
Those of us who study sports in sociery want to
understand four things: (l) the social and cultural
contexts in which sports exisr, (2) rhe connecrions
berween those contexts and spons, (3) the social
worlds that people create as they participate
in sports, and (4) the experiences of individuals
and groups associated with those social worlds.
We are motivated by combinations of curiosity,
interests in sports, and concerns about social
Iife and social issues. Most of us also want to
use what we know about sports in sociery to pro-
mote social justice, expose and challenge the
exploitive use of po*er, and empower people so
that rhel nright resist and transform oppressive
social conditions.

fu we studv and applv knowledge aboutspors,
we use social and cultural theories. Theories
provide frameworks for asking research ques-
tions, interpreting information, and uncover-
ing the deeper meanings and stories assoc.iated
with sports. Thev also enable us to be more in-
fomed citizens as we appll' u,hat we learn in
our research to the world in which we live. Be-
cause those ofus who stud) sponsinsocie come
from diverse acadernic backgrounds and because
social life is cofnplex, we use multiple theories to
guide our work. The three eoals of this chapter
are to

l. Identif i and describe the theories
used most u ideir Lo srudr spons in
societ\r

2. Explarn the wavs that theories help us
understand sports and the sociew in
rvhich lye live.

i. Delronstrite holq theories influcncc our
r icu  o IcPor ts  a r rd  the  prac t ic r l  ac r ion .
we take in connection with sports.

WHAT ARE THEORIES
AND WHY DO WE NEED THEM?

\\henever r,r'e :rsk llht'our sociirl u,rlrld rs the 1r'a1,
ir is and rhen imaqine hou it might be changed.
u'c rrrc "theorizins" (hooks. l99l). Theorizing

involves a cqnbination of dcsripnon, analysis, reflu-
tion, and application Wlen we theorize, we arent
required to use big words and cornplex sentences.
In fact, the best theories are tlose we understand
so clearly that they help us make sense of our
experiences and the social world.

When we study sports in sociery, the best
theories are those that describe and explain as-
pects of social life in logical terms that are con-
sistent with systematic observations of the social
world. Theories enable us to see things from
new anplles and perspectives, understand more
fully the relationship bet*een spors and social
Iife, and make informed decisions about sports
and sport participation in our lives, families,
communities, and socieries.

Many people drink that theories don't have
pracrical applications, but this is not true. Most
of our decisions and actions are based on our
predictions of their possible consequences, and
those predictions are based on our "personal
rheories" about social l i fe. Our theories may be
incomplete, poorly developed, based on l imited
information, and biased to fit our needs, but we
still use drem to guide our behavior. \44ren our
theories are accurate, our predictions help us
relate more effecrively with others and control
more directlv what happens in our l ives. When
people rrake decisions about sports, formulate
policies, or decide whether to fund or cut
rnonev fron'r sport prograrns, they base decisions
on their personal theories about sports and
SOClelv-.

The theories discussed in this chapter are dif-
ferent from our pers^onal theories about social
1ife. This is because they are based on a combi-
nation of svstematic research and deductive
logic. Thev have beer presented in book and
ardcles so thar others may evaluate, test, use. antl
revise them. \4rhen logic or evidence contradicts
then, theories are revisecl or abandoned.

People u,ho studv sports in socieq' have used
rnan\ theories to quide then as the\ ask re-
search questions and interpret reserrch l ir.rdings.
Flowever'. nrost schohrlv uork o*er the p,rst hrlf
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ccnnrn, hrrs been based on one or a coubinarion
oI live ma jor theories:l

r Functionalist tieory
. Conflict theory
. Critical theorv
. Feminisr rheorv
. Interacrionist theorv

Although there are imponant differences be-
rween these 6ve theories. there are many points
at rvhich rwo or more of them converge and
overlap. This is because people read and respond
ro rhe ideas ofothers as thev do research and de-
velop new explanadons of society and social life.
Therefbre, theories are enterging explanat:,ons of
what we know about social worlds at this time,

Each of*re five theories discussed in *ris chap-
rerprovides a different perspective for understand-
ing the relationship beween spors and society.
This will be highlighted through the tbllowing:
(l) a brief overview of each theory (2) examples
of the ideas and research that have been inspired
by the theory (3) explanations of how the *reory
can be used as we take actions and make policies
about sports ir our everyday lives, and (4) an
overview of the major weaklesses of the theory

Gble 2.1 provides a summary of each tleory
and how it helps us understand sports in society.
The table contains a large amount of material.
It may look confusing at first, but, as you read
through the chapter, you will find it to be a use-
hrl reference guide to each theory Most impor-
tant, it will help you identilz and understand
similarities and differences between tie theories.

IUNCTIONATIST THEORY:
SPORTS PRESERVETHE STATUS QUO

Functionalist theory is based on the assumption
that sociery is an organized system of intene-
lared pans held together by shared yalues ard

'l-igurational rheorv widely used to gurde research on
spons in Europe, is erplaired and discusse.l ;n rh. '\'r:-^

-

established social arrangernents thar mlintain
the svstem in a state of balance or equii ibrium.
The rnost important social arrtngements are so-
cial insdrutions such as the familv, educarion, the
economy, the media, polit ics, religion, Ieisure,
and sport. If these social institutions are orga-
nized around a core set of values, functionaliss
assume that a sociew will operare smoothhr ind
etEcientlv. When sociologists use functionalist
theory to explain how l sociew. communirv,
school, family, sport team, or other social svstem
works, thev study the ways that elch part in the
system contributes to the system's overall opera-
tion. For example, if Canadian sociew is the
system being sndied, a person using functional-
ist theory wants to know how the Canadian
family, economy, government, edi.rcational s_vs-
tem, media, religion, and sport are relared to one
another and how they work together in con-
tributing to the smooth operation of the sociew
as a whole. Ar analvsis based on functionllism
focuses on the ways that each of these social
instirurions helps the larger social sysrem ro
operate efficiendl'.

According to firnctionalist theory social sys-
tems operate ef6ciendy when they are organized
to do four things: (l) socialize people so that
they learn and accept important cultural values,
(2) promote social connections between people
so that they can cooperate with one anot}ler,
(3) mouvate people to achieve socially approved
goals through socially accepted means, and
(4) protect the overall system from disruptive
outside influences. Funcrionalists assume that, if
tiese four "system needs" are sadsfied, social
order will be maintaired and everyone will benefit.
The first column in table 2.1 (pp. 3.t-35) sum-
marizes functionalist theory

Functionalist Theory and Research on Sport

Functionalist theory Ieads people to ask research
questions about the ways that sport contributes
t n  r | . -  ^ - - - - : -  '
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Table 2.1 Using social theories to study sports in society: a sunrmary and comparison

Function.r l istTheory Confl ic( Theory Crilical Theory FeministTheory I n terac tion ist Theory

I. ASSL]AIPTIONS AROU'I THE BASIS IOR SOCIAL ORDER IN SOCII!,TY

II. MAIOR CONCERNS IN THE S-IUDY OF SOCIETY

Soci , r lorr le l  is  brser l  on

conscnsrrs and sharcr l
r , r lucs,  r 'h ich hold thc
rntcr  rc lxted parts of

socictr  togerher
r \  l l  src in l  svstenrs opel l tc

el l ic ient l l '  s  her eaclr  prr t

o l the system stal  s  in
srnch rv i th oth€r prr ts.

l l rxr  t | r  the p:rr ts  ofsocia l
sr  stcrns contr i l rutc to rhe
srrrshct ion of  stsrenr
ncct ls  anr l  thc cf f ic ient
oPcr i t ion of  rhc systcrrr?

I  Iorv r locs sporr  f i t  i r r to socia l
l i fc  nnr lconrt ibute to
socnl  stabi l io  and
ef l ic icncvi

I  Iou rbcs sport  p;r r t ic ipr t iorr

icrch PeoPlc rnPo.t rnt
nor rns in socier i ,?

Social  or t lcr  is  Inscd on
ecorrornrc rnterests and rhe
use oI cconorric power to

exploi t  l ; rbor.
Socia l  chss shapes socral

re let ionships.

