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Sport in Society 

An Inspiration or an Opfate7 

Jay J. Coakley 

People in American society generally see SpOrt in a very positive way. Not only is 
spOrt assumed to provide a training ground for the development of desirable charac­
ter traits and good citizens, but it is also believed to reaffirm a commitment to soci­
etal values emphasizing competition. success, and playing by the rules. 

Does sport really do all these things?Is it as beneficial and healthyas people 
believe?These questions have generated considerable disagreement among sport so­
ciologists, It seems chat most of us in the sociology of sport are quick to agree thar 
sport is a microcosm of society-that it mirrors the values.structure, and dynamics 
of the society in which it exists (Eitzen and Sage, 1978) . However. we ofren disagree 
when it comes to explaining the consequences or the functions of SpOrt in society 
This disagreernenr growsout of the fact that sport sociologists have different theo­
retical conceptions of how society works. Therefore, they differ on their ideas about 
how sport functions within society. A description of the rwo major theoretical ap­
proaches used in sociology of sport will illustrate what I mean. 

THE FUNCTIONALISTAPPROACH 

Sport Is an Inspiration 

The majority ofsport sociologists assume that society is most accurately conceptual­
ized in terms of'a syJtnnJ mode]. They see society as an organized system of inrerre­

Sourer."Sport in Society:An Inspiranon or anOp laId" byJayJ.Coakley.From Sportin Scri~ry: ltsunIUIJ 
OmtrotJmia, 2nd ed., byJayJ. Coakley.Copyrighee 1982byC. V.Mosby.Reprintedby permission, 
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lated parts. The system is held together and operates because (1) its individual mem­ When you start with a functionalist conception of how society works, the an­I
I 

I
! 

bers generally endorse the same basic values and (2) the major parts in the system 
(such as the family, education, the economy, government, religion, and sport) all fit 
together in mutually supportive and constructive ways. In sociology, this theoretical 
approach is called fUnctionalism. 

When the functionalists describe and analyze how a society, community, school, 
or any other system works, they are primarily concerned with how the parts of that 
system are related to the operation of the system as a whole. For example, if Ameri­
can society is the system being studied, a person using a functionalist approach would 
be concerned with how the American family, the economy, government, education, 
religion, and sport are all related to the smooth operation of the society as a whole. 
The analysiswould focus on the ways in which each of these subparts of society helps 

swer to the question of what sport does for a society or community is likely to em­
phasize the ways in which sport satisfies the four basic needs of the social system. A 
brief review of how sport is related to each of these needs is a good way to summarize 
this approach. 

Pattern Maintenance and Tension Management 

The functionalists generally conclude that sport provides learning experiences that 
reinforce and extend the learning occurring in other settings. In other words, sport 
serves as a backup or a secondary institution for primary social institutions such as 
the family, school, and church. Through sport people learn the general ways of think­

to keep the larger system going. 
The functionalists also assume that a social system will continue to operate 

smoothly only if the four following things happen: 

~
 

I

ing, feeling, and acting that make them contributing members of society. They be­
come socialized so that they fit into the mainstream of American life and therefore 
reaffirm the stability and continued operation of our society (Schafer, 1976).1 

The pattern maintenance function of sport applies to spectators as well as those 
1. The members of the system must learn the values and the norms (i.e., the who are active participants. Sport is structured so that those who watch or play learn 

general rules or guidelines for behavior) that will lead them to want to do ~ the importance of rules, hard work, efficient organization, and a well-defined au­
what has to be done to keep the system in operation. This process of shap­ thority structure. For example, sociologist Gunther Luschen (1967) shows how sport 

I
ing the feelings, thoughts, and actions of individuals usually creates some 
frustration and tension. Therefore, there must also be some channels through 

helps to generate the high levels of achievement motivation necessary to sustain the 
commitment to work required in industrialized countries. Along similar lines, Kleiber 

which people can let off steam in harmless ways. and Kelly (1980) have reviewed a number of studies concluding that participation in \ 

2.	 The system must contain a variety of social mechanisms that bring people 
together and serve as catalysts for building the social relationships needed 
for coordinated action. Without a certain degree of cohesion, solidarity, 
and social integration, coordinated action would be impossible and the so­
cial system would stop functioning smoothly. 

3.	 The members of the system must have the opportunity to learn what their 
goals should be within the system and the socially approved ways of achiev­
ing those goals. 

