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MA Sports History and Culture  

Induction Activities  

Dear all  

Firstly, please let me extend a warm welcome from myself and the other 

members of the International Centre for Sports History and Culture.   

Before teaching begins, you will find some reading material and activities that 

have been designed to acquaint you with the subject of sports history.   

The articles provide an overview of the subject and are designed to give you 

an understanding of its intellectual origins and some of its main themes. This 

list is not exhaustive but is meant as an introduction and you can delve 

deeper if you wish through an examination of the references.   

In addition, some activities have been included, which include examples of 

some of the research resources available in order to study and write the 

history of sport.  

Of course, none of the reading or the activities is mandatory. But because the 

MA in Sports History and Culture is a distance-learning course, you can both 

read the articles and undertake the activities in your own time and at your own 

pace.   

I hope you both enjoy and prosper during your time with us in the International 

Centre for Sports History and Culture at DMU.  

Best wishes  

Dr Dave Dee  
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Day 1  

Activity 1   

Programme Welcome  

Find out more about the International Centre for Sports History and Culture 

and its staff   

http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/art-

designhumanities/icshc/international-centre-for-sports-history-and-

culture.aspx    

Reading 1  

R. Holt, ‘Historians and the History of Sport’, Sport in History, 34 (1), March 

2014, 1-33 – attached below 

Day 2  

Activity 2  

Listen to some episodes from Sport and the British on BBC Radio 4  

Broadcast in 2012 in the run-up to the Olympics, this 30-part series was 

produced by the BBC in partnership with the ICSHC.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01bf42n  

Reading 2  

R. McKibbin, ‘Sports History: Status, Definitions and Meanings’, Sport in 

History, 31 (2), June 2011, 167-74 – attached below 

Day 3  

Activity 3  

For your assessments – a mixture of Essays of 5,000 words and Critical 

Analysis Assignments, 2,000 words – you will have access to the DMU library. 

Research resources 1 

DMU Resource Lists   

https://dmu.rl.talis.com/index.html     

Each of your modules has its own electronic resource list, which lists all the 

relevant sources for that course’s lectures and associated reading. Log in with 

your student number and explore the different module lists, using each 

module code (HIST5021/HIST5022/HIST5023/HIST5024/HIST5025) 

Research resources 2 

DMU Library   

http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Home/Welcome/   

http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/art-design-humanities/icshc/international-centre-for-sports-history-and-culture.aspx
http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/art-design-humanities/icshc/international-centre-for-sports-history-and-culture.aspx
http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/art-design-humanities/icshc/international-centre-for-sports-history-and-culture.aspx
http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/art-design-humanities/icshc/international-centre-for-sports-history-and-culture.aspx
http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/art-design-humanities/icshc/international-centre-for-sports-history-and-culture.aspx
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01bf42n
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01bf42n
https://dmu.rl.talis.com/index.html
http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Home/Welcome/
http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Home/Welcome/
http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Home/Welcome/
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The DMU Library not only holds a large collection of history and sport books 

and journals but you will also have access to e-books and e-journals. You 

may want to familiarise yourself with the website. One journal you may want 

to look at is Sport in History.  

Research resources 3   

DMU Library – Databases A-Z  

https://library.dmu.ac.uk/databasea-z  In addition to its books and journals, the 

DMU Library hosts a large number of electronic databases, which will prove 

vital for any primary source research materials such as newspapers as The 

Times and the Guardian (ProQuest Historical Newspapers) as well as British 

newspapers from the 19th century and UK Press Online. Another useful 

search engine is ‘Arts and Humanities Full Text’.  

Research resources 4 

DMU Archives and Special Collections  
https://library.dmu.ac.uk/specialcollections/visit DMU’s Archives and Special 

Collections holds a growing sports archive, including the records of the 

Amateur Boxing Association, the Ski Club of Great Britain and the papers of 

Sir Norman Chester relating to football.  

 
Reading 3  

D. Porter, ‘Sports History and Modern British History’, Sport in History, 31 (2), 

June 2011, 180-96 – attached below 

Day 4  

Activity 4  

In addition to the resources that DMU offers there are many other locations 

and websites that provide historians with rich research materials. You may 

want to experiment, using keyword searches, to discover if there is anything 

that interests you.  

Research Resource 1  

The National Archives  

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk   

The National Archives at Kew in London are the depositary of the UK 

government’s records and documents. There is no core sport collection, but 

instead many records related to sport and individual sports are dispersed 

throughout the archives. In addition, this website provides details of sport 

collections located at local record offices and other archives.  

Research Resource 2  

The British Library 

http://www.bl.uk   

The site of the British Library is at St. Pancras in London. In addition to its 

books, which can be found through its Catalogues, the library has a vast 

https://library.dmu.ac.uk/databasea-z
http://www.library.dmu.ac.uk/Resources/Databases/index.php?page=32
https://library.dmu.ac.uk/specialcollections/visit
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.bl.uk/
http://www.bl.uk/
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range of digital collections, including newspapers. It also includes Ethos, 

which provides access to all PhD theses: http://ethos.bl.uk/Home.do  

Importantly, there is a separate website on ‘Sport and Society’: 

http://www.bl.uk/sportandsociety/index.html as well as an oral history of British 

athletics, http://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Sport   

Research Resource 3  

LA 84 Foundation   

http://digital.la84.org/digital/ 

Quite simply, this is the largest free-to-access dedicated electronic sports 

library and archive in the world. Not only are there academic journals but it 

also hosts magazines, periodicals, every report on the Olympic Games plus 

an extensive oral history.   

Research Resource 4  

Everton Collection   

http://www.evertoncollection.org.uk/home   

The most comprehensive collection of any football club archives. Thousands 

of images are freely available as well as the club’s minute books from 1887 to 

1964.   

Research Resource 5 

Athlos  

http://athlos.co.uk   

A website dedicated to the history of athletics literature, which hosts books 

that are free-to-access.   

Reading 4  

C.A. Osborne and F. Skillen, ‘Introduction. The State of Play: Women in 

British Sport History’, Sport in History, 30 (2), June 2010, 189-195 – attached 

below 

Day 5  

Activity 5  

HIST5000 - The Dissertation – 15,000 words  

It is never too early to think about your dissertation. Some students embark on 

their MA with a very clear project in mind but others have no idea about a 

dissertation topic and develop ideas as the course progresses. Nevertheless, 

especially if you are full-time student (although it also applies to part-time 

students), the dissertation will creep up on you and there is no harm to keep it 

in mind.   

It may be a useful exercise to write out 2 or 3 100-word proposals to get you 

thinking about the aims and objectives and what primary source materials you 

might use for a particular topic. It’s unlikely that this will be the finished 

http://ethos.bl.uk/Home.do
http://ethos.bl.uk/Home.do
http://www.bl.uk/sportandsociety/index.html
http://www.bl.uk/sportandsociety/index.html
http://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Sport
http://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Sport
http://www.la84.org/
http://www.la84.org/
http://www.evertoncollection.org.uk/home
http://www.evertoncollection.org.uk/home
http://athlos.co.uk/
http://athlos.co.uk/


5 

 

proposal – and at this stage it doesn’t really matter – but it will begin the 

process of thinking about what is a viable topic and, just as importantly, what 

is not. 

Feel free to speak to course staff informally about your project ideas, even at 

an early stage.   

Reading 5  

Mark Dyreson, ‘The United States of America’ in S. Pope and J. Nauright  

(eds), Routledge Companion to Sports History (London: Routledge, 2009) – 

attached below
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Historians and the History of Sport 

Richard Holt 

This chapter offers a new and extensive analysis of the role of the historical 

profession in the writing of sports history in Britain, France and the United 

States with additional reference to Germany, Italy and Australia. The aim 

is to show in depth how the form and content of the various approaches 

taken by historians from the 1960s to the present compares to those trained 

in the social sciences and in physical education. The chapter has three 

parts: it looks first at the differing national traditions of historical writing 

on sport by historians; then it examines their relationship to that of 

sociologists, anthropologists and physical educators; finally, these 

differing disciplinary perspectives are critically examined in detail through 

concrete examples drawn from both traditional and modern sports in 

Britain, Europe and beyond. 

Introduction 

This is an extended essay – the first of its kind – in the comparative 

historiography of sport. It will examine the role played by those trained 

within the discipline of history in researching the history of sport in 

comparison with those coming from a social science or a sports or physical 

education background. This area has expanded astonishingly from its 

beginnings in the 1960s to the present. The critical mass of research runs 

to many hundreds of books and thousands of academic chapters and 

articles. Hence the task is larger than it might appear, especially since I 

compare the output of ‘historians’ (defined here as those with doctorates in 

history) with historical writing on sport by those who were trained within 

social science or physical education. However, even in an extended essay 

of this kind, it is impossible to cover more than a part of the literature in 

depth. Hence I have focused on what I know best, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17460263.2013.851616
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concentrating mainly on Britain and France but also with selective 

reference to Germany, Italy, North America and Australasia. The growing 

body of literature on Asia and Africa, especially the important body of 

research on the politics of South African sport, is beyond the scope of the 

present essay, which is an examination of Western societies with particular 

emphasis on north-western Europe. 

How the historian’s approach to the history of sport differs from those 

trained in other disciplines is the central question. Sociology, sports 

studies, ‘kinesiology’ as well as anthropology and cultural studies have all 

contributed significantly to the recent outpouring of research in sports 

history. But what is the relationship between them? Why, in particular, 

have historians become interested in sport? Which topics have historians 

chosen to study in sports history? How has their work influenced the wider 

world of history and been influenced by it? Particular attention will be paid 

to the varying research agendas within mainstream history as an academic 

discipline and how this has impacted on the history of sports. 
The essay has three parts: (a) the first looks at history itself and the 

striking national differences in the role of the historical profession within 

sports history; (b) the second part considers more closely the main 

differences in approach between historians and those working primarily 

from within the theory-led historical sociology of the later twentieth 

century as well as the more recent stress on the sporting body itself; (c) the 

third section examines concrete examples of these disciplinary differences 

in the study of traditional and modern sports. 

