007). Unfortunately, the intersection of water and sports often highlights larger issues with the environment or politics. Such was the case at the Rio de Janeiro Olympic Games in summer 2016. The issue with water quality was noted well in advance of the Games, with a USA Today article highlighting reports of stomach illnesses after the World Junior Rowing Championships in summer 2015 (Barnes, 2015). These issues stemmed from raw sewage and household garbage that spilled into Guanabara Bay, exposing athletes to rotavirus or potentially fatal superbacteria (Jacobs, 2016). Shortly before the Olympic Games, the government created ecobarriers across the 17 rivers flowing into Guanabara Bay and the organizing committee used 12 specialized boats to remove trash (Trendafilova et al., 2018). Although the bacteria remained, few athletes reported any illnesses. To mitigate issues of water contamination, it is important for sport scholars and managers to understand the role of waste and wastewater in affecting the active body.



The quality of air in natural environments is significantly greater than in urban areas. A five-year longitudinal U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention study found rural counties experience on average four days per annum where the average ozone concentrations are higher than the National Ambient Air Quality Standards, versus 48 days per annum of unhealthy air in large central metropolitan counties (Strosnider et al., 2017). Therefore, the increased use of natural environments over synthetic environments may prove fruitful in mitigating the increased health risks associated with poor air quality in urban areas. However, policy decisions and behavior change campaigns targeting green exercise must account for related overuse and carrying capacity issues.

The Active Body and Natural Resource Extraction

Oil and gas industries grew exponentially with the advent of hydrologic fracturing, commonly referred to as fracking. These corporations have been threatening to overtake public lands with fracking activities, thereby threatening the environment and opportunities for recreation on those lands (Ridlington & Rumpler, 2013). Kellison and colleagues (2017) examined individual perceptions of participating in recreational activities at parks near fracking operations and found that, although knowledge about fracking was low and support for energy independence was high, individuals suggested that they would not visit parks near fracking operations. Findings such as these suggest a commonly held belief amongst the populace that something might be okay, as long as it is “not in my backyard” (often referred to as NIMBY).


Active Bodies

How Tackling Air Pollution Can Unleash the Potential of UK Sport

In February 2020, the Breathe GB report was published by a group of parents, teachers, and campaigners who collectively share a vision in which all can enjoy safe outdoor activity without having to contend with potentially damaging levels of toxic air. The report drew upon the existing body of literature, supplemented with expert consultations and results from a commissioned air quality monitoring study of 94 sports training grounds in the United Kingdom. Of these sites, a total of 26 sport training facilities had particulate matter or nitrogen dioxide levels that exceed WHO limits. Furthermore, Perry Park in Birmingham, which is to be the host venue for the 2022 Commonwealth Games, currently has levels of nitrogen dioxide that far exceed European Union limits.

Although the scope of the study was national and included five cities (Salford, Sheffield, Nottingham, Birmingham, and London), the results that bore the greatest concern were from the city of London, where 24 of 26 sport training facilities had air quality that did not meet minimum WHO requirements (including facilities in the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, a key legacy venue from the Olympic Games in 2012). Furthermore, the PM2.5 levels recorded at Hackney Marshes in East London was 17—seven points higher than the WHO targets. The significance of poor air quality at a sport facility like Hackney Marshes is striking. For instance, as of the 2020-2021 season, the Hackney Marshes Saturday Youth Football League had 59 clubs and 194 registered teams (London Borough of Hackney, 2020), which, with conservative estimates, places over 1,000 children and young people at risk of the damaging effects of air pollution at this one facility alone. Through the study’s novel focus and methodology, the authors can conclude that children are at risk while engaging in physical activity. To mitigate the risks of poor air quality and the resulting constraints on the active body, the authors call for the adoption of clean air zones in all major UK cities.