4.	 The social system must be able to adjust to the demands and challenges of 

! competitive games helps children learn how to handle adult roles in general and 
cornperirive relationships in particular. In fact, some recent discussions of sex roles 
have suggested that women may be at a disadvantage in business settings partly be­
cause they have not been involved in competitive sports to the same degree as their 
male counterparts (Hennig and Jardim, 1977; Lever, 1978). 

Sport has also been thought to serve tension management functions in society 
by providing both spectators and participants with an outlet for aggressive energy 
(Vanderzwaag, 1972; Proctor and Eckard, 1976; Marsh, 1978). This idea prompted 
two widely respected sociologists, Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills (1953), to sug­

f
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the external environment. It must have ways of handling and coping with gest the following: "Many mass audience situations, with their 'vicarious' enjoyments, 
serve psychologically the unintended function of channeling and releasing otherwise changes in the social and physical environments so that it can continue to 

operate with a minimal amount of interference and disruption. un placable emotions. Thus, great volumes of aggression are 'cathartically' releasedby 

r crowds of spectators cheering their favorite stars of sport-and jeering the umpire." 
According to those using a functionalist approach, these four "system needs" 

are the basic minimum requirements for the smooth operation of any social system 
whether it be a society, community, dub, large corporation, or neighborhood conve­
nience store (Parsons and Smelser, 1965). These four basic system requirements are 
referred to as: 

1.	 The need for pattern maintenance and tension management 
2.	 The need for integration 
3.	 The need for goal attainment 
4.	 The need for adaptation 

The idea that sport may serve tension management functions is complex and contro­
versial. 

Integration 

A functionalist approach also emphasizes how sport serves to bring people together 
and provide them with feelings of group unity, a sense of social identification, and a 
source of personal identity. In short, a functionalist explains how sport creates and 
reaffirms the linkages between people so that cooperative action is possible. Luschen 
(1967) outlines how this occurs in the following: "Since sport is also structured along 
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such societal subsystems as different classes, males, urban areas, schools, and com­
munities, it functions for integration. This is obvious also in spectator sport, where 
the whole country or community identifies with its representatives in a contest. Thus, 
sport functions as a means of integration. not only for the actual participants, but 
also for the represented members of such a system." 

Sport has been seen to serve integration functions in countries other than the 
United States also. For example, others have discussed how sport contributes to unity 
and solidarity in Switzerland (Albonico, 1967); France (Bouet, 1969); Germany 
(Brockmann, 1969); China (Chu and Segrave, 1979); the Soviet Union (Riordan, 
1977); and Brazil (Lever, 1980). 

Andrzej Wohl (1970), a sport sociologist from Poland, has argued that com­
petitive sport could not exist if it recognized "local, nation or racial barriers or differ­
ences of world outlook." He points out that sport is so widely used to serve integra­
tion functions that it "is no secret for anybody any more." 

Goal Attainment 

Someone using a functionalist approach is likely to see sport as legitimizing and 
reinforcing the primary goals of the system as well as the means to be used to achieve 
those goals. In the United States, for example, sport is organized so that successful 
outcomes are heavily emphasized, and success is generally defined in terms of scores 
and win-loss records. Just as in the rest of society, the proper way to achieve success in 
sport is through a combination of competition, hard work. planning, and good orga­
nization. Therefore, the sport experience not only serves to legitimize the way things 
are done in other sectors of society but also it prepares people for participation in 
those sectors. 

In other countries, different aspects of the sport experience are emphasized so 
that it serves as a supportive model for their goal priorities and the proper means to 
achieve goals. Capitalist countries are more likely to emphasize output and competi­
tion in sport while socialist countries will be more likely to emphasize cooperation 
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study of the Samoans. Additionally, she found that the "factors of physical strength 
and endurance which were essential for success in their games were also essential for 
success in their wars." 

In industrial societies, it is more difficult to see how sport satisfies the adapta­
tion needs of the social system. However, in two articles on the functions of spOrt, 
Wohl (1970, 1979) has suggested that it is in this area that sport makes its most 
important contributions. He points out that in any society with technologically ad­
vanced transportation and communications systems, sport becomes the only sphere 
of activities in which physical skills are developed and perfected; Through sport it is 
possible to measure and extend the range of human motor skills and to adapt them 
to the environments we have created. Without sport it would be difficult to maintain 
a populations physical well-being at the levels necessary to keep an industrial society 
operating efficiently. Sport is so crucial in this regard that Wohl (1979) calls for the 
use of all the sport sciences to plan and control its development. In this way the 
contributions of sport to satisfYingadaptation needs could be maximized. 