Social order is negotiared
through struggles over
ideologl', reprcscnmtion,

and porver
Social life is tull of diversity,

complexities, and
contradictions,

Social order is based
primarily on the values,
experiences, and inrerests
ofmen with power.

Social life and social order is
gendered and based on
patriarchal ideas.

Social order is created by
people as they interact
with each other.

Social life is grounded in
social relationships and
tie meanings Biven to

social reality.

III. NIAIOR CONCERNS IN THE S'I'UDY OF SPORT

Holv is econonrjc power

distributed nnd used in

society?
\\'hat rre the dynamics of

socia l  chss re lar ions?
\44o is privilcged and

exploi re<l in c lass
relat io, rs?

t low c loes sport  ref lect  c lass

Hot rs sport used to
nuint:riD the inrerests of
those uith porver and
'$enl$ in socicty?

How does thc profrt motive

distor t spolt and sporr

Ilou, is culrural itleology
produced, reproduced,
and transfornred?

lVhat are the conflicts and
prohlems thrt n ffect the
lives of those who lack
power in society?

Ilou are porver relnrions
reproduce(l and/or
resrsted in and through
sportsi

\\trose voices arclnre not
represented in the
narratives an(l inr:rges that
consritflte sl)0r ts?

How is gender ideology

produced, reproduced,

and transformed?
How do dominant forms of

gender relations privilege
men over women and

some men over others?

How are meenings, identities,
and culture creared
through social inreractionl

How do people define the

reality of their own lives
and the world around
thenr?

llow are sports genclered
' activiries, and how do they

reproduce dominut ideas
.bour gender in societyl

\Vhnt arc rhe strategies for
resisting and rransforming
sport fo.ms thar privilege
nteD?

How clo people become
involved in sports, beconre
defined as athletes,
derive meaning fiorrr
participation, and mike

trensitions out of sports
into the rest oftheir li"es?

Sports are grounded in the
values and experiences of

Sporrs are forrns ofculnrre
created through social

NI A'AJOR CONCLUSIONS ASOUT'I-HE SPORT-SOCIETY REI.{NONSHIP
Srr , r  r  

. is  
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IV MAIOR CONCLUSIONS ABOUT THE SPORT-SOCIETY RELATIONSHIP

Ilorv does sPolt fit inro soct''tt

life and cotrLtttrutc ro

socir l  subi l i rY and

efficicncY?

Llorv docs sPort Par ttctPaoon

teach PeoPlc intPotunr

DOrltls in soc'eLy?

Sport is a valuable social
instiotion drat benefits
society as well as
individuals in sociery

Sport is a source of
inspiration ol borh
personrl and socirl levels.

IJow docs sPorr reflcct cl'rss

l lorv is  sPorr  r rscd to

mrint i in  thc inte 'ests o l

thosc .vidr Porver rnd

*'e.rldr ir socrerY?

!tow tlocs thc Prolir nrorivc

drsvrrt sPort 'rnd sPort

Sport is a form ofphysical
rccivity rhat is disrorred
by rhe needs ofcapiral.

Sport is an opiarc that
dislracrs atrention away
from dre problems that
affect rhose without
economrc power,

Ilolr 'rrt Po\Yer rel'roo'1s

r epr otltrccJ lm!/or

resisted m xnd t l r f ( ) r rgn

sPorts?
\ \ rhosc voices' r re/nre not

rePrcsenred in thc

nalrr t ives,  ( l  i lnrges l l " r t

coDs!inlle sPr)rts?

I  lorv afc sPofts tscrNerct '  .
rcr i \  r t ies xnd l r ( tN ( lo thcl

reprr ,x l t rce rLrrn inrnr  t t lcns

rU)ut gen(lcr nr socrc-t! i

\Vbat  r r re tht  st r r tegtes lot-

resist i lg  ; rnr l  rmnsfor t r t tng

sPor ' t  f t ) rnrs thtr I  Prrvr tcgc

' 'i"'"'r'ii'i" 
q-"'' t'""".'

Llcd ne( l  rs r r ' l r lc tcs '

t lc l i le  r : re,r r r rng tLt ' t t r

Prr ' r iL iP:r t i ( ' r '  in( l  r r r " \ l '

t r r r rs iL iorrs t t t t r  t t t  s l t t t t  t '

i n t , r  r h e  r c s r  o f t l r c r r  l t t '

Spor: ts. r re forr t rs of  crr l t r r  rc
cre:rted throLrgh s<rci.rl

Sport  prr t ic ip,r t ion is
grounded rn the decis iorr '
made by people in
connecr ion $ i rh rhci r
idenr i t ics rnt l
rel.rtionships.

Al low int l iv i t lurr ls  ro s l r , rpe
sports ro 6t dreir
def i r i t ions or  re ' r l i ry

N4 rke spr-rrr orgrlizations
nrore open nn( l

liocus ou the crlmle .rn.l
organiz:r t ion <-r f  spol ts
rvhen conr o l l ing t ler  iant .

I t  docsr ' t  c lcrr l l '  cxphir  l r r r ,
r t teaning,  i r lenr io,  anr l
interrrcr ion rre re l rLed r , r
soci : r l  sn ucnrres rrk l
matc l i , r l  condir ions i r r

I t  generr l l l ,  rg l , r 'cs issrres ol
porvcr  rnd po\  cr-  rc l : r t iorr .

V SOCIAT ACTION AND POLICY NPLICATIONS

Dcvelop and crp,rnd sport
progr:rms thrr prorrrote
tr:rdirionrl v.rlues, build
the rype ofchrracrcr
vrlued in sociery, and
contribute to socirl order
:rnd strbility.

\,'r. MAJOR WEAXNESSES

It does not acknowledge drat
sPo.6 are socrrl
construcflons.

It overstates rhe positive
consequences ofsport,

ft ignores that sporr serv€s
rhe needs of some peopl€
more than others.

R.rise class consciousness and
make people avarc of
their own alienarion arcl

Eliminate rhe profit motrve
in sports thereby allowing
thenr to foster expression,
creativiry, and physical
well being.

lt ignores that sport crn be l
sire for creative and
liberaring experiences.

lt overstrres rhe influence of
economic forces in sociery.

Ir assunres that people rvho
have economic pol'er
r lways shape sports ro
meet their  inrerests.

Spors are social

Spons are sires ar which
ctltlr re is produced,
reproduced, and
transform€d,

Sports :rr€ culrural prrctices
thrt repress and/or
empower people.

Use sporrs as sites for
challenging and
rransf ormil g exploitacive
and oppressive forms of
socral relations.

Increase the range rnd
diversiry ofspon
partrcrpatJon oppornrmtres.

Challenge the voices :rnd
perspectives of those wi!h

I t  doesnt  provide gurc le l ines
to asscss thc efitcriycn€ss
ofprr t icul r r  forms of
r€sistnnce rs stmtegies f()r
making progressive
changes rr sc,cirl worlds.

It often uses confusing
vocabularies nraking
ir drfficult to merge '

cr incr l  ideas and
rheories.

Sports ure grounded in thc
values irnd cxperiences ol
powerful l|ren in sociery

Sports r'eproduce male power-
'rnd distortcd iders rbout
rnxscrlinjty.

Sports produce genrlered
iders rlxrur physic.rliry,
senr:rliq,,.rnd the hody.

Use sports as sires for
chal lenging rnd
transform;nt oppressive
fonls of gender relations.

Expose and resist
homophobir  and
mlsogyny In sPorts,

Tiansfonn sports to
emphrsize p.rrtnenhrp
over cotnPet i r ioD rnd

I t  t loesr ' t  p lovi r ie guidclnrcs
ro assess rhe effi:ctiveness
of  prr . t icul r rL fonrrs of
resist:rnce ns strategies for
Inxkjng progressjvc
changes in socral rvorlds

I t  sonrctrmes uses confLrs ing
vocl lhLrhr ics Inrk ing i r

d i f l icu l t  to nrerge cr i t ical
rdeas iJnd (hcofles,



Functionalist theory assumes that social order depends on maintainrnB social solidanty through
establisbed social instjtutions, including the institution ofsPort (-sourcei UsAVolleyball)
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sysrems. Using functionalist theory researchers
have studied some of t ie questions and issues
that are discussed in the follot'ing chapters.
Examples iuclude the followingr

L Do sports and sport participation influence
social and personal developtnenti This
issue is discussed in chapters f7, 14,
and 15 .

