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ABSTRACT

In social theory, games are frequently presented as
archetypal examples of activities governed by formal rules.
Drawing upon ethnomethodology and figurational sociology,
this project provides an analysis of the constituting of
games and identifies the inadequacies of this conventional
formalist wisdom. Applying and elaborating upon Garfinkel's
work, two case-studies are presented which are designed to
display the other dimensions of rule-following through which
players accomplish a viable game. Analysis also reveals
that this collaborative work does not preclude differing
interpretations of the rules of the game. Changes to the
rules are invoked in an attempt to remove their fringe of
incompleteness in governing game-conduct and in the
interests of creating and sustaining a viable game. These
case-studies and a typification of game-rules provides the
basis for analysis of the constituting of institutionalised
'invasion' games such as basketball, rugby union, soccer,
rugby league, and netball. Interview material and
documentary evidence is provided to argue that rule-changes
are principally the outcome of a dynamic between legislators
and players. Players explore the insufficiency of rules in
precisely determining conduct in the game, and legislators
respond by modifying the rules, to consolidate the game and
thereby preserve characteristic features of game-identity
and game-viability. This is elaborated by applying Elias's
figurational analysis: changes to game rules are conceived
as an unintended and unanticipated consequence of power-
balances and the different interests of the functionally
interdependent groups who produce game-processes. By virtue
of their separate functions in this process, each group
seeks to mobilise their power and resources in pursuit of
their interests in the game-process. Confirmation for the
perspective upon game-constitution developed in this
project is sought in an analysis of one contemporary
initiative to establish an invasion game as constituted by a
set of hybrid rules from Australian Rules and Gaelic
Football.

This analysis of game-processes and game-rules is
designed to both exemplify and inform social theory, and
also to make a significant contribution to sociological
analysis of the development of contemporary sport.
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PREFACE

One way to introduce this project would be to provide a
'Cook's tour' of my intellectual journey to the point of
arrival at the research topic. This would include brief
stop-overs at those points in three separate degree
programmes (and intervening teaching, lecturing and research
experience) which I might, in retrospect, identify as
critical sources of influence.

Abstaining from this rather contrived approach, it is
more appropriate - in keeping with this project's focus upon
game constitution - to provide a retrospective account of
my own involvement in the constituting of game-processes as
unreflexive player and as coach. If this approach has any
merit, it is to suggest that the projects analysis of game-
rules and game-processes is grounded in the lay-person's
mundane experience of these activities.

My playing career in rugby union football spanned twenty
years - at school, Wasps, Loughborough, Bath, Exeter, and
with decreasing commitment, at Bradford. At the higher
points of this career, the beginning of each season was
marked by an induction into the 'new' or modified laws with
ensuing discussion about the consequences these changes
might have for individual and team skills and strategies.

As unreflexive practitioners, no-one could discern what was
wrong with the existing laws. Moreover, I cannot recall any

law changes (with the possible exception of the tackle law)



having a significant impact upon actual game-processes.
This remained true whether I was playing for a club's Ist
XV's in the National Knock-Out Cup Competition, or when I
was playing the 'coarse' rugby as immortalised by Michael
Green. One can safely assume that my bewilderment about law-
changes extended to most players of the game. It was not
for us to reason why, but rather to receive with stoic
resignation and act accordingly. Yet, there must have been
some reason for law-changes, which, one could surmise,
probably emanated from the way the game was played at the
higher representative levels.

As a coach of rugby union football (from school to
English Colleges representative level), my understanding of
the laws altered since, at least at the higher levels, the
ordained task was to devise the most effective ways in which
to win. This entailed exploring the devious ways in which
the laws might be interpreted, to gain advantage over
opponents. Furthermore, and to my shame, coaching extended
to encouraging deviant and therefore 'illegal' forms of play
which, through playing experience, and the advice of
cogniscenti, I had found were likely to escape sanctions
from the referee whilst advantaging one's own team. However
mistakenly, I believed that the status of 'coach' was
enhanced by this display of knowledgeable insider-dealing

culled from years of playing experience. Indeed, there was



little in my socialisation into sports coaching through a
teacher education degree programme which contravened this
instrumental accent upon performance.

These experiences of rugby union football as player and
coach, made me appreciate that the rules are subject to
change, they give some latitude in the ways in which players
might adopt skills and strategies, and that game processes
are difficult to police. Given these characteristics, this
project aims to demonstrate that games like rugby union
(herein labelled 'invasion-games') provide significant
sociological insights into the multifarious ways in which
agents (in this case players and ancillary personnel such as
coaches) negotiate with structures (in this case, the game-
rules as envisaged by legislative personnel from the game's
governing body). This power of agency and the ensuing
consequences for the game-structure undermines the standard
wisdom about games, sustained in much social theory, that
such practices are archetypal exemplars of activities
'governed’ by formal rules. The constitution of invasion-
games therefore deserves far more attention by social
theorists than has heretofore been afforded.