In concluding our review of the functionalist approach to sport it should be 
pointed out that social scientists are not the only ones who use such an approach in 
explaining the relationship between sport and society. Most people view society and 
the role of sport in terms very similar to those used by the functionalists. They look 
for the ways in which sport contributes to the communities in which they live.They 
see sport providing valuable lessons for their children and opportunities for them­
selvesto release the tensions generated by a job or other life events. Sport gives them 
something to talk about with strangers as well as friends and it provides occasions for 
outings and get-rogerhers. Many people believe that sport can serve as a model of the 
goals we should strive for and the means we should use in trying to achieve those 
goals. Finally, sport is viewed as a healthy activity for individuals as well as the entire 
country; it can extend life and keep us physically prepared to defend our country in 
case of war. 

These beliefs about sport have lead to policy decisions on Little League pro­
grams, the funding of high school and college athletics, the support of professional 

and the development of a spirit of collectivism (Morton. 1963). Sport seems to be 
amazingly flexible in this respect; it has been shaped and defined in a variety of ways 
to serve goal attainment functions in many different social systems. This point has 
been developed and explained by Edwards (1973): "Most sports have few, if any, 
intrinsic and invariably social or political qualities ... and those qualities which such 

, 
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teams and the Olympic movement, the development of physical education programs 
in schools, and the use of sport activities in milirary academies to prepare young men 
and women to be "combat ready." The w~despread acceptance and the pervasive 
influence of the functionalist approach make it necessary for us to be aware of its 
weaknesses. 

activities do possess are sufficiently 'liquid' to fit comfortably within many diverse 
and even conflicting value and cultural traditions." Limitations of the Functionalist Approach 

1,~ 
Adaptation 

In preindustrial societies it is easy to see how sport serves a system's need for adapta­
tion. Since survival in such societies depends on the development and use of physical 
skills, participation in games and sport activities is directly related to coping with 
surrounding environment (Luschen, 1967). Dunlap (1951) makes this case in her 

Using a functionalist approach to answer the question of how sport is related to 
society can provide us with valuable insights, but it is not without its problems. Such 
an approach tends to emphasize the positive aspects of sport. This is because those 
using it often assume that if some part or component of a social system has existed 
for a long time, it is likely to be contributing to the system in a favorable way; if it 
were not, it would have been eliminated or gradually faded out of existence on its 
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own. Since sport has been around for some time and is an increasingly significant 
component of our social system, most functionalists conclude that it doesmake posi­
tive contributions to society.This conclusion leads them to ignore or underemphasize 
the negative aspects of sport. After all, it is also possible that sport could distort 
values and behavioral guidelines (norms). Sport could destroy motivation, create 
frustration and tensions, and disrupt social integration. It could impede goal attain­
ment and interfere with methods of coming to terms with the external social and 
physical environment by diverting a group's attention away from crucial personal 
and social issues. 

Another problem with the functionalist approach is that it is based on the 
assumption that the needs of the individual parts of a social system overlap with the 
needs of the system as a whole. The possibility of internal differences or basic con­
flicts of interests within a social system is inconsistent with the assumption that any 
system is held together by a combination of common values and an interrelated, 
mutually supportive set of parts. If the needs of the total system were in serious 
conflict with the needs of the individual parts, the validity of the functionalist ap­
proach would be called into question. 

This is one of the major weaknesses of functionalism. Although we may agree 
that many people in our society hold similar values, can we also argue that the struc­
ture of American society serves the needs of everyone equally? It would be naive to 
assume that is does. In fact, it may even frustrate the needs of certain groups and 
individuals and generate conflict. To conclude that sport exists because it satisfies the 
needs of the total system overlooks the possibility that sport may benefit some seg­
ments of the population more than others. Furthermore, if the interests of some 
groups within the system are met at the expense of others, the consequences of sport 
could be described as positive only if you were viewing them from the perspective of 
those privileged groups. Unfortunately, a functionalist approach often leads to 
underemphasizing differences of interests as well as the possibility of exploitation 
and coercion within the social system. It also leads to ignoring the role of sport in 
generating conflict and maintaining a structure in which at least some relationships 
are based on exploitation and coercion. 

In sociology the theoretical approach that calls attention to these unpleasant 
characteristics of social systems and how sport is related to them is called conflict 
theory. 