As with many of the subjects we touch upon in this chapter, these industries are highly political. Indeed, Kellison and colleagues (2017) found that acceptance of fracking varied across party lines. When considering these issues, it is important to note how the current political cycle might affect the active body. Bunds and colleagues (2019) found that the needs and wants of the populace and government can be mostly met with a consideration of the common good and deliberative democracy, though that is admittedly rare. With extractive industries, however, the active body is not entered into the political life cycle—therefore, if fracking becomes a part of daily routine, it does so without consideration of the human condition, prioritizing energy independence. To change this, we must consider how the body becomes an active agent in the fight for the environment.



The Body for the Environment

At this point, we have established the active body’s interdependence with the environment, as well as how the active body’s geopolitical and socioeconomic location moderates and mediates the active body–environment interaction. We conclude by discussing how the active body serves the environment by establishing the relationship between the active body and pro-environmental attitudes and philanthropic efforts.


Environmentalism and the Active Body

The active body can damage the natural environment. As such, recreation ecology, or the study of the environmental consequences of outdoor recreation, nature-based tourism, and their effective management, has become a field of increasing importance (Monz et al., 2013). For example, Pickering and Hill (2007) suggest recreation and related tourism in protected Australian areas have negative impacts on plant biodiversity and vegetation, both directly (clearing of vegetation for infrastructure and damage from trampling caused by outdoor pursuits like hiking and mountain biking) and indirectly (the introduction of weed propagules on visitors’ shoes). However, the environmental consequences of recreation are not uniform.

Despite the case for recreation disturbances and the resulting ecological impacts, a strand of scholarship also exists that establishes the association of outdoor physical activity and pro-environmental attitudes. Beery (2013) evidences that participants who engage in regular nature-based outdoor recreation show a significantly higher level of environmental connectedness than those who do not. In a U.S. study, Cunningham and colleagues (2020) specifically explored the degree to which physical activity participation is associated with pro-environmental attitudes. The study results found that “as physical activity rates and access to physical activity increased, so too did people’s beliefs that climate change impacted them personally” (Cunningham et al., 2020, p. 69). These authors empirically tested and proved the notion that the active body–environment interaction develops connectedness between people and the natural environment, and that any threat to the quality (or even existence) of the interaction is a direct challenge on the status of the active body. This emerging body of research provides a basis for the claim that an active body is also a pro-environmental body.

Despite the case for recreation disturbances and the resulting ecological impacts, a strand of scholarship also exists that establishes the association of outdoor physical activity and pro-environmental attitudes.



Embodied Philanthropy

Water charities, which exist for the purpose of raising funds to provide clean drinking water to those in developing countries, have emerged in part due to the failures of governmental policies and privatization efforts to sufficiently address the global water crisis (Newson, 2009). A variety of efforts have been undertaken by water charities to raise funds for water projects in developing nations—for example, the organization One Drop uses an Aqua Expo with original art to educate interested individuals and inspire donors to support water conservation in the northern hemisphere (Madill & Ziegler, 2012). One of the most popular fundraising events for water charities today are community-based running events, which Bunds (2018) refers to as embodied philanthropy. Building on Bunds’ understanding, Palmer and Dwyer (2020) called the idea of physical-activity based charity fitness philanthropy.

Team World Vision, for example, allows people to raise money for World Vision water projects by running a World Vision–branded 6K (World Vision, 2020). Another organization, Run for Water, operates its own marathon, fun run, half-marathon, and school events. They teach people about local and global water resources and even offer curriculum material for student events (Run for Water Foundation, 2019).

Though using sport events for fundraising is not unique to water charities (see chapter 11 for more on fundraising), sport offers a convenient and popular vehicle for generating money for such organizations (MacIntosh & Spence, 2012). Sport events can create excellent opportunities for water charities to connect individuals in one community with individuals in another, regardless of the socioeconomic gaps or the geographic proximity between them (Kellett et al., 2008). Further, sport events can facilitate strong volunteer and donor attachments, possibly turning one-time volunteers or donors into lifelong organizational partners (Filo et al., 2009).