The historical profession and sports history 

There is no existing study which focuses specifically on the contribution 

of professional historians to the history of sport in relation to other 

disciplines.1 However, Douglas Booth has recently attempted an overview 

of the entire field on the basis of placing work on sports history into the 

general categories devised by Alan Munslow: ‘reconstructionist’ (seeking 

objective ‘truth’ by setting out ‘the facts’); ‘constructionist’ (interpreting the 

past through concepts such as class, gender, ethnicity etc.) and 

‘deconstructionist’ (stressing attention to linguistic forms and personal 

reflexivity in writing a partial and fragmented past). My approach is 

different. Booth’s work was mainly aimed at those working in physical 

education without a formal training in history who felt the past could be 



 Sport in History 3 

 

explained by simply ‘recovering’ facts about it. The professional training 

of the historian explicitly challenges such a naive position. Most of the 

work examined here fits into the ‘constructionist’ category in the sense that 

historians are seeking not only to understand sport itself but to use sport as 

a lens through which to understand the historical development of the wider 

society they are studying. Since E.H. Carr’s What is History?, the bible of 

the ‘new social history’ of the 1960s from which much sports history 

emerged, historians have been highly aware of the danger of imposing the 

present on the past and the inevitable subjectivity of both 
the author of a source and its historical interpreters.2 

History is both a single discipline and a multiple set of subjects. In terms 

of method it places great emphasis on the exhaustive investigation of the 

past through a wide range of primary and secondary sources – mainly 

archival and printed matter – combined with a critical awareness of both 

the limitations of evidence and the multiplicity of possible interpretations. 

Historians are aware that the past is unstable; that there is no agreed 

orthodoxy; that history is an almost inexhaustible source of ‘facts’ 

(especially in the modern period) from which any number of conclusions 

can be drawn according to the inclination of the historian. A good historical 

account is one based on wide and critical reading in which explanations are 

often embedded in the ‘thick description’ of an analytic narrative. But 

historians do not simply tell stories; sometimes they opt for a thematic 

structure throughout; more often they prefer the chronological narrative 

form. But in each case they tend to see past events in terms of context. This 

is a crucial difference. Phenomena tend to be explained in terms of the 

influence of external factors on the internal transformation of a particular 

activity – for example, a sport. Historians are wary of mono-causality, 

preferring subtle accounts which bring into play a wide range of forces 

combining together – sometimes in unpredictable ways – while also taking 

contingent factors such as individual personality or historical accident into 

account. Hence academic history avoids reductionist accounts based on a 

single theory or the study of an institution in isolation. Unlike a more 

adversarial and conceptual social science approach, historical works tend 

to build upon each other through an incremental rather than an oppositional 

process.3 

There are historians specializing in almost every aspect of the human 

past from economics, imperialism and politics to social and cultural history 

with its stress on rural and urban differences, class, gender and ethnic 
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identities. From the 1980s gender tended to replace class as the primary 

lens through which to understand sport, especially in North America with 

the powerful impact of Joan Scott’s influential essay on ‘gender as a useful 

category for historical knowledge’.4 Recent cultural history has laid 

particular stress on understanding the past through language – ‘the 

linguistic turn’ – urged by the postmodern requirement for ‘reflexivity’. 

Awareness of the historian as a writer and creator as well as a labourer in 

the archives has been stressed by Booth as well as by the Australian sports 

historian and theorist Murray Philips in an important edited collection on 

Deconstrcuting Sports History published in 2005.5 

There has also been a ‘spatial turn’ in history coming from cultural 

geography, looking at the gendered and class divided nature of space as 

well as a ‘visual turn’ focusing on the representation of subjects through 

painting, photography, film and television. Here the pioneer has been the 

British social, cultural and historical geographer John Bale, whose early 

work on the diffusion of sport took a relatively conventional historical 

approach.6 His subsequent work was a more interdisciplinary investigation 

of urbanization and space. His work on the ‘love of place’ or ‘topophilia’ 

was applied in particular to stadia which have been such a powerful focus 

in collective memory. Social identities are embedded in these ‘lieux de 

mémoires’ in the famous phrase of Pierre Nora. Bale has moved easily 

between the past and the present in an interdisciplinary career that has 

embraced colonial and postcolonial sport, the history of sports literature 

and biography as cultural geography, for which he is best known. The core 

of this focuses on the contemporary shift from the inner-city stadium, 

mainly the football grounds of the great industrial cities, to the featureless, 

identical out-of-town sporting ‘bowls’ – the ‘placeless places’ – close to 

motorways and equipped with large car parks which Britain in 
particular has increasingly imported from North America.7 

This, however, is relatively new. For much of the last 40 years historical 

work on sport has come from ‘social history’ and ‘thick description’, 

looking at the material preconditions for socio-cultural change and its 

political and ideological dimensions. In other words, social history, which 

has been largely concerned with the analysis of past societies in terms of 

their ‘objective’ behaviour and structures, has increasingly been overtaken 

by cultural history which gives greater emphasis to the construction of 

meanings and forms of representation. Cultural history has been more 

interested in how phenomena are experienced subjectively and has focused 
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greater historical attention on the ‘body’ as the site of power and display. 

This has been especially evident in relation to the study of gender in sport, 

though the impact of this on the history of women’s sports has varied from 

major in the United States to minor in Great Britain.8 

Great Britain 

From a highly marginal position in the 1970s and 1980s, the study of sport 

has been legitimized within British history.9 Sports history not only has its 

own specialist academic journals but can also be found in a wide variety of 

mainstream history publications. The battle for recognition has been more 

or less won, as Pope and Nauright observe in their introduction to the recent 

Routledge Companion to Sports History – itself an acknowledgment of the 

scope of the subject.10 A review of major works of general nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century British history confirms this point and offers concrete 

examples of how research in sport history has percolated into the 

mainstream.11 G.R. Searle’s 2004 volume of The New Oxford History of 

England draws extensively on sport to discuss the national identities of the 

United Kingdom.12 Ross McKibbin, one of the most eminent social and 

political historians of modern Britain, devoted a large section of his Classes 

and Cultures: England 1918–1951 to sport.13 Martin Pugh’s recent history 

of inter-war Britain includes a chapter on sport.14 Histories of post-war 

Britain similarly give a major place to sport. David Kynaston, who is the 

only general historian of Britain to have also written several works of 

sports history, predictably gives a major role to sport in his massive 

reconstruction of post-war British life.15 Peter Hennessy’s survey of the 

1950s also explicitly cites sport as a key element of British culture.16 

Finally, a recent volume in the New Oxford History of England, from 1951 

to 1970, from Brian Harrison, identifies six themes which link sport to the 

wider history of Britain in this period: sport became more socially and 

ethnically diversified, more international, more meritocratic, more 

professional, more bureaucratic and more media-driven.17 

Reviewing the output of serious work in the history of sport in Britain in 

the last generation, the contribution of social historians is striking. 

Association football in particular has attracted academic historians, 

beginning with James Walvin’s The People’s Game in 1975, which was 

based on a history course offered at York University.18 This was followed 

by Tony Mason’s Association Football and English Society, 1863–1915 in 
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1980, which quickly established itself as the classic text.19 Nicholas 

Fishwick’s English Football and Society 1910–1950 originated as an 

Oxford history thesis and was published in 1989.20 Then came Dave 

Russell’s Football and the English (1997) from a noted historian of popular 

culture.21 Most recently Matthew Taylor followed the publication of his 

doctorate on The Leaguers: The Making of Professional Football in 

England 1900–1939 (2005) with a wide-ranging history and historiography 

of British football, The Association Game: A History of British Football 

(2008).22 Collectively this constitutes a major contribution to the history of 

British sport and to the socio-cultural history of urban Britain; this has 

come entirely from those working within history departments. In fact, to a 

remarkable degree the serious history of popular sport in Britain has been 

the province of academic social historians such as Jeffrey Hill, Richard 

Holt, Mike Huggins, Martin Johnes, Stephen Jones, John Lowerson and 

Wray Vamplew. Two prominent exceptions, Dennis Brailsford and Derek 

Birley, both with literature rather than social science backgrounds, broadly 

adopted the established methods, language and forms of social history. 
These historians have been primarily interested in the complex class 

structure of elite male sport while the growing numbers of those working 

in gender history have tended to avoid sport. The guest editors of a special 

gender issue of Sport in History noted in 2010 that ‘the dedicated study of 

women in sport history remains a peculiarly neglected area of academic 

research in Britain’.23 Even more surprisingly, work on masculinity, which 

has also expanded within history departments, has not led to an influx of 

historians of masculinity into sport. ‘Making men’ has been a major area of 

interest for those who have come to the history of sport from other 

disciplines – the most striking example being J.A. Mangan’s large body of 

work on public-school sport and middle-class masculinity – but within the 

discipline of history itself masculinity has been seen as a constituent 

element of other historical categories such as militarism, nationalism or 

imperialism.24 John Naurught and Timothy Chandler were among the first 

to focus on gender from the male perspective with two collected volumes 

on the role of rugby in shaping masculinities in the various regions where 

the game was played, from England to the settler societies of Empire and 

elsewhere, combining historical narrative with gender theory to provide a 

more nuanced approach that was well-received by historians and 

sociologists alike.25 The preference for class over other analytic categories, 

however, is evident in the main general histories of British sport including 

my own work of synthesis, Sport and the British: A Modern History, which 
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is organized around the contrasting cultures of middle-class amateurism 