The project principally draws upon and elaborates
persectives on social processes provided by ethnomethodology
and figurational sociology and applies these to invasion-
games. The basis of the analysis, as provided in Part One,

is to invite the reader to dispense with conventional
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imagery of games and game rules, and to recognise that
formulated rules gloss the complex procedures through which
members of a game-process make a game accountable. In Part
Two an account is provided of two case-studies which are
designed in order to display these procedures in practice.
Subsequent analysis of these case studies identifies
different levels of rules and suggests that this can be
applied to the constitutive procedures in institutionalised
games. Part Three contains a detailed empirical analysis of
legislative action in a range of major invasion-games and
establishes that the restructuring of these games is an
outcome of the dynamic between rule-makers (in governing
bodies) and the procedures of rule-interpreters (players).
This analysis is elaborated in Part Four by applying Elias's
perspective upon figurational dynamics. Throughout the
project, empirical data is derived using a variety of
methods, and is both informed by and elaborates upon

theory. The final chapter focusses upon a recent attempt to
establish a new invasion-game, the aim being to confirm and
corroborate the analysis of game-constitution developed in

this project.
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.... the basic figuration of a sport is

designed to produce as well as to contain

tensions. The techniques for maintaining

within a set figuration of people an
equilibrium of forces in tension for a
while, with a high chance of catharsis,
or release from tension, in the end,
remain to be studied.

(Norbert Elias, 1986 : 159)

Neay



PART ONE

THE RULES OF THE GAME
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THE RULES OF THE GAME

The conventional wisdom about invasion-games such as
soccer, netball, basketball, and the different codes of
rugby football is that they provide archetypal examples of
activities which are governed by their formulated rules.
These rules demarcate the spatio-temporal boundaries between
game-processes and non-game social processes. This
formalist conception of games presents a highly constrained
image of agency and obscures the contribution which analysis
of game processes might make for social theory. An
ethnomethodological perspective upon constituting games
indicates the limitations of formalist accounts, and
displays a dimension of game-processes and game-rules which
hitherto has remained hidden in sociological studies of
sports.

Chapter One provides a brief review of the development
of sociological studies of sport, discussing debates about
theory and about method. This development has been hampered
by the pro of sports sociology within the professional
contexts of physical education and by the neglect, with one
or two notable exceptions, of sport by mainstream social
theorists. Together, this has perpetuated a restricted
image of the ontological status of games.

Chapter Two provides a critique of images of games and

13



dgame rules in Game Theory, Experimental Games and in much
social theory where games are used as an analytic device to
understand non-game social processes. The formalist imagery
implicit or explicit in these research traditions contrasts
with Garfinkel's analysis of 'doing' games. Elaborating
upon Garfinkel's analysis which is restricted to simple
games of strategy, five dimensions of rule-following are
identified. Together these suggest that game-processes are
under-determined by the formal rules, and therefore that
formalist accounts provide a species of process-reduction.
This analysis provides the basis for case studies of

invasion-game processes which will be developed in Part Two.
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CHAPTER 1

THE STATE OF_ PLAY

1.1, INTRODUCTION

1.2. GROWING PAINS

1.3, PROBLEMS OF IDENTITY AND LEGITIMACY

1.3.1. Fragmentation

1.3.2. The Neglect of Sport

l1.4. ONTOLOGY OF SPORT : THE STATE OF PLAY 1
1.5. U.K. SPORT SOCIOLOGY : THE STATE OF PLAY 2
l.6. GAMES-PLAYING
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1.1. Introduction

Twenty years ago, studies of sport in undergraduate
degree programmes in Britain, were almost invariably under
the aegis of physical education. One of the most
prestigious institutions was Loughborough College. At that
time, in their Certificate of Education/Bachelor of
Education courses, 'physical education' and 'education'
were structurally separate, and the former focussed almost
exclusively upon performance-related analyses of sport. The
practical elements (involving 12 hours per week in each of
the first two years of the course) consisted of student's
own personal skill acquisition, related analyses of the
components of skilled performances in a range of sports, and
with less emphasis, coaching and teaching strategies. The
theoretical elements, building upon these practical studies
were exclusively from the natural sciences viz. anatomy,
exercise physiology, kinesiology, and biomechaics. The
primary focus of analysis was therefore upon an
understanding, appreciation, and achievement of high levels
of specific sports performance and competition - training
the body to meet the various inherent challenges provided by
the formal structures of the various sports. Implicit in
this natural science orientation is, as Sage (1979) argues,
that sports are conceived as physical activities rather than
social interaction, concerned primarily with exercise,

fitness, and health.
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The career structures of graduates from programmes such
as these wer consequently ordained in terms of sports
coaching, teaching and administration, or in one or other of
the increasingly specialised natural science sub-disciplines
of, what Hargreaves (1982) calls the 'dominant sports
science paradigm'. At that time only one collection of
readings (edited b3 Dunning in 1971) had been
published in Britain on the sociology of sport, notably by
authors working outside the professional and institutional
nexus of physical education. It is therefore unsurprising
to note nearly twenty years later that the sociology of
sport has yet to be acknowledged as a bona fide specialism
within mainstream sociology. As Bramham and Henry (1990)
argue, social theorists of sport

are still exploring disciplinary perspectives from

which to understand, publish and so locate their

studies epistemologically and institutionally,

on the map of serious academic research

The title of this chapter - 'The State of Play' - has
two connotations which I suggest are interrelated. The
first connotation is an assessment of the development of
sociological studies of sport in the last two decades. The
second connotation is the ontological status of 'play', and
it's supposed derivatives 'games' and 'sports', within
sports studies. The two connotations are inter-related
insofar as conceptions of the latter are arguably a

consequence of the development of the former. Sports
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sociology has, with a few notable exceptions, been largely
the creation of physical education whose vocationally-
oriented concerns failed to attract the interest of
sociologists working outside that professional area.