CONFLICTTHEORY 

SportIs an Opiate 

Conflict theory is not as popular as functionalism. It does fit with what most people 
think about how society is organized and how it operates. Instead of viewing society 
as a relatively stable system of interrelated parts held together by COmmonvalues and 
consensus, conflict theorists view it as an ever-changing set of relationships charac-
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terized by inherent differences of interests and held together by force, coercion, and 
subtle manipulation. They are concerned with the distribution and use of power 
rather than with common values and integration. Their analysis of society focuses on 
processes of change rather than on what is required for a social system to continue 
operating smoothly. 

Most beginning students in the sociology of sport are not very receptive to the 
use of conflict theory in explaining the relationship between sport and society.They 
say that it is too negativistic and critical of our way oflife and the institution of sport. 
They prefer the functionalist approach because it fits closely with what they have 
always believed and because it has implications that do not threaten the structure of 
either society or sport. My response is that although functionalism is useful, it can 
often lead us to look at the world unrealistically and ignore a dimension of the rela­
tionship between sport and society that should be considered. Neither American 
society nor sport is without problems. Awareness and understanding of these prob­
lems require critical thought, and conflict theory is a valuable stimulus for such 
thought. 

Conflict theory is based primarily on an updated revision of the ideas of Karl 
Marx. Those who use it generally focus their attention on capitalist countries such as 
the United States, but it has also been used to describe and understand any social 
system in which individuals arc perceived as not having significant control over their 
own lives.According to many conflict theorists this includes capitalist systems along 
with fascist or military/police regimes and socialist systems controlled by centralized, 
bureaucratic governments (Brohrn, 1978). 

In order to understand how conflict theorists view the role of sport in society, 
we will start with a simplified description of capitalism and how contemporary orga­
nized sport fits into its structure. Any capitalist system requires the development of a 
highly efficient work process through which an increasing number of consumer goods 
can be mass produced. Industrial bureaucracies have been created to meet this need. 
This means that in the interest of efficiency and financial profit, workers end up 
performing highly specialized and alienating jobs. These jobs are generally in the 
production, marketing and sales, or service departments oflarge organizations where 
the workers themselves have little control over what they do and experience little or 
no excitement or satisfaction in their day-to-day work lives. This situation creates a 
need for escape and for tension-excitement in their nonwork lives. Within capitalist 
systems, people are subtly manipulated to seek the satisfaction they need through 
consumerism and mass entertainment spectacles. Sport in such societies has emerged 
as a major form of entertainment spectacle as well as a primary context fer the con­
sumption of material goods. Additionally, the structure of sport is so much like the 
structure of work organizations and capitalist society as a whole that it serves to 

stabilize the system and promote the interests of people who are in positions of power. 
Conflict theorists see sport as a distorted form of physical exercise that has 

been shaped by the needs of a capitalist system of production. A specific example of 
how sport has developed in this manner has been outlined by Goodman (1979) in an 
analysisof the history of playground and street life in one of New YorkCity's working­
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class neighborhoods. Goodman shows how the spontaneous, free-flowing play ac­
tivities of children in New York were literally banned from the streets in order to 
force participation in organized playground programs. The original goals of the play­
grounds are best described through the words of one of the influential playground 
supervisors early in this century (Chase, 1909); "We want a play factory; we want it 
to run at top speed on schedule time, with the best machinery and skilled operatives. 
We want to turn out the maximum product of happiness." Thus the organized ac­
tivities and sport programs became a means for training the children of immigrants 
to fit into a world of work founded on time schedules, the stopwatch, and production­
conscious supervisors. 

For the parents of these children the playground and recreation center pro­
grams had a different goal. It was clearly explained in the following section of a 1910 
New York City Department of Education report (cited in Goodman, 1979): "The 
great problem confronting the recreation center principal and teachers is the filling 
of the leisure time of the working men and women with a combination of recreation 
and athletic activities which will help make their lives more tolerable." As Goodman 
points out, the purpose of the centers was to provide controlled leisure activities to 
take the people's minds off the exploitation and poor working conditions experi­
enced in their jobs. The supervised activities were meant to pacify the workers so that 
they could tolerate those conditions and continue contributing to the growth of the 
economy.When they needed to be replaced, the organized playground activitieswould 
have prepared their children to take their roles. 

Other conflict theorists have not limited their focus to a local community 
setting. They have talked in more general terms about the relationship between sport 
and society.Their discussions emphasize four major aspects of the role of sport. These 

1. How sport generates and intensifies alienation 
2.	 How sport is used by the state and the economically powerful as a tool for 

coercion and social control 
3.	 How sport promotes commercialism and materialism 
4.	 How sport encourages nationalism, militarism, and sexism 

The following sections summarize the discussions of the conflict theorists on 
each of these four topics. 