and working-class professionalism.26 

France 

The situation is very different in France, where the bulk of work in sports 

history has been done outside of university history departments. Until the 

last decade, very few professional historians in France worked directly on 

sport. Social historians of France have been slower to appreciate the 

possibilities of the history of sport than their British – or American – 

counterparts. It was anglophone historians rather than francophone ones 

who first showed an interest in researching French sport. Here special 

mention must be made of Eugen Weber’s pioneering articles: the first on 

Pierre de Coubertin and the second on ‘gymnastics and sports in fin-de-

siècle France’ in the American Historical Review in 1971.27 Together they 

changed the landscape of French sports history. It took a historian working 

in the United States on the history of French nationalism to grasp the wider 

social and ideological significance of the ‘renaissance athlétique’ and the 

struggle for supremacy between the gymnastic tradition derived from 

Germany and ‘les sports athlétiques’ originating in Britain. Weber included 

revised versions of these articles as essays in his elegant and widely praised 

collection France, Fin de Siècle published by Harvard University Press in 

1986.28 

In terms of its immediate influence on historical research, Weber’s work 

on sport was more significant for British students of France than for the 

French themselves. My own doctoral research at Oxford under Theodore 

Zeldin was a direct result of reading Eugen Weber, whose work alongside 

my own provided the basis for Zeldin’s discussion of sport in his 

monumental history of modern France – a work that was quickly translated 

into French as Histoires des Passions Françaises and very widely read.29 

Zeldin’s treatment of sport included analysis of the emergence of an 

abundant and innovative sports press, the links of sport to the world of 

literature, and the role of the state in the political struggle between 

anticlericals and Catholics. My own Sport and Society in Modern France, 

published in 1981, was divided into case studies and social themes 

(violence, status, sociability and ideology) in order to capture the 

distinctiveness of French sport in terms of the tension between 

standardization and regional particularity.30 
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These themes of diversity and peasant tradition were taken up later by 

Philip Dine, who came from a literary background but embraced history 

eagerly and expertly, in his important cultural history of French rugby 

published in 1998.31 His subsequent collection of essays on Sport and 

Identity in France represent a remarkably wide ranging interdisciplinary 

collection combining cultural history and literary analysis of ‘the meaning 

of sport in French society and the construction of local, national and, 

increasingly, global identities through sport’.32 This takes the form of a 

series of essays which take the reader from the Olympic Games to the Tour 

de France, from tennis at Roland Garros to Alain Gerbault and the French 

fascination with global yachting, and finishing with the phenomenon of 

Zidane as an expression of the complexity of contemporary 

multiculturalism. Historically, this creates a rich multi-layered exploration 

of the varieties and transformations of French identity through the lens of 

sport and a striking example of the possibilities of combining literary and 

historical skills in what might be termed a broadly ‘humanities’ approach. 

Equally innovative in its approach and subject matter, Joan Tumblety’s 

important Remaking the Male Body explores the intertwined themes of 

health, virility, decline and renewal – personal and collective – in interwar 

and Vichy France with its project for national regeneration through 
sport after the catastrophic defeat of 1940.33 

Among mainstream historians in France there was very little interest in 

the history of sport with the exception of Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, who 

devoted a few pages to sports in his masterly survey of French foreign 

affairs in the 1930s, commenting that ‘all the historical studies, though still 

too few, that have been done on the Tour de France or the football World 

Cup, indicate a wave of passion that is inexplicable without the deep-seated 

and undying forces of national sentiment’.34 Where class has been the key 

explanatory factor in British sport, nationalism in different guises has been 

central to the historical explanation of sport in France. This has touched at 

various points on the state itself, the army and the education system. 

Duroselle supervised a vast doctoral thesis of over 1,500 pages by Marcel 

Spivak, completed in 1983 but unpublished, on physical education, sport 

and nationalism as an aspect of national defence from the mid-nineteenth 

century to the 1930s.35 

It is striking that those coming to sport from a history background have 

been particularly attracted to the history of football. Alfred Wahl, an 

important French historian of Germany, was drawn to the history of French 
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football, producing a valuable selection of primary sources with full 

commentaries.36 Subsequently he co-authored a short history of 

professional French football with Pierre Lanfranchi.37 Lanfranchi had 

studied history in Montpellier and completed his PhD at the European 

University Institute (EUI) on German history before making the transition 

to the history of sport and organizing a seminar series on sport, culture and 

nationalism at the EUI, bringing together a group of historians, sociologists 

and anthropologists mainly from Britain, France, Germany and Italy. More 

recently, Marion Fontaine has produced an exemplary case study of the 

Racing Club de Lens and the role of employers, trade unions and political 

parties, especially the socialists and communists in professional football in 

the coalfields of the Nord, based on extensive primary research for a history 

doctorate at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes.38 Similarly, Julien Sorez has 

filled a major gap by looking at hitherto unused local records to trace the 

development of grass-roots football in Paris in a doctorate presented to the 

Centre d’Histoire de Sciences Po and subsequently published as Le 

Football dans Paris et ses Banlieues.39 Significantly both works included a 

preface from distinguished mainstream French historians: Fontaine’s from 

Christophe Prochasson, a distinguished historian of labour, and Sorez by a 

leading historian of mass culture, Jean-Francois Sirinelli. 
These important new works, which set high standards of conventional 

historical scholarship, are however exceptions to the rule that the main 

body of research on sports history in France has been carried out by those 

working in STAPS (Sciences et Techniques d’Education Physique et 

Sportive). In stark contrast to Britain, where there was almost no work on 

the state, the relationship of the state to the educational system has been a 

key research topic. This began with Jacques Thibault, who in 1972 

published a ‘historical and critical study on the relationship between sports 

and physical education’.40 Thibault wanted to underline the national 

importance of physical education in France and to explain its 

distinctiveness. He wanted to provide historical evidence for the value of 

physical education, as opposed to sport. Following on this initial 

concentration on the state and the school, a substantial body of work was 

generated in the 1980s. 
The key figure was Pierre Arnaud at Lyon-I, a former physical education 

teacher himself, who was extremely active in researching the relationship 

between militarism, nationalism and elementary schooling from the 1880s 

to the First World War.41 Unlike Jacques Thibault, Arnaud used original 

source material, notably mining the archives of the gymnastics movement 
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and working with the concept of ‘sociability’. This was borrowed from the 

leading socio-political historian of French Republicanism, Maurice 

Agulhon.42 Arnaud wanted to use the fruits of new historical research to 

explain the role of ‘association’ in the growth of gymnastics through the 

paramilitary or ‘conscriptive’ clubs at the end of the nineteenth century.43 

By building alliances with colleagues at faculties of history, Arnaud started 

to clear the ground of sports history, ably assisted by his younger colleague, 

Thierry Terret. He organized international seminars on sports and 

international relations with the historian Alfred Wahl.44 For all his efforts, 

Arnaud’s influence was largely restricted to his own circle, notably Thierry 

Terret, the director of the Lyon-based research centre founded by Arnaud, 

whose very extensive publications began with a thesis on swimming as an 

example of the formation of a modern sport.45 Terret and his colleagues 

have ranged very widely over topics such as the foreign influences on 

physical education, or the unionization and professional identity of PE 

teachers and extensive collected volumes on the Olympic Games and on 

gender in sport.46 

With the exception of football, where were the historians while the 

history of French sport was being written? The most important contribution 

came from Ronald Hubscher, a historian of rural France, who 
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collaborated with the director of the French sports museum, Jean Durry, 

and Bernard Jeu, to write the first major synthesis of French sports history, 

which was published in 1992.47 This was followed by a collection on the 

history of French leisure edited by Alain Corbin, one of France’s most 

distinguished cultural historians.48 With the imprimatur of Corbin, sport 

was finally breaking into the bastion of the humanities in France. Pascal 

Ory included chapters on sport in his history of the Popular Front and Jean-

Francois Sirinelli edited a major collection with Jean-Pierre Rioux on mass 

culture.49 These developments encouraged younger historians, notably 

Paul Dietschy, who wrote his doctorate on sport and Italian Fascism, to 

move into French sport. With Patrick Clastres, a historian working on 

Coubertin, he founded an important research seminar on sports history at 

‘Sciences Po’ and they wrote a valuable overview of the history of modern 

sport in France.50 However, the continued separation of the smaller 

historical and the larger physical education traditions within French sports 

history is strongly reinforced by the rigid institutional divisions and 

rivalries of French higher education. 

Germany 
Broadly speaking the institutional history of German sports history is 

similar to France. There has been greater interest in the subject from the 

physical education historians than from mainstream history. This has 

recently been thoroughly and expertly reviewed by Kay Schiller and 

Christopher Young, who are worth quoting at length: 

German sport history is best approached in terms of its institutional 

development. … From the 1960s to 1990s, most work in the field was 

conducted outside history departments in specialist sports institutes. 