The outcome is that few sociologists have challenged
conventional assumptions about sport and sports processes
and, as I shall demonstrate in the next chapter, many
sociologists perpetuate a minimalistic image of games, and
games processes, confined to an account of their formal
rules. This leads to a relative failure to acknowledge the
potential which analysis of sports processes might have for
making a contribution to sociological knowledge.

This chapter is divided into three parts. In the first
part, note will be taken of the key critiques of
developments in sport sociology from its provenwcee in physical
education. Most of these critiques are levelled at the
uncritical abstracted empiricism and the weak
metatheoretical foundations of studies which fail to make
linkages between theory and method. Also, arising from its
relative neglect by mainstream sociology, sports sociology
suffers from problems both of identity and of legitimacy
except where there are direct social policy implications of
the analysis. In the second part, three well-developed
sociologies of sport in Britain will briefly be reviewed

(viz. from cultural studies, from feminist studies, and from
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figurational sociology) to provide an account of the state
of play (connotation no. 1). This provides a context to
introduce the present project which begins by applying
ethnomethodological principles to the practices of games-
playing - an interpretive perspective upon game-processes
and rule-following which has not been explored adequately by

any sociology of sport in Britain, or elsewhere.

1.2. Growing Pains

According to Clark (1973:5-9), early developments within
specialised fields of enquiry are characterised by two
approaches both of which carry attendant dangers. The first
approach has the danger of 'an inbred tradition of work with
increasing tunnel vision riveted on the trivial' whilst the
second approach which he categorises as 'the wandering
analytical gypsy' carries within it the 'danger of a game of
vignettes' ie. analysis of specific topics in vacuo without
being able to locate the analysis within a broader reasearch
tradition. Clark is making a diagnosis of initial
developments of a sociology of Higher Education, but the
first approach identified by Clark is an apt
characterisation of the incipient developments of sports
sociology which began to emerge in the USA in the late
1960's.

Hargreaves (1982) rightly notes that 'ritual

functionalist - bashing' has been a feature of much
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sociological theorising for a long time, and consequently
there is little need to rehearse these debates here except
to note that, in the absence of many alternatives, the
recent development of courses in the sociology of sport in
Britain was heavily influenced by a number of anthologies by
sports sociologists from the USA (eg. Yiannakis et. al 1978,
Leonard 1980, Talimini and Page 1973, Snyder and Spreitzer
1978, Marie Hart 1975) which are remarkable only in the ways
in which they bear close resemblance to each other in terms
of structure, content, and the implicit (and seldom
explicit) meta-theoretical assumptions. In addition, all
the substantive empirical material is drawn from US sources,
Luschen (1980) observes that workers in the sociology of
sport seemed to be minimally aware of the epistemological
concerns of sociology in general, whilst Gruneau's (1983:18)
criticism of the ethnocentrism, parochialism, and
'abstracted empiricism' (Mills:1959) (1) characteristic of
US sports sociology leads him the describe developments

thus:

(1) oOther critiques of the unreflective, uncritical
employment of empirical methods include Phillips (1977),
Wohl (1975, 1982), Loy, McPherson and Kenyon (1978 and
Schui.ke (1977). Most sociological research into sport does
not make recourse to any general theory. The writers
however differ in their conceptions of what constitutes a
"proper" social scientific analysis of sport.

20



..hidebound by caricatured forms of typological

thinking, and blinkered by its own special problems

of research, far too much sociological writing on

sport has degenerated into the banal application of

set typologies, a nit-picking concern over problems

of definition, pointless collections of 'social facts',

or crude de-contextualised discussions of the 'meaning'

of the sporting experience

Gruneau argues for a different more critical kind of
sociological enquiry, one which challenges dominant
conceptions of sport and he invokes Gouldner's (1961) crisis
scenario, that 'ideologically-neutered' structural
functionalism simply allows much post-war sociology to
become little more than the handmaiden of the status quo.
Gruneau's critique is, of course, only one species of more
general Marxian critiques in mainstream sociology and other
specialisms. Hall (1982), for example, celebrates recent
studies of the media which situate media production more
adequately within the total social and historical context.
He attests to 'a rediscovery of ideology', a reversal of
perspectives whereby the media is viewed as producing and
reproducing rather than simply reflecting consensus, as
earlier functionalist-inspired analyses were apt to do. One
of the most uncompromising criticisms of established sport
sociology in the Gouldner mould is mounter by Rose (1981,
1982) who is directly critical of a cadre of writers (Loy,
Kenyon, Ball, McPherson) for their claim to pursue an

'objective' and 'value-neutral' stance (the two descriptors

being unproblematically interchanged) towards the study of
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sports. Rose writes that the work of this 'self-styled non-
normative centre' is redolent with implicit commitments to
particular values insofar as they remain relatively
uncritical of the ways in which sports are organised and
promoted in society. The failure to challenge the politico-
economic order plus the weak meta-theoretical foundations of
their work leads Rose to conclude that the 'normative
centre' has not produced any theory which develops an
understanding of sport 'beyond that gleaned by the
insightful fan'. The point is extended by Hollands
(1984:73) who, like Gruneau and Rose, aims to rescucitate a
critical perspective which the applied normative orientation
of physical education-inspired sports sociology fails to do.
He writes:

The very structure of sports study in North America

ironically pairs the social critic with those very

individuals in sports science whose professional

ideology reinforces an ahistorical and functionalist
approach to the subject.

