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1-1 Lo'oking at Spoi‘ts from Four Theoretical Perspectives

We watch sports. Talk sports. Spend money on
sports. Some of us live and breathe sports. Be-
cause sports occupy much of our time and di-
rectly or indirectly consume and generate a
great deal of money, it should not be surprising
that sports have sociological components that
can be analyzed from the various theoretical
perspectives.

Functionalist View

In examining any aspect of society, functional-
ists emphasize the contribution it makes to
overall social stability. Functionalists regard
sports as an almost religious institution that
uses ritual and ceremony to reinforce the com-
mon values of a society:

« Sports socialize young people into such val-
ues as competition and patriotism.

* Sports help to maintain people’s physical
well-being.

» Sports serve as a safety valve for both par-
ticipants and spectators, whao are allowed
to shed tension and aggressive energy in a
socially acceptable way.

» Sports bring together members of a com-
munity (supporting focal athletes and
teams) or even a nation (as seen during
World Cup matches and the Olympics) and
promote an overall feeling of unity and so-
cial solidarity.

Conflict View

Conflict theorists argue that the social order is
based on coercion and exploitation. They em-
phasize that sports reflect and even exacer-
bate many of the divisions of society:

« Sports are a form of big business in which
profits are more important than the health
and safety of the workers {athletes).

Sports perpetuate the false idea that success
can be achieved simply through hard work,
while failure should be blamed on the individ-
ual alone (rather than on injustices in the
larger social system). Sports also serve as an
“opiate” that encourages people to seek a
“fix” or temporary “high” rather than focus
on personal problems and social issues.

Sports maintain the subordinate role of
Blacks and Latinos, who toil as athletes but
are less visible in supervisory positions as
coaches, managers, and owners,
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Feminist View

Feminist theorists consider how watching or
participating in sports reinforces the roles that
men and women play in the larger society:

« Although sports generally promote fitness
and health, they may also adversely affect
the health of participants, both men
(through steroid use by bodybuilders and
baseball players) and women (through ex-
cessive dieting by gymnasts and figure
skaters).

Despite their differences,
functionalists, conflict theorists, |
| Jomindsts, and interactionists would
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« Gender expectations encourage female ath-
letes to be passive and gentle, qualities that
do not support the emphasis on competitive-
ness in sports. As a result, women find it dif-
ficult to enter sports traditionally dominated
by men, such as tndy or NASCAR.

Interactionist View

In studying the social order, interactionists
are especially interested in shared under-
standings of everyday behavior. Interactionists
examine sports on the micro level by focusing
on how day-to-day social behavior is shaped
by the distinctive norms, values, and demands
of the world of sports:
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Professional racer Danica Patrick. Women often have difficulty entering what are considered men’s sports.

« Sports often heighten parent—child involve-
ment; they may lead to parental expecta-
tions for participation and (sometimes
unrealistically) for success.

« Participation in sports provides friendship
networks that can permeate everyday life.

« Despite class, racial, and religious differ-
ences, teammates may work together har-
moniously and may even abandon previous
stereotypes and prejudices.

« Relationships in the sports world are defined
by people's social positions as players,
coaches, and referees—as well as by the
high or low status that individuals hold as a
result of their performances and reputations.

Despite their differences, functionalists,
conflict theorists, feminists, and interactionists
would all agree that there is much more to
sports than exercise or recreation. They would
also agree that sports and other popular forms
of culture are warthy subjects of serious study
by sociologists.

Let's Discuss

1. Have you experienced or witnessed dis-
crimination in sports based on gender or
race? If so, how did you react? Has the
representation of Blacks or women on
teams been controversial on your cam-
pus? In what ways?

2. Which perspective do you think is most
useful in looking at the sociology of
sports? Why?

Sources: Acosta and Carpenter 2001; H. Edwards 1973;
Eitzen 2006; Fine 1987, K. Young 2004.