Clustered mainly around Hajo Bernett and his pupils, these gathered 

solid documentary bases and produced focused accounts of the major 

period in German sports history. Thanks to their pioneering work, 

researchers can draw upon factually rigorous and detailed outlines of 

the gymnastics movement, workers’ sport, the National Socialist period, 

Jewish body culture, and the sports system of the GDR. Strong on 

events, persons and institutions, this body of scholarship trails 

somewhat in the wake of mainstream history and concentrates on 

topdown political features that do little to break with established 

periodisations. Traditional German sports history, in other words, maps 

neatly onto the patterns, if not necessarily the themes and debates, of 

general history.51 
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The important work of Hennig Eichberg stands in sharp distinction with 

this tradition, stressing the transformation of sport in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth century, linking sport and dance, full of ‘highly 

imaginative contextual and conceptual leaps’ but in the view of his critics 

not fully engaged with mainstream history.52 The challenge for mainstream 

historians was to bridge these two approaches by being neither too specific 

and positivist nor too general and theoretical. Foremost of those who have 

adopted this approach stands Christiane Eisenberg, whose large body of 

work on the diffusion of sport in Germany, notably her monumental 

English Sports und Deutsche Bürger, is an outstanding example of careful 

historical scholarship and analysis, tracing the diffusion of British sports 

into Germany and their selective adoption by the commercial and 

professional middle class from a historian who began her 
career in social and labour history.53 

Eisenberg has been very influential and championed the social history 

approach to sport. According to Schiller and Young, this has been 

challenged from within German history itself by those who prefer ‘cultural 

history’ with its emphasis on case-study and smaller-scale research, 

associated with the work of Olaf Stieglitz, Jürgen Martschukat and Kirsten 

Heinsohn.54 Overall, however, these strands of mainstream history have 

combined well in ‘an invigorating range of work … in the wake of the 

cultural turn in historical writing and the attention lavished on the body by 

cultural studies in general … sports history, and German sports history in 

particular is finding its moment’. From what had been a field almost 

completely dominated by those trained within physical education and 

focusing mainly on the German gymnastic or ‘turnen’ tradition, the 

academic historians have recently emerged as key new players in German 

sports history.55 

Italy 

Sports history in Italy has been slower at the university level to develop 

than in Britain, France or Germany. Given the centrality of sport to Italian 

culture, especially football, and the degree to which it has become overtly 

politicized, it is remarkable that there is not more serious research from 

within history departments in Italy. Hence it is hardly surprising that a 

recent survey of Italian sports historiography should have been undertaken 

not by an Italian but by a British scholar. Simon Martin’s recent general 
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history, Sport Italia (2011) is an impressive socio-political overview of 

sport from the Risorgimento to Berlusconi.56 It is worth pausing to consider 

how the structure and priorities of Martin’s synthesis bring into sharp focus 

the distinctively historical approach to sports history. He begins with the 

Risorgimento and the making of Italy, looking at how sport mirrored the 

wider development of Italian society, bypassing the south and confined 

largely to the northern elite who were divided between liberal and Catholic 

elites. He then shows how the Fascist regime used sport in the creation of 

a mass nationalist and militarist movement both through body culture and 

the success of the Italian national team in the new World Cup. This is 

followed by a detailed analysis of post-war Christian Democracy and 

finally the media-driven world of sport and politics represented by Silvio 

Berlusconi. In short this is as much a history of Italy through sport as a 

history of sport in Italy. 
A similar political perspective can be found in the work of another 

British historian, John Foot, the author of both a general history of modern 

Italy and an analysis of Italian football, Calcio: A History of Italian 

Football (2006). 57 Foot has also written recently on the remarkable history 

of the Italian passion for cycling which Italian historians themselves have 

neglected.58 Stefano Pivato, however, a historian of popular culture, is an 

important exception who has written a cultural history of the bicycle as 

well as a study of the post-war confrontation of Christian democracy and 

communism through the life of the great cyclist Gino Bartali.59 The point 

here is that what was initially perceived primarily as a sporting and human 

drama fought over the Giro d’Italia and the Tour de France became a way 

of unlocking the full range of cultural, moral and political divisions at the 

onset of the Cold War. 
Of course, the main focus of attention has been on the Fascist era and 

has attracted scholars from both mainstream history and from physical 

education. Simon Martin wrote his first book on football and Fascism, 

which was the product of a history doctorate at the University of London.60 

Victoria de Grazia’s The Culture of Consent was a profound historical 

analysis of the Fascist ‘dopolavaro’ leisure movement, which included an 

important gender dimension from a major cultural historian based in a 

leading history department in the United States.61 This has been 

complemented by Teja and by Gori on the female body and 
Fascism.62 Both Teja and Gori come from the physical education tradition 

but have made a serious effort to work within the historical tradition, which 
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is perhaps best exemplified in the work of Sergio Giuntini on the role of 

sport in First World War.63 

North America 

Sports history developed early as a distinct subject in North America. The 

sheer number, variety and wealth of universities offered significant 

opportunities for those who wished to follow a research interest in sport 

within history departments. In the USA and Canada the development and 

structure of the North American Society for Sport History, whose first 

conference was held in 1973, provides a convenient way to see how the 

field has developed. Until the mid-1970s the vast majority of academics 

working in sports history were located in physical education/kinesiology 

departments and received their degrees in that discipline. Members of 

history departments who entered the field in the 1970s had written 

dissertations on subjects including nineteenth-century British theological 

debates, Colombian/Panamanian relations, seventeenth-century English 

foreign policy and Jacksonian politics in the United States. Their attraction 

to sport history stemmed in part from the influence of the ‘new social 

history’ on the broader discipline. However, there is no question that many 

of them were drawn to the field by a recognition of the important role sports 

played in the social and political turmoil of the 1960s, for example the 

importance of Muhammad Ali, the circumstances of the 1968 summer 

Olympics, the increasing commercialization of sports and the new status 

for women in sports.64 

Peter Levine, Bill Baker, Richard Crepeau, Chuck Korr, Warren 

Goldstein, Ben Rader, Randy Roberts, Joe Arbena and Steve Riess are 

some of the academically trained historians who followed this path. The 

subjects of their research might parallel the subjects of their earlier 

nonsports-related books, but more often their new work lay in fields widely 

divergent from anything they were ‘trained’ to study. Indeed, the greatest 

asset they brought to sports history was not their background in the subject, 

but their graduate training and experience as teachers of history. This 

enabled them to bring broad historical questions to bear on sports history 

and to integrate sport into the wider patterns of American life. These 

approaches were usefully brought together by Stephen Pope in The New 

American Sports History.65 
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America’s leading historian of sport is not ‘a historian’ in a strictly 

institutional sense. Allen Guttmann has remained in American studies, 

spanning history, literature and culture. However, his career pattern has 

been similar to historians in that his earlier publications were in a nonsports 

related field. His From Ritual to Record is regarded by many historians as 

the seminal work in sports history.66 Although he has written works of 

conventional academic scholarship, his preference for broad works of 

interpretation and synthesis, often spanning long time periods or broad 

geographical space, make him the exception to the American rule of 

writing more narrowly defined academic monographs. In these terms it 

would be virtually impossible to differentiate between the scholarship of 

the people in history departments and the work of scholars such as: Roberta 

Park on the history of physical culture and health;67 Ronald Smith on 

college sports;68 Nancy Struna on eighteenth-century colonial sport;69 

Melvin Adelman on mid nineteenth century New York;70 and Stephen 

Hardy on How Boston Played;71 to list only some of those who taught in 

departments of physical education and/or sports management and often 

received their doctoral degrees in those disciplines. In this respect Canada 

is similar to the United States, with major historians of sport working to 

high standards of scholarship such as Bruce Kidd, Alan Metcalfe and 

Patricia Vertinsky. Metcalfe and Vertinsky both began their careers in 

physical education in Britain but found far greater opportunities to develop 

as scholars in Canada where formal boundaries between disciplines seem 

to have been less rigid and where physical education has developed more 

fully as an academic subject. 
This mixture of historians trained in departments of history and those 

trained in schools of physical education continues today. Reading the work 

of the second generation of scholars such as Mark Dyreson on American 

Olympism,72 Susan Cahn on gender and sexuality73 or Daniel Nathan on 

Chicago baseball,74 it would be impossible to predict accurately in what 

department they teach or in what department they received their graduate 

training. Indeed, one of the strengths of the field of sport history in North 

America has been the diversity of backgrounds of the people involved in it 

and their willingness to work with one another across traditional 

disciplinary boundaries. This approach has been an important asset in 

avoiding the creation of any dominant methodology and in fostering 

multiple approaches to sports history. It has also enabled sports historians 

to expand their interest into new fields armed with the recognition that 

others had successfully made the transition in the past. Sports history in the 
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United States – but less so in Canada – has been very strongly driven by 

questions of urbanization, integration and ethnicity on the one hand and the 

remarkable phenomenon of college sports on the other. The impetus from 

within mainstream American history to study the gender dimension of the 

past has clearly influenced scholarship on sports history more in the United 

States and in Canada than in Great Britain or continental Europe. 

Australia and New Zealand 

Another region in the English-speaking world where sport history has 

developed as a robust field with excellent research being done is Australia 

and New Zealand. Several historians trained in South Asian history, 

Australian history and economic history came together by the late 1970s to 

examine sport. This group was led by scholars such as Wray Vamplew, 

Richard Cashman and Brian Stoddart. Their efforts led to the formation of 

the Australian Society for Sports History (ASSH) by 1984. Initial studies 

focused on the emergence of a distinctive Australian sporting culture 

evidenced in works such as Stoddart’s Saturday Afternoon Fever and 

Cashman’s ’Ave a Go Yer Mug: Australian Cricket Crowds.75 They also 

contributed to international research on sport, with Vamplew’s major 

economic history of British sport Play Up and Play the Game; Cashman’s 

initial book on cricket in India; and Stoddart’s contribution to the history 

of cricket in the Caribbean.76 

The majority of these early scholars were based in departments of history 

rather than in human movement studies, though the balance has shifted 

over time and most leading academy-based scholars of sports history 

working on Australia and New Zealand in the early 2000s were based in 

human movement departments. Key features of this work by the early 

2000s shifted from national identity and class to race and gender, and was 

marked by a methodological interest in what could broadly be termed a 

‘postmodernist’ approach. This mixture of the more conventional social 

history approach with an effort to apply new techniques of analysis derived 

from social and literary theory was evident in the large special issue of the 

International Journal of the History of Sport devoted to ‘Sport in Australian 

Society’ in 2000. An interesting feature of this collection was that while 

most of the contributors had been trained as historians, the majority of them 

worked outside history departments.77 
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Historians and the historical sociology of sport 

It is in the area of modern sport – that is, the individual and team games 

codified and organized mainly in Britain and the United States in the 

nineteenth century – that the differing methods of historians and 

sociologists can be most clearly distinguished. The obvious question that 

poses itself is: ‘How do these changes in sport fit into a bigger picture of 

historical change?’ The sociologist can then proceed to elaborate a 

particular social theory and locate the phenomenon of sport within it. The 

nub of the criticism of this approach from historians is that the primary 

purpose is the validation of the theory. ‘Facts’ can be forced to fit pre-

existing theories and selected according to the needs of the theory rather 

than offering a full and balanced reading of the evidence available, which 

may lead to a much less clear-cut conclusion. The humanities have 

generally accepted contradiction and complexity more readily than the 

social sciences, though the influence of the postmodern attack on ‘grand 

narratives’ and its consequent emphasis on subjectivity has been an 

important recent development. A second criticism of sociologicallyderived 

sports history follows from this. It concerns the way nonhistorians use – or 

to be more accurate do not use – existing historical scholarship. When 

conducting arguments, sociological sports history tends to take general 

history as a ‘given’ in the sense of consulting a small number of well-known 

secondary works rather than attempting to explore the wider range of 

historical work available. 