The term 'cadre' that Rose employs to describe this
'normative centre' is, undoubtedly an apt description as Loy
(1978) himself acknowledges in a study of scholarly
productivity in US sports sociology. He indicates that only
100 individuals have two or more published contributions to
the sociology of sports literature, and of these, 19 key

authors account for almost 60% of all the published work
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surveyed. Loy argues that the sociology of sport has a
structural problem of 'a lack of critical mass' in terms of
the number of sports sociologists and the dearth of
productive researchers. Hence the cadre of productive
scholars (including Kenyon, Ball, McPherson and Loy himself)
were very influential in contouring the theoretical
assumptions and methodological approaches pursued in sports
sociology, of whom later writers have been so critical.

The text by Loy, McPherson and Kenyon (1978) is
representative of this tradition of work, in which the
authors admit to a neo-positivistic bias. This soon becomes
evident in their assertion that the 'key construct in
sociology is that of the social system' (1978:28). All
sports situations can be conceived as social systems and
sociological discovery entails a 'never-ending search' for
relations between independent and dependent variables that
can be stated as scientific generalisations. Later, and in
contradiction to this bold statement about the aim of social
science, they invoke Ritzer (1975) to stress that sociology
is a multi-method and multi-paradigm science, and they claim
that conflict, functionalist, modern system theory, social
exchange, and symbolic interactionist perspectives are
exemplified throughout the text 'since no particular
theoretical perspective is endorsed'. This claim to
theoretical eclecticism is, however, refuted a few pages

later by their systemic analysis of the 'structure,
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composition functioning, and change of social systems'’
(1978:30) which leads the authors to describe the components
of social systems as including a normative sub-system
(culture), a structural sub-system (social structure) and
behavioural sub-system (persons). In this analysis,
stipulative or normative definitions of terms such as
'culture', 'structure', and 'norms' masguerade as
descriptive definitions. Moreover, there is no indication
of how 'sub-system components' are interrelated, whilst the
term 'component' suggests a 'bolt-on' type of analysis of
mutually exclusive social processes.

In elaborating their analysis (1978:30-32), the authors
invite the reader to consider a football team as (i) a
normative sub-system organised around a specific set of
values, norms and sanctions; (ii) a structural sub-system
having a well defined social structure based on ordered,
repetitive, and regulated interaction amongst team members;
and (iii) a behavioural sub-system having players who are
perfomers acting out specific roles according to a prepared
script. This example of their analysis is selected since it
provides a perspective upon invasion-games which is also the
focus of the current research project. Indeed, my project
contains an implicit critique of a systemic account of game-
norms, game-structure, and game-roles. Loy, McPherson and

Kenyon's depiction of players as role-actors in games
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provides a constrained image of agency which, in Garfinkel's
terms, conceives the actors as 'judgemental dopes'. There
is no account of social processes, of the immanent dynamics
of the 'system', no account of development and change, and
no account of how such systems relate to the wider social
context in particular. The dramaturgical imagery through
which the functions of players are conceived (the
behavioural sub-system) singularly fails to capture the
complexity of interdependent actions within game-processes,
fails to access the various logics of deviance from the
'‘prepared script' (i.e. the rules), and, as I shall
demonstrate later, fails to acknowledge that the 'prepared
script' itself is subject to chronic change.

This brief critique of Loy et al's conception of '

a
football team' departs markedly from the tenor of Rose's and
Gruneau's critique of the 'normative centre'. These writers
elevate the critical programme for sociological studies of
sport but, in doing so, there is a concomitant neglect of
the multifarious ways in which agents make sense of their
circumstances - in this case, as players of football. The
current project, as will become evident, seeks to redress
this neglect, and provide an account of agency in games
which is, I argue, despite the forays by Whitson (1976,
1978) and Harris (1981), considerably under-theorised.

Linked to these theoretical critiques are debates about

method, (Wohl 1972, Phillips 1977, Deutscher 1973, Ingham
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1979, McPherson 1974, 1978, Gruneau 1978, Melnich 1975,
Stolarev 1976, Krawczyk 1977, Kenyon 1969a, 1969b, and
Schulke 1977). Wohl (1972), the editor of the International
Review of Sports Sociology for fifteen years, provides a
comprehensive critique of the unreflective and uncritical
use of empirical research techniques which disregard the
underpinning theoretical assumptions. In short, he argues
that there is a lack of understanding in much social
research about sport of how methodological procedures and
instruments logically presuppose substantive theories. Both
Phillips (1977) and Deutscher (1973) agree that much sports
research might be technically sound but is theoretically
weak. Such 'abstracted empiricism' provides answers
without first asking questions, and does not invite says
Phillips, 'the continual shuttle between macroscopic
theoretical conceptions and detailed empirical expositions'.
McPherson (1978) borrows a metaphor from Forscher (1963) to
depict sports sociology as approaching 'chaos in the
brickyard'. Social research into sport has led to a random
production of 'bricks' (i.e. facts) generated without
theoretical guidance, the result being the accumulation of a
number of diffuse, unrelated social 'facts' which describe
but do not provide cumulative explanatory knowledge. Whilst
one might not agree with McPherson's prescriptions for

avoiding chaos (1978:78), particularly his recomendation
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that all social research must 'aim to develop laws', his

depiction of the present state of sports sociology (in the

mid-1970's) accords well with Clark's (1973) and Gruneau's

(1983) critiques cited earlier.