Alienation 

According to the conflict theorists, sport serves to alienate people from their own 
bodies. Sport focuses attention on time and output rather than on the individual. 
Standardized rules and rigid structure destroy the spontaneity, freedom, and inven­
tiveness characteristic in play. Jean-Marie Brohm (1978), a French sport sociologist, 
explains how sport affects the connection between athletes and their bodies: "[In 
sport the body is] experienced as an object, an instrument, a technical means to an 
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end, a reified factor of output and productivity, in short, as a machine with the job of 
producing maximum work and energy." In other words, Sport creates a setting in 
which the body is no longer experienced as a source of self-fulfillment and pleasure 
in itself Pleasure and fulfillment depend on what isdonewith the body. Satisfaction 
is experienced only if the contest is won, if a record is set or a personal goal achieved, 
and if the body performs the way it has been trained to perform. When this happens 
sport becomes a "prison of measured time" and alienates athletes from their own 
bodies (Brohm, 1978). 

Mumford (1934) extends the idea of alienation even further. In a classicanaly­
sis of contemporary civilization he describes the sport stadium as an "industrial es­
tablishment producing running, jumping or football playing machines." Building 
on this notion conflict theorists argue that commercialized sport (any sport in which 
profits are sought) reduces athletes to material commodities (Hoch, 1972). Thus the 
body becomes a tool not only for the setting of records but also for generating finan­
cial profits for nonparticipants-from team owners and tournament sponsors to con­
cession operators and parking lot owners. The athletes may also benefit, but their 
rewards require them to forfeit the control of their bodies and become "gladiators" 
performing for the benefit of others. . 

Conflict theorists have pointed to the use of drugs and computer technology 
in sport as support for their analysis of how sport affects the definition of an athlete's 
body (Brohm, 1978). When the body is seen as an instrument for setting records and 
the improvement of times is defined as the measure of human progress, then the use 
of drugs, even harmful drugs, will be seen as a valuable aid in the quest for achieve­
ment. Computer technology used to analyze and improve the body's productive ca­
pacity further separates the physical act of sport participation from the subjective 
experience of the athlete. Just as on the assembly line, efficiency comes to be the 
major concern in sport and the worker (athlete) loses control over the means of 
production (the body). 

Coercion and Social Control 

Goodman's (1979) study of the working-class neighborhood in New York City led 
him to conclude that sport in that city was used as a means of making the lives of 
shop workers more tolerable. Other conflict theorists expand this notion and de­
scribe sport as an opiate interfering with an awareness of social problems and sub­
verting collective attempts to solve those problems. According to Hoch (1972), sport 
perpetuates problems by providing people with either "(1) a temporary high ... 
which takes their minds off problemjs] for a while but does nothing to deal with 
[them]; or (2) a distorted frame of reference or identification which encourages them 
to look for salvation through patently false channels." 

Hoch's description of the personal and social impact of sport is similar to Marx's 
description of religion in society. To Marx, religion focuses attention on the super­
natural, provides people with a psychological lift, and emphasizes improvement 
through changing the self rather than changing the social order. Religion destroys 
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awareness of material reality and promotes the maintenance of the status quo by 
giving priority to the goal of spiritual salvation. Marx further concluded that orga­
nized religion can be exploited by people in positions of power in society. If the 
majority of individuals in a society believe that enduring pain, denying pleasure, and 
accepting their status in this life gains them spiritual salvation, those in power can be 
reasonably sure that those under their control will be hardworking and docile. If 
those in power go so far as to manifest their own commitment to religion, their hold 
over the people can be strengthened even further. Such a manifestation would, after 
all, show that they had something in common with the masses. 

Conflict theorists make the case that in an advanced capitalist society where 
people are not likely to look to the supernatural for answers and explanations, reli­
gion may be supplemented by other activities with similar narcotic effects. Hoch 
points out that these contemporary "opiates" include "sport spectacles, whiskey, and 
repressively sublimated sex." These combined with other opiates such as national­
ism, racism, and sexism distort people's perspectives and encourage self-defeating 
behavior. Among these, sport stands out as an especially powerful opiate. Unlike the 
others, sport spectatorship is often accompanied by an extremely intense identifica­
tion with players, teams, and the values perceived to be the basis for success in athlet­
ics. According to Hoch, this identification brings sport further into the lives of the 
spectators and captures their attention on a long-term basis. When the game ends, 
fan involvement does not cease, but carries on between games and into the off­
season. This means that workers think about and discuss the fate of their teams rather 
than the futility of their own lives. Thus they are less likely to become actively in­
volved in political or revolutionary organizations. Petryszak (1978), in a historical 
analysis of sport, makes the case that the "ultimate consequence of ... spectator 
sports in society is the reduction of the population to a position of complete passiv­
ity." 