Let us take two examples from the British case: the first is the ‘civilizing 

process’ theory based on the ‘figurational sociology’ of Norbert Elias, one 

of the great figures of twentieth-century sociology, whose work on sport 

was developed with Eric Dunning and other followers of the ‘Leicester 

school’. At first sight, the ‘civilizing process’ approach seems particularly 

inviting to historians because it is explicitly historical, revolving around 

the idea there has been a long-term shift in human behaviour in developed 

Western societies towards greater self-control and civility. This, it is 

claimed, began with the courtly adoption of Renaissance humanism in the 

sixteenth century and gradually spread from above through the power of 

the state and a process of social emulation. This ‘civilizing process’ 

required the internalizing of new norms of behaviour such as limiting 

physical violence and maintaining high standards of personal hygiene and 

good manners. It terms of sport, this long march to civility culminated in 

the creation of new codified sports in the elite public schools which 
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restricted the risk of injury and advocated a gentlemanly code of 

sportsmanship. 
If ever there was a golden opportunity for historians to join forces with 

sociologists to explain the emergence of amateurism as a ruling ideology 

of sport this was it. However, it did not happen. On the contrary, historians 

criticized the Eliasian approach for its theoretical rigidity and lack of 

serious historical scholarship. Elias himself cited only J.H. Plumb’s 

standard introductory text, England in the Eighteenth Century, first 

published in 1950, in his long introductory essay in The Quest for 

Excitement: Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process, jointly published 

with Eric Dunning in 1986.78 Similarly, when Eric Dunning and Kenneth 

Sheard’s Barbarians, Gentlemen and Players: A Sociological Study of the 

Development of Rugby Football (1979) was re-issued in a second edition 

in 2005 the vast increase in historical scholarship in sports history and in 

the wider history of manners was conspicuous by its absence.79 In a 35-

page afterword, which largely deals with changes in the game since 1979, 

only two pages are devoted to the historical response to the book and 

nothing on new work on its core themes such as the wide-ranging and 

innovative survey of the history of civility in England by leading cultural 

historians, Civil Histories: Essays Presented to Sir Keith Thomas (2000).80 

Tony Collins, whose work on Rugby’s Great Split had been published in 

1998 to general acclaim, reviewed the new edition of Barbarians, 

Gentlemen and Players.81 In the event Collins wrote a 6,000-word critique, 

which challenged the historical basis upon which Barbarians, Gentlemen 

and Players was founded.82 He claimed Dunning and Sheard simply lacked 

the contextual knowledge for the job. He focused on three aspects of their 

account: the relations between Eton and Rugby schools, the origins of the 

split in the rugby codes between union and league and the levels of violence 

in northern rugby. 
My purpose is not to recapitulate this debate in detail but rather to 

highlight what happens when history and sociology come into conflict. If 

there is one thing historians should get right, it is the evidence itself. This, 

however, is far from simple and can lead those without specialist 

knowledge of the period astray. The expertise acquired by Collins over 

many years – he was the archivist of the Rugby League as well as holding 

an academic post in history – revealed major factual errors. On the crucial 

question of the formation of the Football Association and the Rugby 

Football Union he concluded ‘the schematic separation between Eton and 
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Rugby schools’ football and the assumption that this foreshadows the split 

between the FA and RFU is therefore simply not supported by the facts’.83 

Turning to the question of violence in rugby based on figures for deaths in 

Yorkshire rugby, Collins examines in detail the origins of these statistics 

and concludes that they do not pass the test of serious evidence. He 

acknowledges that Dunning and Sheard accept they made ‘a serious 

mistake’ but he also claims that a new set of figures they cite on deaths in 

rugby are also flawed. Collins concludes by drawing his detailed critique 

of the use of sources into a wider challenge to the ‘civilizing process’ thesis 

by reversing the argument, pointing out that elite forms of the game were 

often more violent than previous ones. The point here is not to judge the 

argument in itself but rather to offer a concrete and detailed example of 

differences in the way in which social historians and theory-led 

sociologists approach the history of sport. 

John Hargreaves’s Sport, Power and Culture (1986) offered an 

alternative historical interpretation of British sport from a sociological 

perspective.84 Like Dunning and Sheard, Hargeaves attempted to cover 

both the history and contemporary sociology of British sport. His first three 

chapters cover the nineteenth century and are based on wider historical 

reading than the Eliasians, though hardly extensive. His thesis is that the 

Victorian ‘bourgeois model’ of amateur sport established the moral 

authority of a capitalist ruling class, promoting market values and 

imperialism, which incorporated skilled workers and excluded the 

unskilled. The history reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement was 

damning, challenging both the historical accuracy of the book and its 

theoretical underpinnings in Gramsci and Foucault, whose ‘universal 

validity is simply assumed [so that] … Hargreaves is able to insist upon the 

most intimate theoretical relationship of every cultural form to every other 

cultural form with all too predictable results’.85 Hargreaves does try to 

produce an interpretation of British sport around the central idea of 

amateurism but it is too schematic, too simplistic in its class labels (‘the 

bourgeoisie’) and treats sport as a ‘bloc’ rather than as a diverse range of 

activities, some of which support his thesis and some of which contradict 

it. 
Overall there has been a declining interest in a historically-based 

sociology of sport in recent years. Sociology has retreated from grand 

theory and in the process has retreated from history. There is, however, a 

big difference between those who are committed to validating a particular 
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theory and those who simply use ‘theory’ as a starting point. Allen 

Guttmann made valuable use of Max Weber, notably in his classic text 

From Ritual to Record.86 Guttmann, however, does not set out to prove or 

disprove Weber. In fact, recently his interpretation of Weber has been 

challenged.87 This, however, is not the point at issue. For Guttmann, Weber 

is useful for understanding a certain process of modernization. He takes the 

idea of ‘scientific rationality’ and applies it to modern sport. Whether 

Guttmann is convincing or not does not depend on his understanding of 

theory but on what can be demonstrated historically. Guttmann’s strength 

is that he can do that. Where he differs from mainstream historians is not 

in his scholarship so much as in his method and his willingness to embrace 

vast subjects such as sports spectators, the aesthetics of sport, women in 

sport or sports diffusion over such wide geographical space and 

chronological time. 

Anthropology – at least in the general sense of ethnography – is arguably 

closer to the historical approach in being focused on a single subject and 

evidence-based. Ethnography relies on fieldwork and has a good deal in 

common with oral history, which is an increasingly popular way of 

working on recent history. Anthropologists try to go ‘narrow and deep’ 

where sociologists tend to seek what is more widely applicable and capable 

of generalization. There is a greater awareness of ‘the self’ in anthropology 

than in history. But there are some striking similarities. In France the work 

of Bromberger, Pociello and Darbon speak in different ways to historians 

while the ‘thick description’ associated with Clifford Geertz has been very 

influential.88 

Darbon is particularly interesting, having both researched rugby from an 

ethnographic perspective and also written a major work of historical 

synthesis on British sport and imperialism.89 In a special issue of the journal 

Ethnologie Française he specifically brought together a small number of 

historians and social scientists of various sorts to discuss their different 

approaches to patterns of sports diffusion.90 Darbon wanted to know if 

there was a general ‘sports system’ with shared characteristics across 

frontiers. Anthropologists have been primarily concerned with the ‘internal 

properties’ of sports and the differences and similarities between them. 

Historians have been more interested in the wider context of diffusion 

linking sport to competing imperial systems and postcolonial patterns of 

influence. Maarten van Bottenburg, the sociologist whose Global Games 

has come closest to bridging the disciplinary divide, examined the 
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differential diffusion of basketball and its Dutch variant korfball.91 He 

stressed the common properties of these sports and the dramatic differences 

in their international diffusion in terms of the relative power of their two 

countries of origin. Elsewhere van Bottenburg has recently compared 

European and North American sport, pointing out historical differences in 

the role of education with schools and colleges playing a far greater role in 

the USA and private clubs – often supported by the state – dominating in 

Europe. In short, social science works towards establishing the elements of 

a common ‘sports system’, which Darbon defines as standardization of the 

elements of space and time, rules and institutional forms, while history 

explains the striking global differences within it. 