1.3. Problems of Identity and Legitimacy

In Britain, the socioclogy of sport has yet to achieve
the identity and status of an established area of
specialisation in sociology. Sports sociology has a
relatively low academic status, suffers from a neglect by
mainstream sociologists, has poorly developed national
networks, and lacks a clearly defined network of
institutions engaged in research. Gross's (1959:128)
observations about the state of educational sociology in the
USA can be paraphrased by substituting the term 'sport' for
'education' and 'British' for 'American' where appropriate.
Gross writes:

The sociological analysis of (sport) may be described
as a relatively underdeveloped and unfashionable
subfield of sociology. There are currently only a
handful of socioclogists who make this field their
speciality. Relatively few students in graduate
training aspire to be known as (sport)

sociologists, and few courses or seminars at the
graduate level are offered in this area by (British)
Universities. One of the most pressing problems of
(Sport sociology) is its current 'unfashionability',
for the prospects of this or any other sub-field
depend in large part on the degree to which sociologists
will direct their thereotical and research skills to its
major substantive problems . (2)

(2) I am indeb.ted to J. W. Loy (1980:100) for this apt
quote.

27



1.3.1. Fragmentation

These problems can be mapped out by considering the
historical and institutional circumstances in which
sociological studies of sport have developed in the UK. B&s
noted earlier, with the exception of Elias, Dunning and
colleagues at Leicester University, and Hargreaves at London
University, early sociological analyses of sport were
largely undertaken by physical educationalists. Perhaps an
impetus for developing sociological (and other disciplinary)
perspectives upon sport was provided by the newly acquired
degree status (B.Ed) a pressure to 'go academic' which, as
Tomlinson (1982:46) argues produced a crisis of confidence
and identity amongst physical educationalists. Added impetus
was provided by the cut-back in teacher-training in the mid-
1970's which spanned the development of 'Human Movement
Studies' degree programmes. (3) Whiting at Leeds
University was at the forefront of this development, the aim
of which was to seek an academic base which was not tied to
the formulation of principles for the practice of sports and

other physical education activities in schools. The term

(3) Conferences to establish the domain of H.M.S. for
undergraduate degree programmes were held at Sutton
Bonnington (1979) and Dunfermline (1976). 3 yr. Hnrs.
Degree programmes in H.M.S. remain attractive to those
students who want to delay vocational choice until a post-
graduate diploma/certificate course.

28



'human movement', rather than the contextual connotations
implicit in the term 'human action' seems to debar
sociological enquiry, and it is significant that, with the
exception of a few articles from philosophy, valued for
their utility in conceptual ground-clearing, almost all

of the work published in the Journal of Human Movement

Studies (est. 1975) is from psychology and the natural
sciences. (4)

For sociological studies of sports, a more critical
development was the establishment of courses in Leisure and
Recreation in the late 1970's - a more pragmatic
curricular development with a discernible student market
linked to the dramatic increase in the level of state
funding for sport (5). The Leisure Studies Association was
established in 1982 and this community of investigators

provides, through its journal Leisure Studies, and its

regional, national, and international conferences (1984 and
1988), a major network for sports sociology.

The point of this brief analysis is to endorse Bramham

(4) Examples of philosophical writing in J.H.M.S. include
Best (1978 ), Renshaw (1975), Carr (1978).

(5) Key developments include the executive status of the
Sports Council (1972), the reorganisation of local
government (1974), and the establishment of local
authority Leisure Services departments. The latter is the
primary direct provider of public sector facilities in the
UK. In 1970, Britain had only 50 public sector indoor
sports centres. By 1980, 500 were in existence - a new
profession of 'leisure management' had been established.
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and Henry's (1990) observations that sports sociology in
Britain has yet to establish a clearly defined research,
publication, and institutional network. There is no British
Sports Journal which has a specifically sociological focus
with the result that articles are dispersed in British
journals such as Leisure Studies, the Physical Education

Review, the Bulletin of Physical Education, Sport and

Leisure, Carnegie Research Papers, Momentum, Theory, Culture

and Society, and international journals such as the Journal

of the Sociology of Sport, Research Quarterly,

Sportswissenschaft, International Journal of Physical

Education, Theorie und Praxis, and the International Review

for the Sociolology of Sport. Moreover, much sports

sociology occurs in a variety of degree programmes which
cover Physical Education, Sports Sciences, Sports Studies,
Human Movement Studies, Leisure and Recreation Studies,
Cultural Studies, and Community Studies. This fragmentation
has resulted in poorly developed national networks. It is
only in October 1989 that the British Association of Sports
Sciences has promoted the idea of a Sociology Interest Group
in addition to groups in psychology and the natural sciences
(physiology, biomechanics etc.), whilst the B.S.A./L.S.A.
Study Group is convened only at sporadic intervals. The
result is a comparative lack of established fora for the

interchange of ideas and receipt of critical informed
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commentary. This fragmentation is compounded however by the

conspicuous neglect of sport by mainstream sociology.