Beyond occupying people's time and distracting their attention and energy, 
sport helps maintain the position of those in power in other ways. Conflict theorists 
note that the major contact sports. such as football, hockey. and boxing, promote a 
justification for the use of "official" violence by those in authority positions. In other 
words, sport shapes our values in ways that lock us into a social system based on 
coercion and the exploitive use of power. The more we witness violent sports, the 
more we are apt to condone the use of official violence in other settings--even when 
it is directed against us. 

Sport also serves the interests of those in power by generating the belief that 
success can be achieved only through hard work and that hard work always leads to 
success. Such a belief encourages people to look up to those who are successful as 
being paragons of virtue and to look down on the failures as being lazy and no good. 
For example. when teams win consistently, their success is attributed to hard work 
and discipline; when they lose consistently, losing often is blamed on a lack of hustle 
and poor attitude. Losses lead the fans to call for new players and coaches-not a 
restructuring of the game or its rules. Hoch (1972) points out that this way of look­
ing at things blinds people to a consideration of the problems inherent in the social 
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and economic structure and engenders the notion that success depends only on atti­
tude and personal effort. It also leads to the belief that failure is to be blamed on the 
individual alone and is to be accepted as an indication of personal inadequacies and 
of a need to work harder in the future. 

Conflict theories see sport as a tool for controlling people and maintaining the 
status quo. It is structured to promote specific political ideas and to regiment and 
organize the lives of young people so that they will become productive workers. For 
adults, the role of spectator reinforces a passive orientation toward life so that they 

remain observers rather than the shapers of their own experience (Aronowitz, 
1973). 

Commercialism and Materialism 

The conflict theorists emphasize that sport is promoted as a product to beconsumed 
and that it creates a basis for capitalist expansion. For example. increasing numbers 
of individuals and families are joining athletic clubs where they pay to participate 
and pay for the lessons teaching them how to participate correctly and efficiently. 
Creating and satisfying these expanding interests have given rise to an entire new 
industry. Summer sport resorts, winter sport resorts, and local athletic clubs are all 
part of this profit-generating industry. 

Furthermore, sporting goods manufacturers have found that effectiveadvertis­
ing can lead more and more equipment to be defined as absolutely necessary for 
successful and healthy involvement. Potential consumers have been convinced that if 
they want to impress other people with their knowledge about the sport experience, 
they have to buy and show off only top-of-the-line equipment. It has come to the 

where participants can prove themselves in sport through their ability to con­
sume as well as their ability to master physical skills.Thus sport has been used to lead 
people to deal with one another in terms of material images rather than in terms of 
the human quality of experience. 

Sport not only creates direct profits but also is used as an advertising medium 
(Brehm, 1978). Sport spectacles serve as important settings for selling cars, tires, 
beer, soft drinks. and insurance. The tendency for people to personally identifYwith 
athletes is also used to sell other products. The role of athlete, unlike most adult 
occupational roles. is highly visible, prestigious. and relatively easyto emulate. There­
fore, the attachment to sport heroes serves as the basis for the creation of an interest 
in sport along with a general "need" for consumer goods. 

This process affects young people as well as adults. Children are lured into the 
spectator role and the role of consumer by trading cards. Dallas Cowboy pajamas, 
Yankee baseball caps, NBA basketball shoes. and a multitude of other products that 
ultimately create adulthood desires to become season ticket purchasers. Participation 
in highly specialized sport programs leads children to conclude that the proper equip­
ment is alwaysnecessary for a good time and that being a good runner, tennis player, 
and soccer player depends on owning three different pairs of the best shoes on the 
market. 
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Nationalism, Militarism, and Sexism 

Conflict theorists point our that sport is used by most countries as the showplace for 
displaying their national symbols and military strength. In many developing countries, 
national sport progrnms are administered by the defense department; in industrialized 
countries sport is symbolically linked with warfare and strong militaristic orientations. 
The conflict theorists claimthat the collectiveexcitement generated by sport participa­
tion and mass spectator events can be convened into unquestioning allegianceto politi­
cal beliefSand an irrational willingness to defend those beliefs,Nationalistic feelingsare 
fed by an emphasis on demonstrating superiority over other countries and other political 
systems. Furthermore, sport provides a model of confrontation, which polarizesgroups 
of people and stressesthe necessityof being militarily prepared. 