Case studies: Traditional sports and modern sport 

Traditional sports 

Work by historians on traditional sports has been very limited in 

comparison with research on modern sports. The most important studies in 

this area have tended to come from ethnographers and specialists in 

physical culture, notably from the traditional sports group led by Roland 

Renson in the physical education department of the University of Leuven 

in Belgium. This group has been particularly concerned with the 

preservation of Flemish folk games as a part of a wider promotion of 

Flemish cultural heritage. A key concern here was the creation of a Flemish 

sports museum. Hence much of the historical research is of a curatorial 

nature: creating a taxonomy of traditional sports, identifying survivals and 

variants, and promoting the practice as well as the study of Flemish folk 

sports in the wider context of cultural nationalism. Renson’s long essay, 

which prefaces the Encyclopedia of Traditional British Rural Sports 

(2005), sets out the wide range of traditional sports to be found across 

Europe, grouping them according to their ludic properties and geographical 

distribution: ball games, bowl and pin games, throwing games, shooting 

games, fighting games, animal games, locomotion games and acrobatics.92 

This heritage approach sharply contrasts with the historian’s concern 

with the economic, political or religious context of such activities. Robert 

Malcolmson’s Popular Recreations in English Society, first published in 

1973, was based on a history doctorate supervised by E.P. Thompson, the 

celebrated Marxist author of The Making of the English Working Class. 

Malcolmson saw sport in terms of industrial work discipline and the revival 
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of protestant activism.93 It was the suppression of traditional sports that 

mainly interested Malcolmson rather than the activities themselves. More 

recently, eighteenth-century sport (including traditional sports) has been 

the subject of a major re-evaluation by the historian Emma Griffin, whose 

primary interest was in the changing use of space in a period of agrarian 

enclosure and increasing urbanization.94 The most recent contribution to 

the historical literature of traditional sports in Britain is Alistair Dougall, 

who examines early modern popular games in terms of religious and 

political attitudes to the Sabbath. Significantly, this was a doctoral thesis 

in history which is far more concerned with the politics of play than its 

forms or variants.95 

Not all historians, however, are as dismissive of the experience of sport 

itself. The ‘text’ of the game itself can be successfully set in the ‘context’ 

of history as David Underdown’s exemplary Start of Play: Cricket and 

Culture in Eighteenth Century England reveals. Underdown uses his vast 

knowledge of social structure, religion and politics to explore the subtle 

relationship between the upper-class patrons of sport and the farmers and 

rural artisans who made up the bulk of the teams. He shows convincingly 

how cricket was both ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’, combining a detailed 

account of the game itself with an assured grasp of the wider social context 

in which it was played.96 

The continued importance of traditional sports during the process of 

transformation in the later nineteenth century has been carefully examined 

by Alan Metcalfe in his important research on Northumberland miners and 

by Neil Tranter on quoiting in the Stirling area.97 Both offer important 

insights into traditional sports and reveal how different kinds of 

disciplinary training – Metcalfe came from physical education, Tranter 

from historical demography – can complement each other. There has been 

a marked interest in researching traditional forms of folk football from 

scholarly antiquarians and conventional historians, both of whom have 

patiently combed through early-nineteenth-century newspapers to show 

that forms of popular ‘football’ were played long before rugby created its 

myth of origin in the figure of William Webb Ellis at Rugby school.98 

German historians have shown very little interest in traditional forms of 

sport. Wolfgang Behringer notes that ‘the early modern period represents 

an absolute nadir in sporting history, between the high points of Olympian 

antiquity or the chivalric middle ages and the nineteenth century’.99 He then 

proceeds to survey the state of sport in early modern Europe across 
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Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain and England. However, the 

bulk of his examples come from the social elite, whose activities were far 

better recorded than those of the poor. Hence, ‘traditional sports’ in the 

sense of ‘village sports’ get only a passing mention. However, he clearly 

demonstrates the popularity of sports, especially ball games such as pallone 

or jeu de paume, observing that ‘the upper classes took up the popular 

games of the common people and refined, standardized and 

institutionalized them by erecting permanent sporting venues’, adding that 

‘mass sport maintained a low level of institutionalization: low tech 

competitions in running, jumping, wrestling, swimming, throwing, 

weightlifting and rowing, guild entertainments such as boat tournaments 

on water and, in the North, ice skating’.100 Behringer has recently attempted 

an ambitious large-scale history of sport from the ‘ancient Olympics to the 

twenty-first century’, published in German, which deserves to be better 

known among anglophone scholars.101 However, even here in a book of 

over 400 pages only 80 are devoted to the period of over a thousand years 

from the early middle ages to the seventeenth century. 
French sports history has also neglected traditional sports. Eugen Weber 

not only was a pioneer of the historical study of modern sport in France but 

he also wrote a classic work on the decline of traditional rural culture, 

Peasants into Frenchmen. Surprisingly this large work has very little on 

traditional sports.102 Weber did, however, draw attention to the effort to 

revive various traditional sports in the face of the sudden spread of English 

sports to France in the 1880s, although it was Pierre-Alban Lebecq, 

working from within the physical education tradition, who provided a fuller 

account of this remarkable moment when France might have re-invented 

its traditional sports and taken a different route to modernity.103 Lebecq’s 

book gives an account of Paschal Grousset, a radical Republican and 

secular nationalist, who promoted traditional French sports through the 

Ligue Nationale d’Education Physique in order to resist the spread of 

British sports. Grousset’s programme, which featured traditional sports 

such as barette (a team ball game), enjoyed initial success. However, these 

events were poorly organized and overwhelmed by the British sports 

promoted by the energetic young Parisian anglophiles, the most famous of 

whom was Pierre de Coubertin. The exception was the Bordeaux area, 

where the efforts of an equally determined character, Phillipe Tissié, 

ingeniously combined traditional and modern sports with gymnastics in the 
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Ligue Girondine de l’Education Physique, although even there rugby 

eventually carried all before it.104 

While physical educationalists dominated the study of traditional sports 

in France and Belgium, in Ireland where the revival of traditional sports 

was very successful, the disciplinary bias was reversed with sports history 

completely dominated by mainstream history. ‘Sports History Ireland’, the 

organizing body which has hosted an annual conference since 2001, is run 

by social and political historians. Irish sports history has been primarily 

concerned with the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), founded in 1884 

to provide an alternative to British sports and based on the traditional Irish 

sports of hurling, gaelic football and handball. Historical work has stressed 

the political and military role of the GAA in the struggle for Irish 

independence.105 However, recently a ‘revisionist’ group have pointed out 

that what appears ‘traditional’ was in many ways modern: the GAA adopted 

modern forms of organization and an amateur ideology of sport derived 

from the Victorians. It was the fusion of both elements that made the GAA 

the largest and most successful voluntary organization in Ireland.106 It is 

also this unique success which enabled the GAA to fund the largest oral 

and public history project on sports history ever attempted, which has 

produced an enormous digitally searchable oral archive of traditional Irish 

sports.107 

Modern sports 

If there is a single distinguishing feature in the treatment of modern sports 

by historians as opposed to others working in the field of sport history, it 

is the insistence that sport must be fully contextualized, i.e. set in the widest 

possible relationship to the society in which it takes place. It is a 

commonplace that sport is not ‘autonomous’. All those who work on sport 

in one way or another try to link it to the world in which it exists. But the 

historian’s task is to prioritize those connections – ‘only connect’ is the 

guiding principle – and the study of ‘deep context’ is usually the goal, 

though this has been modified by a ‘cultural turn’ in deconstructing key 

individuals, events or texts.108 The great strength of history is its elasticity, 

its willingness to accept the complex interplay of continuity and change. 

Historians tend to see the past as a palimpsest in which one set of practices 

or values is overlaid on another and to elucidate the resulting tensions. 
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This concern with context comes out clearly in the particular ways 

historians link sport with ‘leisure’. Historians of British sport have also 

been historians of leisure: James Walvin wrote the first academic history 

of football and a general history of leisure;109 Peter Bailey was a historian 

of the music hall, who also wrote Leisure and Class in Victorian Britain – 

a key text on the development of rational recreation;110 Hugh 

Cunningham’s Leisure in the Industrial Revolution was one of the first 

texts to challenge the ‘leisure vacuum’ hypothesis, i.e. that there was a 

collapse in old forms of sport before the rise of new ones.111 More recently, 

Peter Borsay’s major survey of leisure in Britain from 1500 to 2000 uses 

categories such as class, identity, place, space and time to bring sport into 

a creative historical relationship with other elements of leisure such as 

holidays, music and dancing. He integrates a wide range of sports into his 

text in this way and manages to bring out new and important connections 

and continuities.112 

In France, Alain Corbin similarly insisted in including sport in his edited 

collection on the history of leisure, even adding a short section on football 

himself.113 The main treatment of sport in Corbin’s volume is by Georges 

Vigarello, who stresses the increasingly exact measurement of time and 

greater stress on the scientific training of the body for ‘productivity’. This 

chapter focuses on the body itself in a way most historians avoid.114 He 

passes the ‘serious history’ test, although Vigarello is not a mainstream 

historian but someone who moved into the history of medicine and sport 

from physical education and social science. The bulk of his work is on 

health, technology and the body and his role with Corbin as co-editor of 

the three-volume Histoire du Corps is a substantial historical 

achievement.115 Where Vigarello differs from most other professional 

historians is not in his scholarship or the questions he asks but in his 

broader interest in the body. 
As already noted, in France it is striking that the main historians of 

football as opposed to all other sports are drawn from social history.116 In 

his short essay on the game Corbin attempts to explains why football is so 

appealing: 

Football puts on open display the multiple functions of leisure and 

spectator sport. These quickly transformed daily life and collective 

memory. From the late nineteenth century football established its 

territorial loyalties. It was already an element of social integration; 
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already a way of creating an identity; the ‘them’ and ‘us’ mentality of 

the fans was a way of reinforcing personal identity.117 

This kind of ‘soft functionalism’ is attractive to historians, setting out ways 

to link sport to wider forms of social change without being too prescriptive. 