?. Do sports and sport participation foster
the developmenr of social bonds and
relationships in groups, comrnunities, and
societiesi This issue is discussed in chapters
9 ,  10 ,  11 .  and l '1 .

\ .  Does  l l l r rv ing  s lJ , ) r ts  l ta \ r  i t  t ) ( ) ! t i \e
impzrct on academic and occupational
success. lnd does it telch peopie to
t i r l l , ' r r  t h c  r u l c '  r t ' t h . r  c l r i \ c  l i t l  s t r c L C ( . :

These issues ate discussed in chapters 4, 6, 7,
10 ,  and l . l .

1. Do sporrs contribute to personal health and
wellness and the overall strenplh and well
being of sociery? These issues are discussed
in  chapters . l ,  7 .  and 11 .

Fuuctionalisr theory focuses on rhe ways that

sports cclr-rtI ibute to the slr ' looth oPeration ofsQ-
cieties, communities. organizations, ind sroups.
This is why a tunctionalisr approach is popular
amonli people interested in pt esen'ing the scatus

quo in socien'. Thel rvant sociologJists to tell the:r
horv sport contributes to rhe smoorh operation
ol the social svstems m whrch thel have been

successful, tr4anl people connectecl u,ith orl ir-
nizcd competit i lc sporrs alst, prefer functiotuLsr
theor-r lrtcrtuse ir cutlth;sizcs thc' "turrctions' o1-
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Using Functionalist Theory in Everyday Life

Popularized firrrns oi functionLrlisr theorv ottel
rrre usecl when people rn posirions oI power rulke
clecrsions about sports rnd sport progrNlrs at ni-
riorul ancl locll levels. For exurplc, rr Arnctional-
ist rrnllysis of sports in societl rvould support the
fbllorving rrctior.rs: prornotrng the clevelopment
irncl growth o[ orqrrnized '"'outh sports (to bui)d
vrrlues), fundine interscholnstic spor$ progranrs
in high schools Jnd c,,l leges rro pronrote organi-
zirt ional lovaln lncl irttrchrrents to schools), de-
velopine sport oppormnities fbr girls lnd worren
(to increase cchievement nrotivrrtion lmong girls
lnd wonren). rnclut ng sports in rnrlirrrn training
(to increlse nril i tan'preparedness irnd the fimess
of soldiers), and sraging thc Olr.rnpic Games (to

build internruonri goodrvil l  and unity).
Functionalist theon generailv lerrds to the

conclusion that sports are popular in socier_v be-
cause they lnaintain the values that presen'e sta-
bil iry rrncl order in social l i fe. For example, in the
United States it is assumed that sports are popu-
lar because thev terch people ro f-eel comfortable
in tasks thlt involve conpetition, goal achieve-
menq lnd teamwork under rhe supewision of
an authoriw figIre. Furthermore, because firnc-
tionalisr theorv lerds to the conclusion that
sports build the kind oI character valued in soci-
ew, it suppors policies thac recommend the
grorvth of conpetitive sport programs, the de-
vcloprnent of corching education programs, the
establishrnent of training centers for top-le'el
rthletes, rnd increased surveil luce and drug
resring to supervise lnd control rhe acdons of
athletes. In the clse ofyouth sports, fi.rrrctionxlist
theory supports :lcrions to e,rpancl developnrental
sport progrrms fbr children, establish criminal
brckgrounLJ checks und (errif ication require-
urents fbr corrches, '.rncl build a sport system that
trains young people to become elite athletes.

L)vclrrl l , tunctionll ist theorv rnspires reselrch
rluestio[s rrbour the wrr] 's thrlt sPorts connibutc
ro thc devc|4rnrert of intl ividurls rrrcl socicrv .rs
l u'hole.

'\ l lnv people lerding this book rrrc lttncrcd
to hrnctionalist thcory because thev i ike its enr-
p l t , t s is , ,n  t l te  po< i t i re : rspet  rs , ' l  sp( ' r l :  in  soc ien .
People in positions ofpower in sociew llso ti l 'or
functionalist theon' because ir is lused on rhc
irssumption thrt socieW is organizecl fbr the
etlual bcne6t of 'r l l  people rnd therefore should
nor be change(l in ,urv dranratic wavs. The no-
tion thnt the svstelr operates etTectivciy in its
preseDt fbrrr is corrfbning to people with power
because it discourrges chrrnges thlr might jeop-
rrrdize their priviiege and inlluence. Becruse the
furretionrlist upproach is populrr, it is import:rnt
to  knorv  i t s  rverknesses .

Weaknesses of Functionalist Theory

Functionalist theory has three major weaknesses.
First, it does rrot ackrowledge thar sporrs are so-
cial constructions thar take diverse tbrns as tley
irre created and defined by people interacting
rvith one another. Functionalists see spon as r
relatively stable socirrl insrirudon thrt alrvavs
serves specific functions in societies. Such an
approach overlooks the diversiry of sports, the
extent to which sporrs promot€ tie intercsts of
powerful and wealthy people, and the possibil iw
chat sports mav sornetimes produce or reproduce
socill outcomes that actually disrupt the smooth
functioning of sociew.

Second, lirnctionalist theory leads to over-
sratemenG rbout the positive etl-ects of sport in
sociery lnd ur)derstatenrents rrbour its rregltive
effecs. For exrrmple, it docs not help us uncler-
stand that worren in society are disadvantaged
when spolts are orgrrnized in ways that legitimize
the use o{phvsical power to dominate otiers. Nor
does ir help us understand how spon tearns in
high schools and colleges can undemrine sociri
integration rvhen starus systerns tlvor rthletes
rnd lerd ot-her sruderrts ro fcel mrr-i- ' l ;.- l



--ia,
\,- -

/ / ,,,-
IAIlr:fr&s*\-q's

:i tt

''Ya know I can't relate to these kids'music anymore,
but at least I know we ll always have spons tn
c:-!.!on:'

FICURE 2.' l Functionalists overlook the iact that
spo(s can create divisions rn societv as rvellas
un iy ing  peop le

Third, functiolalist theon.is based on the rs-
sumption riat the needs of rll groups rvithin a
sociery are the same. This overlooks rhe exis-
tence of real differences and conflicts of interest
in society and cases when sports benefit some
groups more rhan others (see figure 2.1). This
limits our understanding of difference, conflict,
and the dynlnrics of chartgc in suciedes.

CONFLICT THEORY: SPORTS
ARE TOOTS OF THE WEATTHY

Conflict theory focuses on the rvays that sports
are shaped by economic fbrces rrnd used bv
economically powerful people to increase their
wealth and influence. It is based on the idels of
Karl Marx and his assumption thar everv sociew
is a system of relationshjps and social :rrrange-
ments that are shaped by economic factors. In
the case of capitalist societies, reladonships and
social arrangemens are organized around mone,v,
wealth, and e conomic power,

Conflict theorists assume that all aspects of
social Iife revolve around economic interests and
thar people who conuol the econonry use their
power to coerce and manipulate workers lnd
their famiiies to accept the existence ofeconomic

inequalirv ls |] [r]tulir l fcrrture ofsocirl l i t-e. Corr-
tlict drcorism often lbcus their lesearch on class
relations rhltris,soci pntessct tbttrtlottc nln (t
ul:o lnt uortctrttic po-,1;er, ltou tlnt pauer it ued, mcl
it:lto is tl',tantaqed or tlisalcantrqed by tltc econontit
orgunizrtiott f ior'rrry,, SnLclies of class relltions
focus on rhe cousequcnces of socirl inequality in
all spheres of social l i f-e.