In his book Sport, Politics and the Charity Industry, Bunds (2018) examined these water charities in detail. During his multiple-year, multisite autoethnography, Bunds worked, volunteered, and raised funds for four different nonprofit water charities. In this examination, he found that charities that established water systems that communities could then maintain themselves seemed to have the best chance of achieving sustainable success. The act of using one’s body for the benefit of others also afforded individuals to tap into and build on social networks of friends and donors, thereby reinforcing their social status as a philanthropist and allowing them to build a new social network with like-minded donors and fundraisers (for further discussion, see the sidebar Active Bodies: Running for Water and Creating Communitas in chapter 11). Thus, the body is pro-environmental, political, used for the environment, interacts with the environment, and needs the environment.




Conclusion

For the purposes of this chapter, we distinguished between the body as the environment, the body in the environment, and the body for the environment. However, it is not our intent to highlight each of these relationships as independent; rather, we recognize how the body as the environment is largely determined by the environment in which the body exists. Likewise, the body in the environment is influenced by the body’s connectedness to and attitude toward the environment.

The physically active body does not and cannot simply become physically active. As shown in this chapter, there are sociopolitical and individual factors that constrain or allow for the movement of the body. Concurrently, those same factors influence the environment and the processes by which the environment–body nexus occurs. To understand the body and environment, one must understand both in totality. It is about the food we eat, the water we drink, the bodily acts we perform, and the processes by which these performances are allowed—or prescribed—to occur. It is not enough to suggest that climates change or that bodies influence that change. Now, more than ever, there needs to be clear discussion about that change. If the goal is for the active body and the environment to survive, researchers must continue to clearly articulate the environment–body nexus.

Key Points


	Researchers show that bodies have physiological needs for physical activity, water, sustainable food, and air, all of which intersect within the body as an active environment.

	Evidence exists that multiple issues negatively affect individuals’ level of physical activity, including (but not limited to) socioeconomic status, nutrition, education, and access to resources.

	Physical activity needs are a result of dynamic interrelationships of both personal and environmental factors. As such, a person’s physical activity is a socioecological issue.

	The active body can be utilized to help fundraise for environmental issues through fitness philanthropy and embodied philanthropy.

	The body acts as an environment that affects and is affected by the environment within which the body exists—a bidirectional relationship.



Discussion Questions


	How do environmental awareness and pro-environmental attitudes influence the active body–environment nexus?

	Consider your personal physiological needs. To what extent are these basic needs readily accessible to you in your local environment?

	How does participation in sport and physical activity influence the body’s demand for food, water, and air?

	What physical activities and recreational opportunities are most affected by changes to the natural environment?

	What physical activities and recreational opportunities promote the highest levels of connectedness with the natural environment?

	Conduct some research online and find an organization whose core service is fitness philanthropy. How does this organization encourage use of the active body as an engagement tool for fundraising? To what environmental ends are the charitable donations used?

	What is the future of the active body–environment nexus? What challenges will become increasingly problematic for public health at the population level?








Glossary


ableism—Discrimination against individuals with disabilities on the basis of disability, which can be individual, institutional, or internalized.

active living—This concept extends our understanding of physical activity beyond vigorous, leisure-time, and recreational activities to incorporate household and occupational physical activity, as well as active transportation such as public transit and walking.

adapted physical activity—Competitive or recreational sports or physical activities modified for disabled participants, which may include rule changes or the use of assistive devices (e.g., wheelchairs, lower or upper extremity prostheses).

agency—An individual’s capacity to act independently, choose their behavior, and make their own free choices.

alienation—The separation of individuals from the ability to control and shape their own lives.

anthropogenic—Direct or indirect human influence on the environment.

assimilation—A process by which a culture is encouraged (or forced) to resemble or take on the characteristics of a different (often dominant) culture.

banking model of education—Traditional form of teaching whereby the teacher is the master who bestows knowledge upon passive students.

big data—Big data includes (but is not limited to) government records, health records, genetic sequences, social media interactions, phone records, purchasing history, and any and all digital traces that are left by users. It refers less to the quantity of data, and more to computational power to make legal, economic, social, and technological claims.

biological racism—The idea that the races are meaningfully different in their biology and that these differences create a hierarchy of value.