Finally, the conflict theorists argue that sport divides the sexes and perpetuates 
distorted definitions of masculinity and femininity. The organization of contempo­
rary sport not only relegates women to a secondary, supportive role, but also leads 
people to define masculinity in terms of physical strength and emotional insensitiv­
ity. In fact, the model of the successful male is epitomized by the brute strength and 
the controlled emotions of the athlete. Sport further reinforces sexism by focusing 
attention on performance differences in selected physical activities. People then use 
those differences to argue that male superiority is grounded in nature and that the 
sexesshould continue to be separated. This separation obscures the characteristicsmen 
and women have in common and locks members of both sexesinto restrictive roles. 

Conflict theorists see much of contemporary sport as a source of alienation 
and a tool of exploitation and control serving the needs of economic and political 
systems rather than the needs of human beings. They generally argue that it is impos­
sible for sport to provide humanizing experiences when the society in which it exists 
is not humane and creative (Hoch, 1972). 

Limitations of the Conflict Theory Approach 

Like the functionalist approach, conflict theory has some weaknesses. The conflict 
theorists make good use of history, but they tend to overemphasize the role of capi­
talism in shaping all aspects, of social reality since the Industrial Revolution. Capital­
ism has been a significant force, but other factors must be taken into account in 
explaining what has happened during the last two centuries. 

The emergence and growth of modern sport is a good case in point. Sport 
been strongly influenced by capitalism, but the emergence of contemporary sport 
can be explained in terms of factors that existed prior to the Industrial Revolution. 
Guttmann (1978) has argued that modern sport is a product of a scientific approach 
to the world rather than of the needs of capitalist economic systems. This scientific 
approach to the world grew out of seventeenth-century discoveries in mathematics 
and is characterized by a commitment to quantification, measurement, and experi­
mentation. According to Guttmann this scientific worldview has given rise to con­
temporary sport. This is the reason why sport is also popular in noncapltalisr coun­
tries including China, Cuba, The Czech Republic, and the Soviet Union. 
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In their analysis of sport, many conflict theorists are too quick to conclude that 
sport inevitably creates alienation and serves as an "opiate of the masses." They tend 
to ignore the testimonials of athletes who claim that sport participation, even in a 
capitalist society, can be a personally creative, expressive, and liberating experience 
(Slusher, 1967; Spino, 1971; Bannister, 1980; Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Sadler, 1977). 
This possibility, of course, is inconsistent with the idea that the athlete's body auto­
matically becomes a tool of production controlled and used for the sake of political 
and economic goals. 

The argument that sport is an opiate also has some weaknesses. It is probably 
true that athletes and fans are more likely than other people to have attitudes sup­
portive of the status quo. However, it is not known if their involvement in sport 
caused these attitudes or if the attitudes existed prior to their involvement and caused 
them to be attracted to sport. It may be that sport attracts people who are already 
committed to the status quo. If this is the case, it is difficult to argue that sport 
provides an escape from reality for those who might otherwise be critical of the social 
order. Research suggests that the most alienated and the most dissatisfied people in 
society are the least likely to show an interest in sport. In fact, interest and involve­
ment are greatest among those who are the most economically successful (Sillitoe, 
1969; Edwards, 1973; Anderson and Stone, 1979). 

Another weakness of conflict theory is that it often overemphasizes the extent 
to which sport is controlled by those in positions of power in society. The people 
who control the media, sport facilities, and sport teams do have much to say about 
the conditions under which top-level sport events are experienced and viewed by 
players and spectators alike. However, it is difficult to argue that all sport involve­
ment is a result of the promotional efforts of capitalists or government bureaucrats. 
This is especially true when attention is shifted from professional level sport to sport 
at the local recreational level. Active sport participation generally occurs at levels 

I, where the interests of the participants themselves can be used as the basis for creating 
·t and developing programs. !r 

Furthermore, certain sports have characteristics making them difficult to con­
trol by those who are not participants. Surfing is a good case in point; it does not 
lend itself to scheduling or television coverage, equipment needs are not extensive, 
and it does not generate much long-term spectator interest among those who have 
never been surfers. Therefore, the development of surfing and other similar sports 
has not been subject to heavy influence from outsiders whose main concerns are 
generating profits and creating sport spectacles. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION: WHO IS RIGHT? 