The primary go:rl of conflicr theory is similar
to the goal of functionalisr theory: ro develop c
genelrl theorv that expLains the organization ,:nd
operit ion of l l l  socreties. Conflict theory er]r-
phasizes that cconomic pou'er in capit ist soci-
eties is enrrenche.l s,-, Jeeplv that progressive
changes are possible onlv if workers become
aware of the need lbr change rnd take action to
rnake urajor chlnges in the organization of the
economv. Sports, rhey nrgre, tbcus the attendou
und the emorions oi the have-nots in sociew on
escapist spectaror events that distracr rhem from
the econornic issues and policies *rat reproduce
their own powerless in sociew. Therefbre, spons,
especially mass spectator sports, are organized and
sponsored bv wealthv people rnd large corpora-
rions because thev perpetuate capitalist values
and a lifeswle based on compedtion, production,
and consumption. When people accept capitalist
values without quesrion, sport becomes,rn opiare
in societv an aspect of culrure that deadens their
arvareness of economic expioitation and perpetu-
ates dre priyilege and positions of people who
control wealti and the economv.

Conflict Theory and Research on Sport

Conflict theorv is often used by people who ask
questions and do research on the connecnon
between sports and the dvnamics of power and
priwilege in society. This reserrch will be used in
subsequent chapters rs rve discuss the tbllowing
tssues:

1. \4/try do athletes become so alienared liom
thc.ir botl ies that thev rvil l  r isk injurv rnd
physical rvell-being to plal' sports? This issue
is discussed in chapters f7.
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2. How are sports related to socioeconornic
inequaLiw in sociervi This issue rs tl iscusserl
in mrrnv chapters-especiallv ch'.rpters 8 I l

3. What happens to sports when thcy becorne
comrnercialized? This issue is discussed in
chapters  l0  13 .

-1. How do wealthy ancl economicrlll' powerhrl
people use sports to further their interests?
This issue is cliscussed in chrpters 10-[ 3.

Like functionirlist theorv, conliict theorv is
based on the assumption that socie$ is l social
system. However, it tbcuses on "needs of capital"
ratier than "general systern needs." Therefore.
conflict rheorists explain that a capitalist socieff
cannot survive and growwithout exploiting work-
ers for tle sake ofboosring financial profits. Con-
flict theorists also focus on rhe ways that spors
perpetuate *re unequal distribution ofpower and
economic resources in societies. Therefore, rhe1.
often identili the negative consequences of sports
and conclude that radical changes rrre needed
in spons and sociew if fairness and justice are to
prevail. Only when those changes are nade will
spofts become sources of erpression, creative
energy, and physicrl well-being.

Many people in countries with crpitalist
economies are not comfortable rvith the assump-
tions and conclusions of conflict theory Thev
say that the negative tone of conflict theory does
nor fit with rheir iders rbour sports or sociew,
and they are uneasy with conclusions that call for
radical changes in the current stmcture and
organization of sports and society. However,
conflict theory calls attention to important eco-
nomic issues in spors and to forms of inequalitv
that create colff ict anJ tensions in sociery ls a
whole.

Using Conflict Theory in Everyday Life

Conflict theory tbcuses on the need to change
the organization of spons and sociew. The goal
of these changes is to give workers, including
athletes, control over the conditions oftheir work.
Problems in societv and spors are attributed to

the l lck of power posscssed trv rvorkers. Therc-
firre, conll ict theorists support policies:utd plo-
grams thrt requllte or climinate profit rnorives
in syrorts rrnd increirse the control dttt tt l t letes
lrave over the condirions of their own sporrs par-
ticiparion. Thev rlso support policies that iu-
crelse dre elemelt ofplrry in sporrs irnd decretse
the elernent of per:tncle bec:ruse ir is rlesigned to

Senel ate commercirrl profits. tr4ore plav and less
spectircle, tlrev arguc, rvould rurn sport participa-
rion irrto rr l iberrrrinu lnd crlpowering experiencc
fbr the mrsses ofpeople in sociew.

In tenns of specific issues, conflict theorists
titvor plavers' unions, organizltions that represent
the interesls of people in communities where
tax rnon€lr is being used to subsidize wealthv
pro-sport tearn owners, and radical changes in
the overall organization ofsports. Ideally, publlc
resourceswould be used to sponsor sports designed
ro promote fun, fimess, and political rwareness;
specntor sports would exist for enjolnnent in local
communities ratler tian as tools for creating
celebriry athletes and financial profis tbr a few
wealthy people.

Weaknesses of Conflict Theory

Conflict theory has three major weaknesses.
First, ir ignores the possibiliw that sports in cap-
italist societies mav involve experiences that em-
power individuals and groups. Conflict theorists
talk about sports being organized to lnaxlmlze
the conrrol that wealthv people have over every-
one else in capitalist sociedes. They see spofts as
activities through which athletes learn to define
their bodies rs tools of production, becoming
alienared from their bodies in the process. This
approach does not rrcknowledge rhat sport can
take fbrms *rat could serve the interess of the
have-nots in sociery, and it denies rhat sporr par-
ticipation can be a personally creative and liber-
aring experience that inspires people to rnake
econornic changes that promote equality alrd
elirninate the vast income lnd power gaps that
currendv exist in capitalist societi€s.
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Second, conllict theorv rssLrul€s that all aspects
of social Iife irre econornic'lllv determined-that
is, shrped l:r,the profit morive ancl rhe needs of
ceprtll in sociery It tbcuses on the inherenr con-
flict between the economic haves and have-nots,
and rssumes that rhe haves always use their
power to control ancl exploit the have-nots who
live il a state of powerlessness and alienation.
These assumprions le;rd conflict theorists to focus
exclusivelv on economic factors when thev studv
sports. However, mrnv sports, especially those
emphrs iz ing  recre : r r io l r  and mass  pxn ic ipa t ion .
'.lre not completely shaped by economic factors
or the inreresrs of werlthy peopie in sociery.

Third, conflict dreory underestimates the im-

Functionalist theorv rnd conflict theory both
focus on societal needs and how sports are re-
lated to the satisfaction ofthose needs. They give
us a view of spons in society fiom the top down,
but thev don't tell us rbout sports in everyday life
or the wals rhat people are active agents who
pardcipate in the processes through which sports
and sociew rre organized and changed. They ig-
nore a view ofsociery from the bottom up-from
dre perspectives of people who "do" spors and
give rneaning to them in their everyday lives.
They so ignore the complexities of everyday
social life and that sports and sociery are social
constructions that emerge as people struggle over
what is imoortant in their lives and determine

ww!r.mhhe.com/coaircv9e

how their collective l ives should be org'rnized.
The theones thlt tbcus atrention on these issues
are crit ical. fcminisr, rrnd interacnonist theories.

CRITICAL THEORY: SPORTS ARE SITES
WHERE CULTURE AND SOCIAI
RETATIONS ARE PRODUCED
AND CHANCED

Crjticrl theorv comes in a varietv of fbrms, and it
offers r uselul alternltive to funcrionalist and
conflict theories.r It is based on rhe tbllowing
three assunptions: (l) Groups and societies are
characterized bv shared ve.ltes and conflicts of

:Thrs chaprcr is a basic introducrion to using rheories, md
the goal is co provide a general explanaLion and overview
ofthe valuable work done b1, schohrs using fbrms ofcrirical
rheories co smdy sports rn socrery I rcempt to pull rogerher
major rdeas frorn the folJowing theories and theoreticai
liameworks, asorllar:urt thuries, h'nditional,'ritrcal theoln
(combining ideas of Marx nd FrewJ), hegmml theotl
(based on the ideas ofAnrcnio Gr^nsci), dlfinIl lttdiet (as
it focuses on culruralproduction, power relrtions, ideologl',
and idenucv), poierrzrnr.r/ar, (brsed on culrural studres,
semiotics, and fbrms of literrw analvsis dealing wich
larglage antl  rhe constru(i ion ol-power. merning,
representarion, and consciousness under the unsrable. fluid,
Iiagmenred, and often conrradictory condiuons of
posrmodern life), lnd 4acsr frcrTJ (combinmg feminist
culrural scudies and poststructuralism). None of these
tramework is spccilically idenriiied. but I do highlight
issues raised by people usine rhese npproaches.

porr'rnce of gender, race, erhnic- interest, (2) social lifb involves
iq itge, sexurliry disability, and J6dx1', sporrs has cotne continuous Processes of negotia-

often leads people to overlook the corch agail$t plaver'. time and from one situation to
possibiligv that power and in- -p.r,'1peford, spons*riter 11998) another as tltere are shifts in the
equalides in society are based on power balance between groups of
factors other *ran social class and economic people in sociery Forms of critical theory were
differences. developed as people realized that societies are

too messy, complex, and fluid to be described as

Beyond the Needs of Society
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lnstead of fbcusing on society ls a whole, crir-
ical theory focuses on the diversiw, cornplexiry
contradictions, and changes that characreflze so-
cial life as it is lived and experienced by people
who interact with one another and sm:ggle over
how to organize their lives together. Although
critical theory comes in manv forms, it focuses
primarilv on che ibllowing topics: (1) the pro-
cesses through which culture is produced, repro-
duced, and changed, (2) the ways that power and
social inequalities are involved in processes of
culrural production, reproduction, and change,
and (3) the ideologies that people use as they
make sense of rhe world, form identities, interacr
with others, and transtbrm the conditions oftheir
lives.