This leads the historian of sport into questions of social cohesion and the 

sustaining of ‘community’ in an increasingly individualistic world. It gives 

particular importance within sport to the formation of clubs, which in 

gymnastics were called ‘cercle’ or ‘société’ in France or Belgium and had a 

common festive dimension. The idea of ‘sociability’ is a key theme which 

has been imported into sports history from mainstream history, notably 

through the work of Maurice Agulhon on the culture of French 

republicanism.118 

While social and cultural history emerged as new and important areas of 

history, economic history went into decline. New quantitative and 

statistical approaches pushed economic history out of history and into 

economics. Economic history, which had been a key part of the wider 

general discipline of history, collapsed and with it the economic history of 

sport. Hence the biggest gap in the historical profession’s coverage of sport 

is arguably economic, notably the relative speed of the processes of 

professionalization and commercialization and the impact of the media on 

the profitability of sport. Wray Vamplew has ploughed a lonely furrow 

with his work on the income of professional sportsmen and on sports 

organizations as (in his terms) ‘utility maximizers’ rather than ‘profit 

maximizers’.119 The ‘economic gap’ has been filled by journalists whose 

accounts of the ‘sports business’ are suggestive but not based on rigorous 

academic research. Surprisingly, the history of the sports media and its 

connection to the economics of sport is also seriously under-researched. 
Political and international history, however, have flourished alongside 

social and cultural history and this has had a significant impact on the 

history of sport. Barbara Keys’s Globalising Sport explores the interplay of 

nationalism and internationalism in the 1930s in the United States, Nazi 

Germany and the Soviet Union.120 Eisenberg has noted the new interest of 

historians of inter-war Germany in sport.121 Schiller and Young similarly 

identify a new group of scholars of Nazism, who are increasingly interested 

in sport as an area of relative autonomy or ‘eigensinn’, citing in particular 

the work of Nils Havemann on the Deutsche Fussball Bund in the Nazi era 

and of Shelley Baranowski on the Kraft Durch Freude movement.122 
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Here German history is following Soviet history. Robert Edelman’s 

Serious Fun provided a model of the way in which sport could partially 

insulate the citizen from the totalitarian state. This took the story of sport 

in the Soviet Union beyond the institutional structure first mapped by 

Riordan;123 Edelman was interested in the history and culture of the Soviet 

fan.124 By publishing his subsequent work on Spartak Moscow in the 

American Historical Review, Edelmann staked out a claim for sports 

history at the highest level of historical scholarship just as Eugen Weber 

had done 35 years before.125 However, this remains the exception rather 

than the rule. There is still relatively little coverage of sports history in the 

major history journals. The mass of material is in specialist journals which 

have a very limited readership. These journals have permitted a large 

amount of material to be published, but with the exception of Great Britain 

and Ireland, and allowing for a major input from historians in North 

America, most of this historical research has come from scholars who are 

not historians. 
In terms of productivity the subject is in rude good health. More 

professional historians are being attracted to sport as the first wave bow 

out. More of those trained in the physical education tradition are moving 

into general history, often in new and fertile ways. Daphne Bolz, for 

example, has recently used a comparative study of German and Italian 

fascism to bring together the architectural and political history of sport.126 

The possibilities for large cross-cultural projects using the skills of all those 

working on sport history across different disciplines is evident and inviting. 

The Arts and Humanities Research Council in Britain recently supported a 

project on how to approach the history of European sport led by scholars 

from three different academic disciplines but united by a common interest: 

a modern linguist, a historian and a sociologist.127 The purpose was not 

only to broaden the field of sports history but also to connect with the wider 

world of European studies, which was achieved by a special issue of the 

European Review.128 In addition, in order to make explicit the link between 

history and sociology, a special issue of the Journal of Historical Sociology 

was devoted to the disciplinary differences and similarities in studying 

European sport.129 Common themes of the increased role of market forces 

driven primarily by television emerged clearly in the final meeting of this 

seminar and were set out fully in an accompanying volume published in a 

series supported by the Economic and Social Research Council (GB) which 

was specifically designed to bring history and sociology together to discuss 

long-term shifts in contemporary culture.130 In a similar vein Philip Dine 
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from a department of French studies and Sean Crosson from film studies, 

both based in an Irish university, recently edited an interdisciplinary 

volume on the history of sport in Europe looking at ‘representation and 

evolving identities’.131 These are a few of the projects which have recently 

been undertaken. History is increasingly open to interdisciplinary work, 

which brings together media specialists and literary scholars as well as 

social scientists of all kinds, physical educators and, of course, historians 

themselves. 

Conclusion 

Attempting this review of the role of history within sports history reveals 

how little those involved in the subject have reflected on the different 

disciplinary approaches to it. Practitioners have been too involved in the 

task itself to spend much time thinking about the relative merits of the tools 

for analysis. What emerges from the mass of published work, however, are 

relatively clear dividing lines between disciplines. Historians themselves 

have mostly followed the conventional disciplinary path by producing 

analytic narratives of a single sport which both reflect the wider social 

forces at work and the reciprocal impact of sport on society. A notable 

example is the creation of a professional football league in latenineteenth-

century Britain which social historians have explained both in terms of its 

causes and its consequences in the creation of the new kind of working-

class culture. There is relatively little on the game itself or on ‘grand 

theory’. Historians have been more interested in the range and quality of 

their sources than in establishing a conceptual framework for explaining 

their subject. For historians, to describe something well is to explain it; and 

‘ideas’ are more important than ‘theories’. 

Historical explanation tends to be implicit whereas sociologists make 

explicit their debt to social theory whether in the form of Marx, Weber, 

Bourdieu, Foucault or Elias. Physical educationalists working on sports 

history, especially in Europe, have drawn strongly on such theorists – 

indeed it seems almost de rigeur to do so in the French STAPS system. 

Disciplines, of course, themselves evolve over time and the large amount 

of published work contains plenty of examples of the transcending of 

disciplinary divisions. However, as this extended analysis has revealed, 

there are deep differences which are entrenched. The historians seem to be 

in the ascendant with important new recruits to sports history coming in 

from mainstream history. The historical sociology of sport seems to be in 
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decline but anthropologists are starting to take a greater interest. There is 

still a healthy diversity of approach within the subject in which the pace of 

publication shows no sign of slowing down and the range of geographical 

coverage is ever increasing. Sport is now recognized by most general 

historians as a lively and legitimate sub-discipline of mainstream history 

as well as a distinctive area of interdisciplinary research. The history of 

sport has come a long way in a relatively short time. The complex interplay 

of disciplinary traditions and ideas explored here not only reveal the 

problems for new collaborative research but also the rich possibilities of 

combining different approaches to our sporting past. 
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Sports History: Status, Definitions and Meanings 

Ross McKibbin 

In the years since the publication of Sport and the British has the standing of sports history, as 

a subject to be taught and written, risen? The answer is probably mixed. There has been a big 

expansion in the scholarly literature  of which Sport and the British is a distinguished 

representative  and sports history has also benefited from the general popularity of various kinds 

of social history in all the universities. It has further benefited from the willingness of some 

universities, such as De Montfort, to specialize in the history of sport at both graduate and 

undergraduate level and so to create several generations of historians with a specific training in 

sport and its history, and, like social history more widely, it has probably gained from the 

declining popularity of economic history in the universities. But the picture is not unclouded. 

Sports history has probably suffered from the rise of ‘cultural’ history and cultural studies: we 

might have expected that the history of sport fitted well with cultural history but in practice it 

has not. With its marked emphasis upon linguistic and discursive analysis, contemporary 

cultural history does not readily lend itself to the study of sport. In my own university, Oxford, 

the two courses which specifically included the history of sport have both been abolished and 

replaced by heavily cultural courses which do not. The history of sport thus has to take its 

chance with the rest. There seems no agreement on where it fits. 
The second problem is that the history of sport is actually very hard to write and thus to teach, 

because it is very hard to conceptualize. In a sense the founding generation of sports historians, 

like Richard Holt, had a fairly clear path. When they began much of the basic, necessary 

scholarly history had not been done. Even at an institutional level  who founded 
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what clubs, when and why, who were the spectators, how were the rules 

devised, what was the economics and politics of sport  there were questions 

to be answered (and some still are). Furthermore, the pioneers had to 

establish the legitimacy of sport as a proper historical subject  given the 

centrality of sport to Western societies a surprisingly hard thing to do. This 

was what we might call the primary history of sport. But behind the 

primary there lurks a secondary history, more difficult to write and more 

difficult to place within the subject. In Sport and the British Holt 

recognized this difficulty by separating his essay on the historical 

sociology of sport from the rest of the narrative. The history of sport is here 

probably no different from the history of any other human activity, but 

because it is newer and an aspect of social history, expectations are higher. 