1.3.2. The Neglect of Sport

Writers with vested interests have a habit of elevating
the importance of their domain concerns and it is not my
intention to do so here. Nevertheless, with the exception of
Elias and Dunning (1971, 1986) in Britain, Bourdieu (1978,
1984) in France, and perhaps Stone (1955) in the USA, few
'mainstream’' sociologists have undertaken systematic
analyses of sport. (6) Loy (1980) notes that in the 1936-78
period, the American Sociological Review published only 4
articles on the sociology of sport. (7) The results of
Seater and Jacobson's (1976) survey of the 'intradiscipline
status hierarchy' of sociological specialisms in the United
States revealed that 'leisure, sport and recreation, ranked

35th out of the 36 specialisms, between education (34th) and

(6) Philosophical studies of sport present a parallel
exemplar, until the contributions from individuals with bona
fide philosophical training eg. Renshaw (1975), Best (1974,
1978a, 1978b), Aspin (1975).

(7) Luschen (1980:321) lists 19 articles on sport in A.S.R.
in the same period, revealing an extended interpretation of
what constitutes 'sociological'. 1In either case sport is a
relatively marginal topic. ° Dunning (1971) notes
that, of all the articles written on sport sociology before
1971, only 20-30 were written by specialist sociologists and
published in mainstream sociology journals. See also Sage
(1979) who makes similar points in a review of the American
Journal of Sociology and the Rmerican Sociological Review.
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rural sociology (36th)". Many reviewers of books on the
sociology of sport take the opportunity to bemoan the low
level of development of the field, and Dunning (1983) is no
exception. There are, he argues, several inter-related
reasons for this. Firstly, sports sociology until the 1980's
was 'largely the creation of physical educationists’', a
professional grouping who lacked 'the degree of detachment'
and 'an organic embeddedness in central sociological
concerns' (1983:135).

Their occupational commitment is displayed in crudely
empiricist studies of issues exclusive to sport and physical
education which are unikely to attract the attention of
mainstream sociologists. This elaborates the observations
by Loy (1978) and McPherson (1975) cited earlier about the
poor quality of sociological research. Kenyon (1986)
reports on a survey of 7500 contributions to sports
sociology since 1965, over 75% of which 'suggested no
discernible theoretical orientation' 1In the UK, Bramham and
Henry (1990) draw upon Eliasian terminology to endorse this
point in their identification of an empirical and pragmatic
research tradition. Researchers have('956:qﬂ:

-..been so closely embedded in sporting practice, sports
management and policy that they have failed to 'detach’
themselves from their involvement in sporting forms
and so develop adequate sociological methods for

understanding sport and society .

An index of these issues of involvement and détachment
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is provided by a (pseudo) problem debated within sports
sociology about 'basic' and 'applied' sociology by Luschen
(1968), Melnich (1975), Ball and Loy (1975), Sage (1979),
snyder and Spreitzer (1981), Ulrich (1979), and, in Britain,
Hendry (1973) and Saunders (1976). Both Saunders and Hendry
engage in some spurious boundary-mapping to distinguish
between 'sociologists of sport' and 'sport sociologists'.
The former are card-carrying sociologists who use sport to
test out, demonstrate, validate or elaborate upon general
social theory. The latter are 'committed' physical
educationists and other sports professionals, argues Hendry,
who have been 'sensitised' to sociological constructs,
theories and methods but whose domain interests focus upon
more pragmatic occupational concerns. Greendorfer (1977)
goes further to suggest that sociological studies of sport
have become too abstract and unrelated to pragmatic
concerns and therefore she suggests a reorientation to
establish a closer relationship between what she calls the
'substance' of sport sociology and the practice of physical
education.

However, according to this arbitrary distinction 'sports
sociologists' become a sub-discipline within a sub-
discipline which, argues Tomlinson (1982) results in over-
specialisation and produces intellectual lag or
fossilisation. The artificiality of the distinction is,

moreover, clear insofar as any sociologist is interested in
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social structures and relationships which raises
sociological issues of general concern as well as increasing
understanding of, in this case, sport. Moreover, the
emasculation of an applied field of study perpetuates its
low status, reinforces empiricism, and in the case of sport,
fails to acknowledge its potential to generate theory as
suggested by Hoyle (1971), Luschen (1980), Ashworth (1971),
Dunning (1971, 1983), and Elias and Dunning (1986).