People using functionalist and conflict theo-
ries often say that "sport is a reflecrion ofsociery,"
but critical theorists explain rhat in addition to
reflecting sociery, sports are sites where culture
and social organization are produced, reproduced,
and changed. This makes sporu much more than
mere reflecrions ofsociery This issue is discussed
in the box "Spors Are More Than Reflections of
Society. "

Unlike functionaliss or conflict *reoriss,
critical theorists realize rhat there are many yan-
tage poinrs from which to study and understand
social life and thar dre relationship between
spons and sociery is always subject to change.
Therefore, they study sports in comection with
changes in (1) the organization of government,
education, the media, religion, the family, and
other spheres of social life, (2) culrural defini-
tions of masculinity and femininity, race, ethnic-
ity, age, sexuality, and physical (dis)ability, and
(3) the visions that people have about what sports
could and should be in sociery.

Critical theory also encourages acdon and
political involvement. It has been developed by
scholars dedicated to identifing issues and
problems for the sake of eliminadng oppression
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and seeking jusdce rrnd equity in social l i fe. Crrt-
ical theorv is r valuable tool when idencifuing
and srudving specific social probleurs. People
who use ir assume rhilt social rellr ionships are
grounded in polit icrl struggles over how social
l i fe should be defined and organized. Thev srudv
sports to see if they lre organized to systemari-
cally privilege some people over others. Their
gotrl is to explain how sports have corne to be
what they are and to inspire new ways to discuss,
define, organize, rnd play sports.

Critical Theories and Research on Sports

Those who use critical theory ro srudy sports
generally focus on one or more of the following
lSSUeSi

l. Whose ideas about rhe meaning and
organizarion of sports lre used to determine
funding priorities [or sports, who will
participate in them, how they will be covered
in the media, and how they will be used for
social, political, and economic purposes?

2. How are sports and sport experiences
influenced bv Lhe dy.namics o[ pou er in
social life, and how do spors reproduce
panerns ofprivilege in sociery?

J. How are spors related to people's ideas
about economic success or failure, work and
ftin, physical health and well-being, gender
and serualiry race and ethniciry and physical
abiliry and disabiliry rrnd what is "natural" or
"deviant" in society?

4. What are the ways that people struggle over
the rneaning, purpose, and organization of
cnnrts ;n rhPir  l iwc<)

5. When do sports become sites where people
challenge, resist, and change prevailing ideas
and the organization of social Iife?

6. \44rat are the narrarives and images that
people use to give meaning to sports and
tieir sport experiences?

7. \44rose voices and perspectives are
represented in the media coverage of
sports?
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When people study the social .rspeccs of sports, chey
often say that "sports are reflecrions of sociery" This
is rrue irr thac many aspecrs of society Irre represented
in its sports. However, sports also are social construc-
tions rhat have an impact on relationships rnd social
organization in society as awhole. For example, sports
in the Unired States are orgrnized in ways that repre-
sent ourdated ideas and beliefs about masculinitv and
gender relirrions. Therefore, rhey do not rellect the
forms of masculinity and gender relations that are in-
creasingly rccepted by many people. At the same time,
sporcs have been a social arena in which women ath-
letes have displaved physical suength arrd skills that
have long been defined as unacceptable in most
spheres of life. As a result, new ideas about femininity
ard body image have become widely accepted in the
rest of society.

The notion that sports are more dlan a reflection
of society can be demonstrared by shifting our atren-
tion to another sphere ofsocial life, such as the famil-v.
Like sporm, families are reflections of society, but our
personal experience tells us that everyday farnily life
is more chan that. Families are created by particular
groups of people as drey inreract with one lrrother in
their own wa1s, depending on their abilities, resourcesJ

8. l\hat strategies can be used to empower
people who are regrrlarly excluded liom
the processes through which sports are
organized rrnd played?

One or more of these issues are discussed in
each of the fbllowing chapters. Critical theories
inspire interesting and provocadve research on
sports in society. This research is based on the
assumptions tiat sports are complex and some-
times internally contradictory activities and that
there are no simple or general rules for explaining
them as social phenomena. The intent ol research
based on critical theories is to understand the
structure, organization, and meaning of particu-

rvww.mhhe.Lom/c0al( le! ' re

and definitions of family life. Of course, the opportu-
mties and choices available to the members of any
particular family nre influenced by factors in the larger
sociecy, iacluding laws, econornic conditions, govern-
menc policies, and culcural beliefs abour the actrons
and intemcrions of husbands, *ives, parens, and
children.

This means that similarities will exist between
families in the same society, but it does not mean that
all families are destined to be the sane or to be mere
reflections of societ_v. Society serves as a context in
which individuals produce, define, and reproduce spe-
cific fanrily practices. But real families are ses ofrela-
tionships produced by people as they determine how
they wanc to live with one another. This is why your
family is different fiom many other families. At times,
families even become sites (social locations) where
people raise questioos about the meaning rnd organi-
zation of familv Iife.

These questions often force people to rethinL
larger issues related to cultural values and the organi-
zation ofsociety as a whole. ln this way, what we do in
our farnilies becomes part of a general process ofcul-
tural production, the irnpact of which goes far beyond
family life. For example, between 1960 and 1980 some

lar sports in connection with changing relation-
ships in and between groups that possess different
amounts of power and resources or.er time and
fiom one place to another.

Critical theorists also srudy how sports affect
the processes through rvhich people develop and
maintain cultural ideologies-that is, the webs
of ideas and beliefs rhat they use to explain and
give meaning to the social world and dreir expe-
riences in it. They want to know how and when
sports become sites for questioning and changing
dominant ideologies related to social class, gender,
sexualiry, race and ethniciry age, and (dis)abiliry
One of the mottos o[ critical t]reonsts rs a state-
ment made bv C. L, R. Tames. a native of Tiinidad

Sports Are More Than Reflections of Society
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people in Americm flmilies asked questions irbout the
rights of women within the legal structures of rnar-
riage and family. These questions fostered discussions
chat ultimately led to changes in divorce laws. These
changes encouraged people to rethink other ideas
about inrimate relationships, gender, gender equity,
parent-child relationships, childrent rights, and even
the organization and delivery of community-based
social services. In other words, farnilies have always
been much more thaIr mere reflections of society.
They are the creations of human beings and sites for
producing and changing social worlds and the ways of
life that constitute culture.

This means that human beings are acdve agens in
the consmrcrion of social worlds-not jusr in rheir
immediate family lives but also in the larger social
settings in which they live. Through the rhings they
do in their farnilies, people reproduce and occasionally
change the culture and society of rvhich they are a
pan. So it is with spors and all dre people associated
with spons. People construct spors as they interact
with each other, No voice comes out of the sky and
sa1s, "I am sociery and sports shall reflect my image,"
Social conditions clearly influence the structure and
dlnamics of sports, but within the parameters set by

in the West Indies, who learned to plav cricket
after dre British colonized his homeland. James
said, "!\Aat do they know of cricket who only
cricket know?" (Jarnes, 1984, preface). Crirical
tieorists would answer this question by saying,
"],Ve know nothing about sports ifsports is all rve
know." This means rhat if we want to know
lbout and understand sports, we must also know
about the social and culnrral contexts in which
sports are created. mainrajned. and changed.