bodily racism—The perception of certain racialized bodies as more animal-like and violent than others.

bureaucratization—The organizational and structural alignment of hierarchies of power and control to better achieve rationalization and economic efficiency.

celebritization—The intertextual mediation, commodification, and personalization of celebrity identity that shapes the public image and understanding of private individuals.

chains of interdependence—A network or series of linkages that form coreliant bonds between independent elements. The formation of these chains often lead to mutual or aggregate benefit for the constitutive elements, but can also lead to forms of dependency that advantage certain properties over others.

circuit of culture—A model for understanding cultural phenomenon that incorporates the interrelated modes of production, consumption, representation, identity, and regulation (du Gay et al., 1997).

collective representation—The commonly shared institutions or experiences through which individuals express and derive their sense of collective belonging, such as sports or religion.

colorblind—A term commonly used by people who claim to not see race (color).

commercialization—The process whereby institutions or phenomena are structured, organized, and delivered primarily for the purposes of generating and accumulating capital.

communitas—An experience in which individuals rise above perceived division and unite across structure, rank, and socioeconomic status.

community—A group of people occupying the same spatial area, or a group that develops a sense of belonging through shared interests or attitudes.

community development—A practice that aims to create conditions of economic and social progress for the whole community.

community health—A broad concept of health that includes public health measures as well as issues of economic development and forms of social cohesion.

consumer relations—The relationships a company forges with its customers, often predicated on aligning and sustaining its core philosophy with those of its customers.

contested terrain—A metaphor referring to ideological struggles over the meanings and values of certain cultural practices, with the intention to establish a group’s preferred meanings as hegemonic.

corporatization—The institutional, management, and financial reorganization of society around profit-driven structures and objectives.

corporeal economy—An economic system in which the performance of bodies represents an important raw material in the production of revenue-generating events.

creative city—An urban environment predominantly shaped and structured by the creative classes, their creative professional pursuits, and their attendant leisure practices.

creative classes—Those people who can generate goods and services derived from specialist knowledge, information, and expertise based on unique symbolic, aesthetic, or design qualities (Florida, 2002).

critical approach—A method of analysis that takes nothing for granted, seeks alternative and potentially repressed perspectives, places issues in context, and examines beyond surface-level appearances.

critical consciousness—The process whereby an individual becomes aware of how power and privilege operate in society.

critical pedagogy—A form of teaching and learning rooted in critical thinking, consciousness, and radical contextualism that admits that all forms of education are inherently political and attempts to subvert power and privilege in the classroom and society writ large.

cultural branding—A branding strategy typified by its approach to strategy that is informed by theories of culture, society, and politics (see Holt, 1999).

cultural capital—The knowledge, skills, norms, and values that are highly rated in a society.

cultural determinism—An approach that contends culture to be the cause of all technological progress. Those taking this perspective consider the values and beliefs of a culture to be the reason that particular technologies are invented and adopted by society, and that a change in culture will therefore result in technological change.

cultural racism—The creation of a cultural standard and a hierarchy among racial groups.

cultural technologies—This refers to both the communications networks that allow instantaneous global exchange of images, knowledge, and information and the ways in which popular cultural forms flowing through these networks can be used as technologies to promote political, commercial, and social interests.

culture—The forms and practices by which meanings are made, contested, and circulated.

culture of poverty—A lifestyle characterized by a focus on immediate day-to-day survival, often associated with the lower class.

culture of privilege—A lifestyle characterized by luxury and selectivity of time and energy, often associated with the upper class.

culture of promotion—A lifestyle characterized by aspiration and efforts to continue climbing the social ladder, often associated with the middle class.

dehumanization—The process of depriving a person or group of positive human qualities.

deindustrialization—A period and process of social and economic change caused by the removal or realignment of industries.

deterritorialization—The dislocation of social, political, or cultural practices from their original places and populations.

development—“[O]rganized intervention into collective affairs according to a standard of improvement” (Pieterse, 2002, p. 3).

dialectic thesis—The argument that physical culture is simultaneously a product and active producer of broader social relations.