Now that we have looked at the relationship between Sportand society (seeTable3-1 for 
a review)from two different perspectives,which explanation is most correct?Is sport an 
inspiration or an opiate? I have found that the way people answer this question depends 
on what they think about the society in which sport exists.For example, those who are 
generallyuncritical ofAmerican societywill tend to agreewith the functionalist approach 
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Table 3-1 Functionalism and Conflict Theory: A Summary of Their Assumptions about the when they look at sport in the United States.Those who are critical of American society 
Social Order and Their Explanations of the Relationship between Sport and Society will side with the conflict theorists. However, when the country in question is East 

Germany or China rather than the United States, some people may shift perspective. FunctionalistApproach ConflictTheory 

AssumptionsabouttheSocialOrder 
Social order based on consensus, Social order based on coercion, 

common values. and interrelated exploitation, and subtle 
subsystems manipulation of individuals 

Major Concernsin theStudyof Society 
What are the essential parts in structure How is power distributed and used in 

of social system? society? 
How do social systems continue to How do societies change and what 

operate smoothly? can be done to promote change? 

Major Concernsin theStudyof Sport 
How does sport contribute to basic 

social system needs such as pattern 
maintenance and tension 
management, integration, goal 
attainment, and adaptation? 

. 

How does sport create personal 
alienation? 

How is sport used to control thoughts 
and behavior of people, and 
maintain economic and political 
systems serving interests of those in 
power? 

Major Conclusionsaboutthe Sport-SocietyRelationship 
Sport is valuable secondary social Sport is distorted form of physical 

institution benefitting society as well exercise shaped by needs of 
as individual members of society autocratic or production-conscious 

societies 
Sport is basically a sourceof inspiration Sport lacks creative and expressive 

on personal and social level elements of play; it isan opiate 
Goalsof SportSociology 

To discover ways in which sport's To promote development of humane 
contribution to stability and and creative social order so that sport 
maintenance of social order can be can be source of expression, creative 
maximized at all levels experiences, and physical well-being 

Major \Weaknesses 
Assumes that existence and popularity 

of sport prove that it is serving 
positive functions 

Ignores possibility of internal 
differences and basic conflicts of 
interest within social systems and 
therefore assumes that sport serves 
needs, of all system parts and 
individuals equally 

Assumes that structures and 
consequences of sport are totally 
determined by needs of political and 
economic order 

Ignores factors other than capitalism 
in analyzing emergence and 
development of contemporary sport 

Focuses too much attention on 
top-level spectator sport and 
overemphasizes extent to which all 
sport involvement is controlled and 
structured by power elite 

Those who do not agree with the way of life in East Germany or China will quickly 
become conflict theorists in their discussions of sport in these countries; those support­

~. ive of socialist systems will tend to become functionalists. It can be confusing to say that 

r sport is an inspiration in one country and an opiate in another. 
In order to eliminate some of the confusion on this issue, we need detailed 

research on how the structure of physical activities is related to the subjective experi­
ences of participants (players and spectators). \Ve also need to know how those expe­
riences are related to attitudes and behavior patterns. We can assume that under 
certain circumstances, the consequences of sport will be constructive, and under 
other circumstances they will be destructive. Our task is to be able to clearly describe 
the circumstances under which these different consequences occur and to explain 
why they occur the way they do. This means thar studies cannot be Iimiredto spe­
cific countries or to specific groups of people. We need cross-cultural and compara­
tive research focusing on all dimensions of the phenomenon of sport. 

l In developing research and exploring these issues we need to be aware of the 
ideas of both the functionalists and the conflict theorists. Each of their explanations 
of the relationship between sport and society alerts us to questions that must be 

r asked and hypotheses that must be tested. Unless these and other theoretical perspec­
F 

tives are used, our understanding of sport will be needlessly restricted. 
Unfortunately, research will never be able to show Us what the relationship 

between sport and society shouldbe. It only alerts us to the possibilities and provides f 
us with a srarting point for shaping what it will be in the future. 

NOTE 

1.Although the focus in this [selection] is the United States, the pattern maintenance function of 
sport bas been described in Othercountries, including the Soviet Union (Morton, 1963; Riordan, 1977); 
East (Santomier and Ewees, 1979); China (johnson, 1973; Chu and Segrave, 1979); Finland 
(Olin, 1979); Australia (Murray, 1979); and Samoa (Dunlap, 1951). 
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