Using Critical Theory in Everyday Life

Critical theory is based on a desire to understand,
confront, and transtbrm aspects ofsocial life rhat

those conditions, people can change spor:ts or keep
thern as they are. It is even possible for people to cre-
ate and de6ne sports in ways that differ Fom or even
de$' dominant ideas and norrns lnd, in tle process, to
tum sporLs into activities thar connadict the culrure
and society ofwhich they are a parr.

This way of thinking rbour sports in sociery recog-
nizes that spons can have both positi.'e and negative
effecr on participanrs, rhat people deline and create
spons in many different ways, and that sports are
involved in reproducing and changing culture, This
makes spors imponancin a sociological sense. Instead
of being mirrors that simply reflect qociety, they are
the actual "social and cultural stufP' our ofwhich soci-
ery and culture come to be whac rhey are. Whel we
understand this, we become aware of our capaciry as
agenrs of cultural production and social change. This
helps us realize that we are not victims of society, nor
are we descined to do spors as they are portrayed in the
images promoted by Coca-Cola, Nike, or Budweiser.
We can create new and different forms ofsoons. if we
thinl critically about the conrcrts in which we live ard
learn how to work with o*rers to chanEe rLrem. Ilhat
do you tbinh?

involve exploitation and oppression. Critical the-
orists emphasize that changes in sports depend
on more tian simplv shifting dre control ofsporls
to the pardcipants themselves, because rnany of
those participan$ accept sporrs as they are and
know linle about spon forms that have different
meanings, purposes, and organizational srruc-
rures. Therefore, critical theorists emphasize the
need for multiple and diverse forms ofsport par-
ticipation in sociefi This, they clain.r, would in-
crease participation, diversify che stories told
about sports, and idd to the voices represented
in those stories. .A.s a result, sports *'ould become
more humane and democratic, and less subject to
the exclusive control of any particular category
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Critical theory calls attention to the possibil i ty that sports can be sites ior transiotming social
l i fe. ln a rare form of activism as an athlete, WNBA player Lrsa Leslie suppotted cultufal
tfansiormation when she endorsed EARTHJUSTICE Legal Defense Fund in the 1990s
However, the NBA told Leslie and EARTHJUSTICE to stop using this ad because it was
"polit ical " lt is permissrble to use sport ima8es to sell products and promote corporate
logos, but rt is not permissible to promote ideas that miSht challen8e the status quo.
Lsourcer Provided bv EARTHjUSTICE)

44



ofpeople. This is exciting or threltenirg, depend-
ing on one's wil l ingness to view rrntl experience
sports in new and different w:rys.

Weaknesses of Critical Theory

There are nvo general weaknesses lssociaced
with most forms of critical theory

First, rnost crit ical theorv does not provide
clear guidelines for cletermining when sports
reproduce culture ,rnd social organization lnd
when *rey becorne sites for resisting and trans-
forming them. AJthough research has identified
cases rvhen sports were believed to be sites fbr
resistance, crit ic:: l theorisrs don't outl ine the
criteria rhey use to determine when resistance
occurs and the conditions under rvhich it is most
likely to create enduring changes in sports and
the organization of social life. This is partly
because most critical theolists lbcus on specific
problems and don't think in tenns of changing
social systems as much as creating the pro-
cesses through which previouslv underrepre-
senred people can participate in social life. Thev
explain that all knowiedge is siruation speci{ic;
therefore, tiere is no single wav to explain or
solve all social problerns. This is a useful ap-
proach when dealing with a parricular problem,
but it does not provide guidelines for determin-
ing when oppositional actions are most effective
and when the\r are mosr likely to produce
changes that go bevond particular situations and
problems.

Second, because critical theory emphasizes
the need for actions rhat disrupt current fbrms
ofsocial organization, there is a tendency among
those who use it to see vaiue in all actions that
violate prevailing norms or oppose prevailing
ideas; this is especiallv true rvhen critical theorists
srudy the actions of narginalized or powerless
people in sociery Howeyet prevailing norms
are not alwavs unfair or oppressive, and the inter-
ests of margrnalized or powerless people are not
alu'ays based on concems :rbout fairness and

iustice. It is imporrant to respect the voices and

rtrJ qroups h,rle equal vllue uhen il co2eJ'td .....-

nrking progressive changes in social Life. Crit i-
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crtteria needed
to identify thc characterisrics of effecdve fbrms
of resistance. Theretbre, chey cannot lssess the
value of chanee-producing strategies fiorn one
siruation to the next.

Third, some crit ical theories use vocabularies
that rre confusing and make it difGcult to merge
different critical ideas into rheoredcal hame-
works that expand our knowledge ofthe straregies
that, under certain conditions, are rnost likelv to
produce progressive change.

FEMINIST THEORY: SPORTS ARE
CENDERED ACTIVITIES

Feminist theory is based on the assumpdon rhat
lc.rowledge about social Iife requires an under-
standing of gender and gender rel:rrions. Ir has
grorvn out of a general dissatisf-action with intel-
lectual uadidons that base knowledge on the
values, experiences, lnd insighs of uren artd do
not trke seriously the values, experiences, lnd
insights of women. Feminist theory explains the
ways that women have been wstemadcallv deval-
ued and oppressed in manv societies, and they
emphasize that gender equiw is a prerequisite
for social development and progress.

Many scholars in the sociologv of spon use
critical feminist theory as thev srudv issues of
power and the dlnarnics of gender relations in
social lif-e.r Cridcal feminists focus on issues of
power and seek to explain the origin and conse-
quences of gender relations, especially those

r'fhere ',rre manv fornrs of terninist theorv, including liberrl,
rodic.rl, gynocenrric, socialist, \hcrisr, bhcx, .rno
posrmodern. rmong others. Flowever. critical ieminist
rheor,v lbclsing on issues ofideolog', power, .rnd chrnge is
most comrnonly used in the sociology ofsport tod:rr:

rg  soc ia l
r ra l

as
rte
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Critical Feminist Theory
and Research on Sports

Critical f-eminist theorv emphasizes rhe need to
critique rurd trrnsfbrrn the crrlrure ud organiza-
tion ofsports, so rh:rt they represent rhe perspec-
rives and experiences ofwomen as rvell as men in
sociew. Criticirl fer nisrs argue thar ideological
and organizationll changes lre needed befbre
ticre can be rue gcnder etluiry in spors or socien
as a whole.

Studies brrsed on criricirl feminist theorv gen-
erallv focus on one or urore of the following
research questions (see Birrell, 2000):

1. In what ways have girls and women been
excluded from or discouraged from
participating in sports, and how can gender
equity be achieved without promoting 

'

spons that jeopardize the health and
physical well-being of girls and wornen
who play sportsl

2. How are sports involved in producing and
maintaining ideas about what it means to
be a man in sociew and tbrms of gender
relations that privilege tough and aggressive
rnen over everyone eisei

J. How are wornen and men represenred rn
media coverage ofspors, lnd how do those
representations reproduce or resist dorninant
---,.t..;.t-^l^-,;

.1. \,\4rat strategies effectively resist or
challenge the male-centered gender ideology
that is promoted and reproduced through
most comperidve sports?

5. How rre spons and spt,rt parricipation
involved in the production of gendered ideas
about physicaliry sexuality, and the body?

When critical feminisa do research, they
often focus on whetler spor6 are sites for chal-
Ienging and ransforming oppressive forms of
gender relations, including expressions of sex.ism
and homophobia. For manv critical feminists, the
goal is to change the meaning, purpose, and orga-
nization ofspors so that caring for and competing

"Feminists say that spofts are organized around an
ideology that emphasizes domination, conquest,
and male suDeioritv. lsn't that ridiculous?!"