diasporic sporting communities—The movement and resettlement of a community of sport fans from an original base or home.

digitalization—An increased use of digital technologies as a form of communication and mechanism for capital or revenue generation.

discrimination—Prejudice against an individual based on their social identity (e.g., religion, disability, age, class, race, gender, sexuality, nationality and many, many more).

disenchantment—A feeling of disappointment about someone or something that was previously valued or respected.

dominant cultural forms—Cultural forms that are prevailing and hegemonic at the moment.

downstream social determinants—The factors that more directly shape health outcomes, meaning they are closer to the health effect both spatially and temporally. Examples of downstream social determinants of health include health-related knowledge, lifestyle behaviors, and attitudes about physical activity.

economic capital—The financial and time resources available to an individual.

embodied philanthropy—Charitable endeavors that utilize the body as the core form of engagement.

emergent cultural forms—Cultural forms that are increasingly popular or influential, which may challenge and potentially replace dominant forms.

Enlightenment—A 17th- and 18th-century European intellectual movement that was heavily influenced by Western philosophers who emphasized the values of reason and individualism over tradition.

environmental connectedness—Feeling emotionally connected to the nature and the natural world.

epidemiology—The study of the distribution and determinants of various states of health and disease within and across populations. Epidemiology deals with the newly diagnosed cases of a disease (incidence), patterns within the population of health and disease (distribution), and the causal pathways to health and disease with an eye toward interventions to promote health and prevent disease.

essentialism—The view that an individual’s biology determines that individual’s behavior and identity.

ethnicity—A social construction of people who share (or once shared) a similar history, locality, or lineage, often with shared customs and cultural beliefs and practices.

eugenics—The study of human genetics, fueled by the goal of making genetic material hardier, healthier, and more desirable. Eugenic ideas have been used to justify the discrimination, harassment, and abuse of people with disabilities throughout history.

eventization—The process of manufacturing expensive, corporatized, commercial spectacles within privatized spaces.

exercise is medicine—A formal movement in countries such as the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia, where physicians prescribe the “exercise pill” to their patients just as they would prescribe other medications. The goal of this movement is to get more people moving to prevent chronic diseases and obesity.

exploitation—A situation in which more is taken from a worker than given to the worker.

female apologetic defense—The process in which a woman engages in overtly feminine behaviors to mitigate her sport-related gender deviance.

gemeinschaft—A social grouping based on strong interpersonal relationships, where collective ties are valued over individual advancement.

gender binary—The classification of genders (man–woman) as paired, yet distinct and opposite, which contributes to the subordination of “woman” within the binary and, in turn, the subordination of women within society.

gentrification—Redevelopment of previously lower income, poor, or industrial neighborhoods into more attractive commercial and residential spaces.

gesellschaft—A social grouping characterized by impersonal relationships, where individual advancement is valued over collective ties.

global—Structures, networks, flows, ideologies, and practices that are, or can potentially be, shared around the globe.

globalization—The process by which practices, ideas, institutions, structures, and systems from around the world become increasingly interconnected or by which existing interconnectivities become intensified or sped up.

government retrenchment—The process by which governments reduce the level of provision of various resources.

habitus—A type of structured disposition based on a person’s social class upbringing, which plays a significant role in people’s particular values, preferences, and tastes.

health disparities—Uneven patterns of health outcomes that are overrepresented in certain groups. These are not merely individual issues, but rather reflections of systemic inequity that has taken place over generations.

healthism—A term coined by Crawford (1980) referring to a societal preoccupation with individual factors that shape health outcomes, which depoliticizes health while giving people the false impression that health can be controlled solely through self-discipline and self-care.

health reformer—One who advocates for health reform, especially prominent during the Progressive Era in the United States (c. 1890-1920).

hegemonic masculinity—The unquestioned and taken-for-granted belief that “male” traits are aggressiveness, power, strength, rationality, pragmatism; those who do not measure up to these standards (i.e., women but also many men) experience subordination and marginalization.

hegemony—A relationship of domination and subordination in which power is established and maintained primarily through consent rather than coercion.