Dunning's second point about the low level of
development of sport sociology, is to invite mainstream
sociologists to dispense with heteronomous evaluations. He
writes (1983:136):

present-day sociologists reveal their value-orientations

....through the fact that the dominant paradigm they

adhere to, restrict their visions to a comparatively

narrow range of social activities

Sport is ignored because it is perceived as being
unserious, inconsequential, and engaging the body rather
than the mind. Turner (1984) concurs by arguing that most
sociology is Cartesian is that it perpetuates a mind-body
dualism. Similar points are made by Hargreaves (1982b) in
his specific criticism of Raymond Williams for the
conspicuous neglect of sport in his studies of popular
culture. In much sociology therefore, homo ludens is

marginalised in favour of home labore and home economicus

because, argues Dunning, despite sports social significance:
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it is perceived as falling on the negatively valued
side of a complex of overlapping dichotomies such as
those between work and leisure, mind and body,
seriousness and pleasure, economic and non-economic
phenomena
Dunning's critical appraisal of the neglect of sport by
mainstream sociology, and Hargreaves depiction of the
dominant, performance-oriented, sports science paradigm are
adroitly conjoined by Bosrdieu by way of a telling analogy.
He writes (1988:153):
In a recent discussion...I learned that the great black
athletes who, in the United States, are often enrolled
in such prestigious universities as Stamford, live in a
sort of golden ghetto, because right-wing people do not
talk very willingly with blacks while left-wing people
do not talk very willingly with athletes. If one
reflects on this and develops this paradigm, we might
find in it the principle of the special difficulties
that the sociology of sport encounters : scorned by
sociologists, it is despised by sportspersons
In summary it is clear that the problems of identity and
of legitimation or recognition of sociological studies of
sport arises from a complex of historical, institutional and
ideological factors. As a provwwmoxe of physical education, its
early development (by researchers with inadequate grounding
in social theory and method) was truncated by specific
occupational concerns. Since then, much sociological
teaching and research about sport has been undertaken within
a range of vocationally-oriented courses of study. A
consequence of this has been a failure to establish national

networks of studies in sport (unlike leisure, tourism, and

physical education) and a failure to develop an identity as
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a bona fide specialism outside those applied areas. This
situation is sustained and reinforced by the continued
neglect of sport by mainstream sociology, whilst
sociological studies of sport only escape Bourdieu's 'golden

ghetto' by way of policy-oriented research programmes.

1.4. Ontology of Sport

I have argued above that there has been a relative
failure to recognise the contribution which studies of
sports, might have for sociological knowledge. One of the
key reasons for this 'state of play' is the perpetuation of
a conception of sport as being separate from the rest of
life. I shall argue in the following chapter that many
social theorists reinforce this conventional image of games
and sports by counterposing the 'fixed and formalised' rules
of games with the 'rules' of everyday life. Borrowing from
Coleman (1969), I label this conception of the ontological
status of sports as 'time-outs'.

The 'time-out' conception of sports derived from
characterisations of play by Huizinga (1938) and Caillois
(1961) (8). According to these influential accounts, play

is characterised by voluntarism, unseriousness, use-

(8) See Hoberman (1984) who identifies several variants of
the ideology of idealism.
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lessness, fantasy, and make-believe which together provide a
sphere of "unreality" counterposed to the 'real' world.
This unreality argument is based upon a particular
conception of the function of rules. The rules of play (and,
by extension, the more formalised constructs of games) set
the activity apart from everyday life in time and in space.
Games therefore are depicted as cocooned spheres, with
clearly delineated spatio-temporal boundaries and governed
by what Goffman would call 'rules of irrelevance' ie. in
which the normal rules of conduct are suspended. (9) There
is therefore a world inside and outside games typified by
Weiss's (1969) assertion that games are 'enclosed activities
governed by rules' where individuals and teams competitively
seek to attain distinctive ends. Huizinga depicts games as
'sacred realms' although under certain conditions they might
degenerate into 'profane spectacles', whilst even Luschen
and Sage (1981:6) write that sport is 'essentially non-
serious, superfluous for human survival' and its activities
are 'non-representative' even though some of the activities
represent former war and combat techniques.

Now of course, this depiction contains at least an

element of truth insofar as the rules provide a

(9) Debates about morality anmd sport eg. McIntosh (1980),
Aspin (1975), Bailey (1975), articulate around this issue.
See also Grayson on Sport and the Law (1988).
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deliberately contrived challenge and without which the
activities would not be constituted as such, and it would be
impossible to distinguish games and sports from other social
processes. However, this provides a remarkably over-
simplified account of sports processes, and fails to
consider the interdependence of sports with the environing
conditions of their practice. Moreover, rules of irrelevance
appertain to many other informal and formal 'encounters'
including the work sphere.

A celebration of games and sports as 'time-outs' reaches
its apotheosis in contemporary philosophical and
phenomenological writings e.g. Novak (1976), Arnold (1978),
Vanderwehen and Wertz (1985), Gerber (1978) and Allen and
Fahey (1982) which purport to provide experiental analyses
of the situation-as-it-is-lived in sport, or as Arnold
(1978) has it, a 'phenomenology of embodied consciousness'.
(10) The empirical data provided is primarily first-hand
retrospective accounts by individuals of their own sports
experience (1l1) variously labelled as 'autotelic', ‘'flow’,
'phenomonelogical', 'transcendental', or 'peak' experiences.
(10) A variant of this approach is applications of Maslow's
(1968, 1971) 'humanistic psychology', studies of peak
experience' Ravizza (1982) and of intrinsic motivation
Csikszentmihalyi (1975).