FICURE 2.2 Refusing to acknowledge the
contributions of feminist theories leads people to
overiook important and sometrmes obvious aspects
or sporrs.

that privilege men over women and some men
over otlrer rnen (see figure 2.2). Thev study the
rvavs that gender ideology (thrrtis, ideas and beliefs
rbout mascul.inity and femininity) is produced, re-
produced, resisted, and changed in and tluough
the everyday experiences of men and women.

Critical feminist ' research has shown that
sports are gcndered actiuitier, tn that their mean-
ing, purpose, and organizacion are grounded
in the values and experiences of men and cele-
brate attributes associated with dominant forms
of masculinity in society (Birrell, 2000; Burstyn,
1999). Therefore, in the world of sports, a
person is defined as "qualified" as an atllete, a
coach, or an adminisrator if he or she is tough,
rsgressive, and emotionally fbcused on competi-
t ive success. If a person is kind. caring, support-
ive, and emotionally responsive to others, he
or she is qualified only to be a cheerleader, a vol-
unteer worker lbr the booster club, or an assrs-
tant in marketing and public relations. These
l,rtter qualities, often associated with femininity
lnd werkness, are not valued in most sport
orgxruzflnons.
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ultl others is nr:re irrportanr thrn clominating
lnd competing agnra.r't others (Duquin, 2000).

Using Critical Feminist Theory
in Evervdav Life

Criticrl feminist theory has had ,r maior imprct
on the sociology of sport. It has increased our
understanding of sports as a part of culture, and
mrde us rware ol-gender-relared issues in sporrs.
For example, critical feminists focus on questions
such as these: \4try do many men around the
world continue co resist effors to promote gen-
der equity in sports? Why do some wornen fear
being called lesbians if thev become srrong and
oowerful athletes? Whv are some men's locker
iooms fulI of homophobia, gay-bashing ;okes,
and comments that demean women? Why aren't
people more concemed about the 40,000 young
men who incur serious knee iniuries everv year
as they play football? Why do church-going
mothers and fathers take their children to foot-
ball garnes and cheer for young men charged and
sometimes convicted of physical and sexual
assault? Wtrv do many people assume that men
who plav spors must be heterosexual? Why has
there never been an openly gay, active male
athlete featured on the cover of Sports llhcn'atefr
\d/hy are so manywomen's high school and college
teams called "Lady this" and "Lady that"? These
questions, inspired by critical feminist theory deal
with issues that affect our lives every day. In fact, if
we do not have thoughtfrrl answers to *rese ques-
tions, we really don't know much about sports in
sociery

Weaknesses of Critical
Feminist Theory

Critical feminist theory has some of the same
weaknesses of critical tleory Although critical
feminists have become increasingly aware of the
connections between gender and other categories
of experience related to age, race and ethniciry,
social class, disability, religon, and nationality,
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thev have lleen slow to the<trize rhesc connec-
tions. Furthennore, rhere is an urgent need fbr
nrore reselrch on thc sport-relirtecl expeliences
of women of dil l-crent rrges. abil it ies, religions
(for exarnple, Muslim women), lnd nationrrl it ies
(Hargreaves, 2 000; lValseth rnd Frrsdng. 2003).

INTERACTIONIST THEORY: SPORTS
ARE GIVEN MEANINC AS PEOPTE
INTERACT WITH ONE ANOTHER

Interactionist theorv fbcuses on issues related to
meaning, identity, social relationships, and sub-
cultures in sports. It is based on che idea that
humrrn beings, as thev interact with one another,
give meanings to themselves, others, and the
wor ld  a round rhem.  and use rhose mean ings  as  a
basis for making decisions and taking action in
tieir everydav lives.

According to interactionist theory we humans
do not passively respond to the world around us.
Instead, we actively make decisions about our ac-
tions as we consider their potendal consequences
for us, the people around us, and the social world
in which we live. Culture and sociery according
to hteractionists, are produced as patterns emerge
in our actions and relationships with other's.

According to interactionist theory our ability
to reflect on our actions and relationships with
others enables us to develop identity-that is, a
snse of who ue at'e and bmu ue are connected to the
:ocial uarld.Idenrides are key factors as people in-
teract with one another and consu'uct their social
worlds. They are the foundation for self-direction
and self-control in our l ives. Idendries are never
formed once and for all rime; rhey change over
time as our actions and relationships change, as we
meel new people, lnd as we face new siruadons.

Research based on interactionist theory helps
us understand how people define and give mean-
ing to themselves, their actions, and the world
around them, It also helps us understand human
beings as choice makers and creators of identi-
ries and relarionships. Inreractionisrs generally do
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in clepth reselrch that invoh'es obsen'arions oi
ud intervrews wirh people vho rrre uembers of
particul:u !troups or identifiable culrures. The
goal of this research is to understand sociirl
worlcls trom che rnsrcle-through the perspec
tires of the people rvho create, naintain, :rnd
change them. Unlike functionalists and conflict
theorists, interacrionists vierv culrure lnd sociery
fiom the bottorn up rather than the top dorvn.

Interactionist Theory and Research on Sports

Inrerlctionisc rheory is often usecl in research on
the experiences of athletes lnd the rvrvs thlt
athletes define rrnd make sense oftheir sport par-
ticiprtiou. \ eomrntrn go:rl , ' f irtterrctionist rc-
search is ro reconstruct and clescribe the lealio
rhat exists in the minds ofathletes, coaches, spec-
cators, and others involved in sports.

Tl.re data collection nedrods used in this re-
search is desigred to gather information about the
u,avs that people define rrnd give mealring to their
e;'periences as they form jdenrities and interact
u,iti othcrs. Those who use interactionist rheorv-
ro irudy spons lbcus on rie tbllou ing issues:

l .  \ \4 r r r ' . r re  the  suc ia l  p roccsscs  rh rough
rvhich people become involved in sportsi

l. Horv do people come to define tiernselves
and bc idenril ied by others rrs athletes?

J. How do people give meanirg to and derive
rneaning fiom their sport experience?

1. What happens when adrletes rerire and mrke
the transition into the rest of therr livesi

5. !\4rat are the characteristics ofsport cultures,
how are they created, and horv do thel'
influence people! lives on and off *re lield?

One or more of these issues are discussed in lll
chapters. This is because interactionist research
provides vivid descriprions of sports experiences
and the social worlds in which they occur.

Using Interactionist Theory in Everyday Life

Interactionist theon- fbcuses on the meanings
and interaction associated rvith sports and sport

,vw\! . tnnhc,(( )m/ conklc,y9e

ptrticiparion. It enrphrsizes rhe courplexicv of
hrunan rction rrncl thc neecl to urclerstlnd lctron
in ternrs ofhol'pcople cleEne siruations lnd give
nclning to thcir experiences irs thev inrcract
with orhers. Interacnoniscs generallv recommend
changes thrt represer)t the perspecrives rnd
identiues of those who piav sports. ln manv cases,
lhrs rvoui,l inrulre lesrrucnrrirrg spr.-rrt ur-gurri-
zJtions \o rhlt prrrt ic:pants.rle eivcn oppolruni-
ties to raise questions end discuss issucs rclated
to the merning, purpose lnd orgarrizarion of the
sporrs thev play Therefbre, interactionists would
support changes that rnake lthletes more respon-
sibie fbr oreanizing rnd controll irg thcir sports.

In the case ofyouth sports, fbr example, inter-
acdonists rvoulcl supporr organizacional changes
that would give voung peoplc opportunities to
create games and phvsical chll lenges that would
more closelv reliect their needs rnd interesrs,
rather dran the needs and intcrests ofadults. In-
teractionists rvould clution puenrs and coaches
;rbout problems that occur when vounq people
develop sport-related identit ies and relationships
to the exclusion of other idenrides and relation-
ships and to the poinr that burnout is l ikelrr

In rhc case ol elite sports, interrctionists rvould
support changes that discourage lthletes from
defining pain and i:rjury irs nonnil parts of the
sport experience. Because the use ofperformance-
enhancing substances is connected with issues
of identic and the norms that exist in sport cul-
tures, interacdonists would argue that the use of
these substrnces can be conrrolled only if there
are changes in the uorms irnd culture of sports;
ideltitving substance users as "bad apples" and
punishing them as individuals will not change
the culture in rvhich arhletes lerrrn to sacrifice
their bodies fbr the sake ol the teum and their
sPort.