heterogenization—The process of changing something as to make it different from otherwise similar things.

heterosexual matrix—A framework that accounts for commonly made assumptions about how an individual’s sex (male–female) and gender (masculine–feminine) maps onto their sexuality (heterosexual–homosexual).

hexis—The embodiment and manifestation of habitus.

homogenization—The process of flattening or blending things that are inherently different.

identity-first language—Referring to people with disabilities as “disabled people.” This is preferred by some in the disability community because it acknowledges the unique effects disability can have on life experience.

ideological formations—The particular values, beliefs, and ideas centered around the body, specifically the gendered expectations of the body, that people learn.

ideology—A system of shared ideas or values that legitimizes, explains, or seeks to transform existing economic, political, or cultural arrangements.

implicit discrimination—A type of discrimination that occurs when attitudes or behaviors are unconsciously affected by prejudice.

inclusive design—A more comprehensive approach to the spirit of universal design, which considers social, emotional and cognitive factors when designing environments as well as social ones.

income—The capital earned on a regular basis at an occupation.

industrial capitalism—A social and economic period (1850-1950) characterized by mass production and rigid divisions of labor in large-scale factory settings.

industrialization—The rapid shift from an agrarian to industrial economy, structured around mechanized manufacturing and the development of large-scale factory systems.

inspiration porn—A stereotype around disability used to “inspire” or “motivate” individuals without disabilities, which are reductive and do little to support disability justice.

interconnectivity—The state or quality of being connected.

internalized ableism—When individuals with disabilities are influenced by the social constructions and negative stereotypes surrounding disability.

international division of labor—A mode of production whereby a vast network of workers are connected in a chain of production used to create a single consumer good, allowing particular regions or nations more advantageous or disadvantageous positions with respect to the value of their labor.

intersectionality—The interconnected nature of social categories such as race and class that work together to create systems of inequality or discrimination (see Crenshaw, 1989).

Jim Crow—A collection of laws, norms, and social codes designed to keep Black Americans in an inferior social position.

kinesiology—The interdisciplinary study of body movement and physical activity, which includes the study of sport, exercise, health-related practices, and more.

late capitalism—Also called cultural capitalism, a social and economic period (1950-present) characterized by the increasing production and consumption of intangible experiences, symbols, ideas, and meaning.

lateral surveillance—Occurs when peers, including friends, family, or coworkers, observe one another and note their adherence to norms.

lifestyle—The collective patterns that characterize one’s life routines and experiences, often based on social class location.

local—Customs, identities, rituals, practices, governance structures, and social networks rooted to a specific geographic place or people.

macropolitics—The exercise and negotiation of power at a systematic, institutional, or societal level.

manufacturing workers—Those whose labor generates new products from (often) raw materials and components, such as in factories, production lines, plants, or mills.

marginal gains—Small incremental improvements in any process adding up to a significant improvement when combined.

masculine capital—The process of performing certain masculine-coded behaviors so as to accrue sufficient capital to offset behaviors viewed as nonmasculine.

means of production—Elements of the economy used to create economic value (e.g., natural resources, machines, tools, factories, offices, technology).

medicalization of everyday life—A concept coined by Crawford (1980) to describe the increasing awareness of the array of facets in everyday life as they influence health. These facets include diet, exercise, employment, and more, all of which are assessed based in their ability to improve or constrain health and wellness.

medical model of disability—Sets out to define disability as an individualized condition that impairs an individual from functioning in traditional ways, which in turn makes it the individual’s responsibility to either find a medical cure for this impaired functioning or overcome the challenges it presents in other ways.

metonym—A metaphor that uses the part to symbolically represent the whole.

microaggressions—“The everyday slights, indignities, put-downs, and insults that people of color, women, LGBT populations or those who are marginalized experience in their day-to-day interactions with people. They happen casually, frequently, and often without any harm intended” (Sue et al., 2019).

micropolitics—The exercise and negotiation of power in everyday social settings, such as at home, school, sports clubs and teams, and the workplace.