(11) Kleinman (1978, 1968) etc. provides copious examples

from rugby, rock-climbing, basketball. Arnold (1978), and
Stone R. (1971) have examples from surfing and skiing.
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Such experiences can be gained when sporting involvement is
'authentic' which, in this context, means total involvement
or absorption, disinterestedness, non-instrumental, play-ful
participation.

In all these phenomenological accounts, which draw upon
the work of Heidegger, Husserl, and Merleau-Ponty, the
separateness, the spatio-temporal boundaries, and the
difference of sport from everyday life is elevated to the
exclusion of any consideration of the wider social contexts
in which such action takes place. We are asked to recognise
sports distinctiveness; to celebrate the 'sacred',
untrammelled by the mundane, ordinary social world, the
basic unit of analysis being the individual and his/her
experience within the special spheres of sport.

Dunning (1967) argues that the notion of 'unreality'
cannot be regarded as the central defining characteristic of
sport, as propounded by McIntosh (1963) and Caillois (1961).
This conception of sport - as 'utterly use-less' (McIntosh),
or as 'occasions of pure waste' (Caillois) is largely a
consequence, says Dunning, of an 'incomplete emancipation
from the pervasive value-scheme of Western industrial
societies' in which work is elevated to a higher status than
play/leisure. The function of rules is not to define its
'unreality' but rather to 'produce and maintain a group

configuration capable of generating a level of tension-
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excitement'. Moreover, neither McIntosh's nor Caillois's
conceptions can explain why there are changes to the rules
of games, and if so why such changes are not purely
arbitrary. Recalling the earlier analysis of sports theory
as being the creation of physical education, the depiction
of sport as a separate realm of activity might also be seen
as part of what Bourdieu (1985) calls 'the occupational
ideology' of sports theorists. As noted earlier, this point
also occupies Hargreaves, Gruneau and Holland in their
separate critiques of the normative centre of sports
sociology. Hence, the 'unreality' thesis about sport
presents a static, de-contextualsed and dislocated theory of
human practice.

To redress this deficiency, some theorists however have
developed Marxian perspectives which display opposite
weaknesses to the 'time-out' idealist conceptions of sport.
In, for example, Brohm's (1978) work, sports are reductively
analysed as merely passive reflections of the material
foundations of social life functioning to reproduce and
legitimate the existing capitalist structure of social,
political, and economic arrangements. The determinism of
this 'vulgar' Marxism offers no perspective upon the
relative autonomy of sport as a particular species of
cultural practice and therefore loses any conception of the

dialectic between sports processes and environing conditions
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within which those processes develop (12). Moreover,
Brohm's theoreticism has no analytic purchase upon the
different levels of sports practice, (from the more play-ful
to the more serious' work-like), nor is any account taken of
the heterogeneity of sports in terms of their disparate
structural properties.

Hence, there are two diammetrically opposed ways in
which the ontological status of sport is misconceived. The
first elevates the separateness of sports to the exclusion
of the sociogenesis of its practice; the second elevates (an
interpretation of) the social and historical conditions of
sports practice whilst failing to consider the particularity
of sporting structures and processes. Both provide

reductionist accounts.

1.5. The State of Play 2 : U.K. Sport Sociology

Not all is gloom and doom despite the 'growing pains' of
sociological studies of sport. Three perspectives upon
sport have been developed in the UK each of which have
established a research tradition, and each claiming to be
both social theory and sports theory. These are from

cultural studies, feminist studies, and figurational

(12) Not all neo-Marxist perspectives of sport betray these
weaknesses as will be revealed in the next section.
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sociology each of which have been influential in contouring
the development of sports sociology. 1In the present
context, there is no need to attempt a comprehensive review
of these perspectives but merely to note that developments
in British sports sociology in the 1980's have "clustered"”
(13) around three sets of social theory. Moreover, reviews
never please everyone and carry attendant dangers of
caricature, mis-labelling and omission. Unlike figurational
sociology, cultural studies cannot, of course, be located in
terms of the work of one major social theorist or research
tradition, whilst feminist studies is as much
political practice as it is an academic discipline.

Cultural studies, as evidenced by the work of the Centre
for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham draws upon a
range of discourses (Marxism, history, literary criticism,
semiotics, structuralism, and political science), the
dominant theme being to examine the relationships between
cultural forms and the economic and political processes of

capitalism.

(13) According to Mullins (1973), sociological specialisms
go through four stages of development - (i) normal, (ii)
network, (iii) cluster, (iv) speciality stages. Loy
Mcpherson and Kenyon (1978 ) argue that sports sociology has
reached the 'cluster stage' viz. the achievement of a degree
of academic development as revealed in patterns of
publication and patterns of social organisation. (see also
Loy 1980 : 92-98). Neither of these (viz.publications/
social organisation) are as well defined in Britain.
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Jennifer Hargreaves (1982) in one of the first critical
texts on sport, argues that what little British sports
sociology exists

implicitly validates the existing authorities and

structures of sports and fails to trace connections

between sport, power, domination, and political

control

The major institutionalised source of theory is biased,
since physical education and leisure theorists have had a
symbiotic relationship with practitioners, organisers,
coaches, and administrators of sport in the production of
sports theory a