Weaknesses of Interactionist Theory

Interactionist theorv has inspired nanv inlbrma-
tive snrdies of meaning, identiry interaction, and
culrurcs in sporr. However. it has two prirnaw
weakaesses. First, it tbcuses our attention almost

i
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Lang-uage Barriers
We're Not Handicapped; We Just Can't Hear

Len Gonzales is deaf. But more importrnt, he is head
football coach at the California School for the Deaf
at Riverside (CSDR). When his team capped its 9-l
season by winning the 2004 charnpionship of che
San Joaquin High School League, a reporter asked
Gonzales rvhat other tenms thought when chey lost to
CSDR. Gonzales explailed tiat "teams hate to iose to
us because they think we're a handicapped team. But
we're not handicapped. We jusc can't hear" (in Reilly,
2004, p. la4).

Coach Gonzales is sensirive to the barriers created
when people use dre word bandicappedto refer to phys-
ical and mental impairments and disabilities. Clear de-
Enitions of these words are necessarv to understand
and evaluate theories of disability.

An irnpairment e.rrrr uhen a percon hat a phyical,
sa uory, or iatellem,ul nndition that potentially limix full
patticipation in social and/or phyncal enairmmerti. Many
people have impairments and, as we get older, impair-
ments generally increase in number and severity. This
is part of normal, everyday lif'e, Nole of us is physi-
cally or menrally perfect, and we regularly make per-
sonal adjusunencs to limit the impact of impairmenrs

exclusivelv on relationships and definitions ofre-
lliw rvithout erplaining the wavs that lnteracnon
rnd tle ct nstrucrion ot- merning in sports ure
inlluenced bv social organizadon, power, and
rnaterial conditions in sociew Therefbre, inter-
acrionist reseirrch often ignores power dvnamics
,rnd inequaliw in connection with sports and
sporr experiences.

Second, inreraccionist theory does not pro-
vide critical visions of the wavs that spors and
society could and should be organized. HoweveS
many people who use interactionist theory now
combine thern with critical and critical f-eminist
theories to provide a basis for developing such
visions (Coakley and Donnellv, 1999).

i {J tvww,nrhhe,eom/ con|( ley9e

on our [ves. If we are lucky, rve have access to tech-
nologies thac make adjustments more effective. For
example, I wear eyeglasses that "correct" my impaired
vision. If I were a world-class archer I could be a
member of the U.S. Archery Team, despite my im-
pairrnent. I would face no barriers as long as I rvas
allowed to wear eyeglasses; therefore, I would not
have a disability-

Arr impairmenc becomes a disability only uhen
accommodations in social or physiul conte,xx arc not ar cannot
be made n allow the full participation of people uith frnr
tiznal linitations. This means that disabilides are cre-
ated when relarionships. spaces,,rnd acriviries present
barriers that limit the opportunities and experiences of
people with particular impairments. FoF example,
prior to the late-1990s, if my leg was amputaced below
the knee and I wore a prosthetic leg and foot, I could
norhave been a member of the U.S. Powerlifting Team
because the Internacional Powerlifting Federation
rules stated thar "Lifters without wo real feet cannot
compete in regr.rlar contests." This rule created a bar-
rier making me disabled. Howeveq after the rule was
changed, dre barrier was eLirninated and my prosthetic

IS THERE A BEST THEORETICAL
APPROACH TO USE WHEN
STUDYINC SPORTS?

Each theory discussed in this chapter has rnade
me iwrre t-rf questions lnd issues rhar are impor-
tant to me, to the people with whom I work and
plav, and in the social worlds in which I live. In
most of mv research, I 've used combinarions of
interanionitt, o'itical, and, feminist theories becarse
I've wanced to view sports fiom the inside, fiom
the perspectives of those who nake decisions
to play or not to play and who integrate sport
participation into their lives in various wavs. As
I view soorts from the inside. I also want to be
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impairmenc,rnd abiliw dran with soci.rl, environmental,
atitudinal, and legal hctors (Brittarn, 2 004; IJrrgreaves,
2000; Higgins, 1992; Morris, 1996; Olivea 1996).
Therefore, a person may be (dis)abled in one co[cext
but not in another (Friedman et al., 2004). Only rvhen
there are barriers that exclude or lirnit people with
impairments do disabilities exist.

People become handicapped uherz othett lef.ne
tbem as nfaior and "anble" due to perteiaed nnpah'-
me7tts. For example, when opposing plavers defined
the football texm fiom CSDR as handicrpped, thev
hated losing to them because it rrerrnt that thev lost to
players who rhey defrred as inferior and unable.

These three deiinicions are basecl ort critical and
interacrionist theories. They loc. te handicaps and
disabiliries in the social processes through rvhich
(a) environmens are organized to meet the needs of
temporarily able-bodied people, (b) norms (mles) are
created tlat disad"antage peopJe with impairments,
and (c) people leam to equate particular impairments
with inferiority and inabiliry

aware of the social, economic, polit ical. ucl his-
torical factors that influence access to sporr prrr-
t icipadon xnd rie decisions thar people Inake
about sport participarion. Crit icrl rnd crit icai
feminist theories have rlso helped me think
about very practical issues. such irs ho$ ro \ ote
on proposals to hlnd nerv parks or rr nelv statlinrn
for a professional fbotb:rl l  team, Thev've helpecl
me assess policies rehted to sport progralns
for at-risk yourh and to etaluate candidrtes fbr
coaching jobs irt nl! univcrsit\ ' .. l , lore recentlv
this combination of dreories has grrided rruch of
mv thinking about sports fbr p€ople \\ ' i t l i  r l isabil-
it ies, rs is shol n in the box "Breaking Barrters"
on  PP.  50- j  l .

(Jther cleiinitrons, based on ruedicrl and psvcho-
loqical theory explaiu drsabiliry rs e characreristic of
individuals. Medical-psychologicrl  theories locate
disability in the ph1'sical and cognitive "rbnornalitres"
of individu.rls and they lead to interentions enpha-
sizing personal coping strategies and assistive tech-
nologies. Cririerl intemctionisr dleories, on the othe.
hand, locare disrrbi l iw in socir l  rnd cuin:ral barders
thrr I i rrr i t  part icipation: thel le:rd ro intervenrions ern-
phasizing the eliminrtion of culrurrrl, organizationll,
legal, lncl environmencal barliers.

Both lpproaches are needed, but people roo often
overlook the leed to elirninate barriers. Coping strate-
gies and assiscive rcchloiogies are crucial fbrindividuals,
but climinating barriers makes disabiliry less relevanc
for encire categories ofpeople (DePaurq 1997). Lesl ie
Litde, a sailor with muscular dystroph-v, helps us
understand what dris rneans wlren she says, "Every day
is a nerv adventure rvhen I'm sarJing. . . Plus, I'm not
disabled when I'm on the wacer" (wwumdausa.orgl
publications/Quest/qS2water.cfin). The gorrl thele-
fore is to create social and phvsicel worlds that are like
being on rhe water fbr Leslie Little.

-\ldrougli I lrave nor used J)nctiontrlit tl:cor1,
tnd tolflttt tbentl, il't n'ty research, I have used
them to intbrm mv general unclerstanding of
sports in societv. For example. huctionalist the-
o4'helps me understand how other people think
.rbout sports in societt ', even though it does not
heip me identifu the sociirl issues irncl controver-
sies connccte(l u,ith sports in rn1' co mrnulrit\.' rrncl
in the sport orgirnizations in rvhich I rvork with
corcl.res irn(l aclministrrtors. Conilict theon'
alerts me to issues r:elated to sociri cl lss and eco-
nornic exploitaLion d,s I D,se Ll iticnl thearie-r to help
me unclerstlncl rhe drmamics of power in sports
ind socien; the rvavs that porver is relrrted to
gerdcr, rrce, ethniciry', disabiliq', and ser-ualit]';
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