mobilities paradigm—A shift in social scientific thinking to explore how mobilities are instrumental in how power, identities, and movement in general are constituted within the geographies of everyday life.

mobility—The large-scale movements of people, objects, capital, and information across the world—including everything from walking to daily transportation to movement through public and private spaces to the movement of material and immaterial things across the globe.

mobility system—A complex and geographically diffuse network of actors, institutions, and structures that allows for the transportation and movement of ideas, capital, culture, images, people, goods, or other resources.

mode of production—The way society is organized to produce goods and services as a means of subsistence to survive and reproduce itself.

models of disability—Conceptual frameworks to help with understanding the ways in which disability is framed both within and outside of the disability community.

mosaic of masculinity—The view that masculine identities are neither static nor uniform; rather, they tend to be negotiated and complex, with elements of hypermasculinity, elements of ambiguous gender identity, and possibly some elements coded as feminine.

motion—The act or process of moving or being moved.

myth of autonomy—The belief that sport and physical activity have no connection to (i.e., are autonomous from) wider social and political processes.

natural environments—Natural physical surroundings (e.g., open outdoor spaces, including trees, plants, grass, mountains, and water).

neoliberalism—A social and economic policy developed in the 1970s as a response to the weaknesses of Keynesianism focused on deregulation of markets, privatization of all aspects of human life, and radical individualism.

neurodiversity—An umbrella term that includes a spectrum of cognitive, developmental, and mental health conditions.

oppression—The malicious or unjust treatment of individuals through relative poverty, social immobility, and discrimination as a means of supporting capitalism’s class-based exploitation.

patriarchy—A system of unequal gender roles, identities, and experiences that marginalize women and privilege men.

person-first language—Putting the personhood of the individual first and the identifier second: “people with disabilities.” Person-first language is considered the standard when disability is being discussed by those without disabilities.

physical capital—The possession of a body that contains characteristics recognized as having social value.

physical culture—A collective noun used to describe various culturally sanctioned aspects of physical activity and forms of active embodiments practiced within a given society (including sport, exercise, fitness, physical education, recreation and leisure, health and wellness, therapy and rehabilitation, dance, and more).

physical literacy—The ability of the human body to move in particular kinesthetic manners, and also to understand the importance of human movement across the life span.

physiological needs—Basic biological requirements for human survival, such as water, food, air, shelter, warmth, and sleep (i.e., the base of the pyramid in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs).

politics—The battle or struggle over power between individuals, groups, or organizations.

power—A relationship in which an actor (an individual, group, or organization) has the capacity to exert influence over others or the ability to act or resist the influence of another actor.

praxis—Action that takes place with the goal of unsettling social injustices; requires critical reflection on the part of the practitioner so as to avoid taking on the role of the oppressor.

privilege amplification—A pattern of increased opportunities related to the features of the local environment, wherein people have more personal resources and more opportunities to access a higher range of services and facilities, enabling healthier lives than those in poorer, impoverished, or socially deprived areas.

prosumption—The simultaneous practices of production and consumption; for example, phoning into a radio show or producing data while using a fitness tracker.

race—A social construction that classifies and groups individuals based on shared phenotypical traits.

racial-ethnic group—A term used to describe ethnic groups who have been treated as or perceived as a race.

racialization—The process of a group or individual being ascribed a race and granted the characteristics perceived to be associated with that race.

rationalization—The rejection of traditional thinking in favor of science.

recovery movement—When powerful actors, groups, or institutions that perceive their positions of power or privilege as being subverted by others seek to reestablish the norms and structures that gave them power, privilege, and control in society.

recreation ecology—The study of effects of recreation on natural environments, including protected area ecosystems and wildlife.

reflection thesis—The argument that physical culture reflects broader social relations.

reflective intervention—The actual activity or activities of praxis that take place, whether as a form of classroom teaching, protest, or political behavior.

relational—An adjective that describes how an entity exists in a particular form only as a product of particular contexts.

residual cultural forms—Once-dominant cultural forms that are on the decline, though still may be present.

right to the city—An idea developed largely by the French social theorist Henri Lefebvre that all people should have access to the city as a public and radically democratic space. This idea has been modified into a number of urban policies and municipal government constitutions.

self-surveillance—The act of observing oneself or paying attention to one’s behavior and thoughts with the goal of aligning with the norms that one cares about.

service workers—Those whose labor is built around customer interaction, sales, entertainment, and various ways of attending to the needs of consumers.

social capital—The quantity and quality of the social relationships and networks that people create.

social class—Groups of people characterized by similarities in wealth, income, and status.

social construction—A meaning, concept, or dominant interpretation created (often arbitrarily) by humans in a given society and upheld through custom or tradition.

social constructivism (of gender)—The view that gender is something that is shaped by societal norms and expectations as opposed to the biological sex an individual is assigned at birth according to their external genitalia.

social determinants of health—The nonmedical social factors, including the economic factors, that influence health both directly and indirectly.

social determinism—The belief that social factors, especially a person’s social class, affect their ability to create a fit body and healthy lifestyle.

social mobility—The movement of individuals, families, or groups through a social system of class-based hierarchies or stratification.

social model of disability—Highlights the socially constructed nature of disability as a term in order to put the responsibility on social institutions that create and maintain disabling barriers.

social relations of production—Social organization and interaction between specific groups of people who function to produce the economic system (e.g., a division of labor).

sociological imagination—A framework for analyzing how the individual and society interact, recognizing that individual experiences are shaped through and produced by overarching social factors.

sociology of sport—An academic discipline that analyzes the interrelationships of sport, physical activity, and physical culture and society.

spatial racism—A powerful collection of racist policies that lead to resource inequity between racialized spaces or the elimination of certain racialized spaces, which are substantiated by racist ideas about racialized spaces.

spectacularization—Entertainment-focused production of performance-based events as live or mass-mediated spectacles.

sporting metonym—Sporting teams, stars, or spaces that are perceived as representing or embodying the values of a community.

sport labor migration—The transnational flow of wage-earning sports workers in related industries and trades.

“stick to sports” agenda—A political response by those in privileged positions serving to dismiss critique of dominant social norms.

structure—The systematic social relationships and regularities in social interaction that influence or limit the choices and opportunities available to us.

supercrip—A stereotype used to describe disabled athletes as having “courageously overcome” their disability to participate in sport, often used to be inspiring.

surplus value—The difference between the monetary value produced by the workers and the value paid for their labor in wages.

synthetic environments—Manufactured facilities within the built environment (e.g., synthetic turf fields).

Taylorism—A factory management system developed in the late 19th century to increase efficiency by evaluating every step in a manufacturing process and breaking down production into specialized repetitive tasks.

technoculture—A concept that highlights the interconnections between technologies and cultures. Humans have always existed in relation to technologies, and thus the two are inseparable.

technological affordances—This perspective acknowledges the abilities and constraints that technologies impose on those who use them or are impacted by them, while also emphasizing that if people did not use these technologies in those particular ways, the technologies would accomplish very little.

technological determinism—This approach positions technologies as the major driving force of social existence, and technological advancement therefore as the driving force of societal change.

technologies—The tools that are used in service of the needs of a culture.

theory—A framework of interpretation that assists with organizing, explaining, and systematizing strands of evidence.

universal design—Principles used to create inclusive built environments for all, which include the principles of (1) body fit, (2) comfort, (3) awareness, (4) understanding, (5) wellness, (6) social integration, (7) personalization, and (8) cultural appropriateness.

upstream social determinants—The determinants that are further away from the health effect in question, although they set in motion the health effects that are more downstream. Examples include housing discrimination, racism, income inequality, education, and environmental inequalities.

urbanization—Mass migration to industrial cities facilitated by high density of manufacturing in city centers that created new demand for labor.

wealth—The assets that a person possesses or stands to inherit.

wealth inequality—The unequal distribution of assets across a group of people.

“what relationship?” thesis—The argument that physical culture and society are separate, distinct, and unconnected.
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