There is one other reason why the ‘secondary’ history of sport is so difficult 

to teach and write, and that is because there is little agreement as to what 

exactly is ‘sport’ and what precisely are the emotions, satisfactions and 

disappointments that are involved in it. 
Part of the problem of definition is the relationship between sport and 

‘play’. Play might be thought a kind of animal activity whose pleasures are 

not unique to human beings: it involves freedom and spontaneity, whereas 

sport involves discipline, organization and competition. Allen Guttmann, 

in juxtaposing two different photos of Roger Bannister, one on a beach, 

one at Iffley Road on the day he broke the four-minute mile, suggests that 

that the difference between Bannister’s ‘ecstatic moment’ on the beach and 

his ‘triumphant run’ at Iffley Road is the difference between play and 

modern sport.1 Play, but not sport, is, therefore, ‘any nonutilitarian physical 

or intellectual activity pursued for its own sake’.2 But Guttmann’s 

definition would not always be accepted by others. Huizinga, in Homo 

Ludens, constructed a whole theory of culture based upon play and argued 

that sport, far from being a disciplined form of play, was in fact a 

pathological variation of play  one of the worst characteristics of modern 

society. Roger Caillois, in another famous study, argued that play was a 

‘total activity’ which involved a totality of ‘human behaviour and 

interests’. Few disciplines, least of all sociology or history he argued, have 

had much to offer in the understanding of this total activity. The 

conclusions of sociology or history are ‘without true meaning or impact, 

unless they are interpreted within the context of the central problem posed 

by the indivisibility of the world of play’.3 Caillois, in order to establish 

true meaning, constructed an elaborate categorization of ‘games’, which 

are organized forms of play. 
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The definitions offered by Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning have 

probably been more influential and seem based on conditions most of us 

have experienced. ‘Whether’, Elias argued, 

it is the mimetic battle of a soccer game, a baseball game, a tennis 

tournament, an ice-hockey match, a bicycle race, a boxing match ... or 

any other variety of the sports contests which abound in our world ... 

the liberating effect, the release from stress tensions that is provided, 

first, by the spectacle of the mock-battle, and then by its 

tensionrelieving, the victory of one side or the other. In that case, the 

freeing from tension through the triumph of victory has not been 

achieved through acts of violence.4 

‘In advanced industrial societies’, they conclude, ‘leisure activities form an 

enclave for the socially approved arousal of moderate excitement in public’.5 

Moderate excitement is essential for the socio-psychological well-being of 

humans, and since the civilizing process forbids unorganized violence, sports, 

strongly rule-bound and socially sanctioned, meet that need. This argument is 

close to the widely-held view that sport is a compensatory activity: the more 

our lives are rule-bound and work-centred the more we need the ‘emotional 

time-outs’ and organized violence of modern sports.6 

There is, thus, probably a lowest-common-denominator definition of 

sport: it is socially-sanctioned competitive play which creates and releases 

psychological and physical tension. But even as a lowest common 

denominator there are problems with such a definition. One is the 

relationship between sport and work. The above definitions all at least 

imply that sport is the antithesis of work, and a necessary antithesis. This 

has always been part of its appeal, and the way it has been presented. ‘The 

Army isn’t ALL work’ said a recruiting poster of 1919, which depicted a 

soldier in uniform standing beside one in football gear and one in cricket 

dress.7 Furthermore, to the comparatively small number of metropolitan 

upper-middle-class men who devised the rules of nearly all modern sports, 

play-sport was not only not work but was, particularly, not physical labour, 

to which it was opposed and superior. The amateur code and the occasional 

specific barring of sport to labourers was a consequence. Yet we know that 

play-sport has not developed as they would have wished. All the great 

amateur codes, like rugby union, are now fully professional, as is the 

Olympic Games. This has presumably not surprised Marxist historians of 

sport, like Rigauer, for whom sport is simply a capitalist division of labour 

and where the sportsman is now surrounded by a battery of managers, 

trainers, agents and public-relations people.8 That the majority of those 
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who play sport are not highly professionalized nor surrounded by such a 

battery does not change the fact that those at the top of sport are. Indeed, 

any scholar who believes that modern life is based upon an increasing 

division of labour must take the view that sport is more like work than play. 

Yet, even for those at top, it is a funny kind of work. They must play, they 

must train and increasingly their styles of life are controlled. That can be 

very demanding. Equally it leaves them with much time when they are not 

working; indeed, not really doing anything. Tony Adams’s revealing 

autobiography Addicted suggests that many of the problems he had in his 

early life were a result of the fact that, even as an increasingly successful 

footballer, he simply had too little to do. The out-of-hours culture of 

modern professional sport, especially of football and the rugby codes, is 

partly a result of that. 
Division of labour also implies that fewer will play, though at a much 

higher standard, but that many more will watch. Yet how far do the 

spectators share the same sporting experiences as the players? Is ‘sport’ the 

same for those who watch as those who play? There is no obvious answer 

to thesequestions.Itisfair toassumethatformanyspectatorssportdoesmean 

physical excitement, the creation and release of tension  which they share 

with the players. It can also mean social and geographical identification: to 

neighbourhood, town and country. At the same time, however, the 

requirements of the spectators can change the nature of the sport. The 

American scholar G.P. Stone has suggested that the spectators have largely 

destroyed the sense of play in sport: ‘The game [American football], 

inherently immoral and ennobling of its players, seems to be giving way to 

the spectacle, inherently immoral and debasing. With the massification of 

sport, spectators begin to outnumber participants in overwhelming 

proportions, and the spectator, as the name implies, encourages the 

spectacular  the dis-play.’9 Although there are strong value judgements 

here, we see what he means. Yet it could be argued that pandering to the 

spectators might restore play to a sport. Probably no sport has been so 

changed by what it is thought the spectators want than cricket. The whole 

point of one-day cricket and the changed rules which govern it  and even 

more so with Twenty/20  is to give spectators flashy and self-consciously 

exciting cricket. And on the Indian subcontinent at least that is what they 

want. Though deplored by many, short-time cricket, by encouraging swift 

scoring and risky batting, is probably more ‘playful’ than long-time cricket 

like Tests. Furthermore, we should remember how much of the scholarly 

literature was until recently about football hooliganism. The hooligans as 
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such did not significantly affect the way football was played  though they 

certainly affected where and when it could be played, sometimes 

disastrously  nonetheless, football was the occasion for hooliganism and 

hooliganism was largely a result of a change in the sociology of football’s 

spectators. On balance, it seems to me the relationship between spectators 

and players is highly complicated, one difficult for historians to define 

clearly. 
Then there is sport as religion. This is a methodological minefield since 

we talk of sport as religion in a variety of ways. We frequently use it as a 

metaphor. ‘Sport is the religion of the working class’. ‘Sport is a religion 

in Australia’. The Sydney Morning Herald recently said of the cricket 

World Cup: ‘In three countries where cricket is confused for religion the 

World Cup begins.’10 By this we could simply mean  and often do  that 

sport was exceptionally important in the social life of the working class, 

Australia or the Indian subcontinent, and such a metaphor is a useful way 

of saying that. Yet it has long been known that some sports, particularly 

football, do make ‘religious’ claims  if religion is thought to involve 

transcendence or the sacred  on their supporters. And these claims are often 

consciously designed to have a tragic quality. The grief felt in Manchester 

after the Munich crash (1958) is now represented at Old Trafford by the 

clock permanently stopped at the moment of the crash. This is even truer 

of Liverpool’s reaction to the Hillsborough disaster (1989). The depth of 

popular feeling, which could only be described as religious and whose first 

manifestations were clearly spontaneous, surprised many.11 The requiem 

mass at Liverpool’s Christ the King (Roman Catholic) cathedral was a 

remarkable demonstration of popular religious devotion. Anfield acquired 

a sacred character. Like the Munich air crash and Manchester United, the 

disaster has been incorporated into Liverpool FC’s history, and sustained 

by the burning sense of injustice on Merseyside. The names of the dead are 

now carved on either side of the main gates at Anfield. In retrospect we 

might see this as the first example of new forms of mourning which were 

spectacularly obvious after Princess Diana’s death, and are now 

international practice. The reaction in Hannover to the recent suicide of its 

(and Germany’s) senior goalie, Robert Enke, is an example: widespread 

grief expressed in devotional terms in which the German government felt 

obliged to participate; while the real centre of mourning and its rituals was 

Hannover 96’s ground, not a church. 
Football as religion can also produce a remarkable iconography. Michael 

Brown’s version of Piero Della Francesca’s ‘Resurrection’ is almost an 



172 R. McKibbin 

 

exact copy of the original except that the figure emerging from the tomb is 

not Christ but Eric Cantona, and the sleeping soldiers are David Beckham, 

Paul Scholes and the Neville brothers. Even more remarkable is the 

painting by two Sikh twins, Amrit and Rabindra Singh, of the Beckhams 

and their son, Brooklyn. David is depicted as the god Shiva, Victoria as 

Parvati and Brooklyn as Ganesh. The throne on which they sit rests upon 

popular magazines and papers and four men are bringing gifts  all football-

related. Victoria is holding a microphone and two angels, one with a cat’s 

head and the other with a dog’s, shower them with gold. Iconographically, 

however, it could also be a pieta` or Holy Family. 

It is very difficult for the historian to know what to make of these.12 The 

simplest answer might be that of the Buddhist monk in Bangkok who 

deposited a golden statue of Beckham in his temple: ‘Football has become 

a religion and we have to share the feelings of millions who admire 

Beckham.’ But the Singh’s portrait, though they insisted it was not 

blasphemous, plainly does have a satirical element and was partly a 

depiction of modern celebrity. Furthermore, most other sports, though they 

can have passionate followers, do not have this religious aura. Martina 

Navratilova dug out a small piece of the centre court the last time she 

played at Wimbledon (though it turned out to be not the last time) which, 

to her, obviously had some kind of sacred character. Nonetheless, few of 

us would identify Wimbledon as a sacred occasion, or even something like 

the Ashes, the bearer of much of both Britain’s and Australia’s sporting 

tradition. Although most sports, as John Hargreaves points out, have 

elaborate ceremonial traditions,13 none seems to have the religious 

character routinely claimed for football. And if so, why should football be 

different? How deeply do these ‘religious’ feelings go? What do they mean 

to the supporters? Is the extraordinary significance of football, way beyond 

other sports, in Europe, Latin America and, increasingly, the Middle East 

and Asia because it is, unlike other sports, a form of religion? C.E. 

Ashworth has argued that sport gets its ‘sacred’ character because, unlike 

everyday life, it represents reality. ‘Social life is a game itself, but its 

outcomes ... are all profane, deceptive illusions, while on the field of sport 

outcomes are ‘‘sacred’’, that is they reconcile ‘‘essence’’ and ‘‘existence’’, 

they make that which appears-to-be, real.’14 Yet in no sport are all 

participants equal, and they know it. Furthermore, beyond football, it is 

hard to think of sports which reconcile essence and existence in this way. 

What might be true is that participants and spectators feel they understand 

the meaning of sport and its processes  its ‘facts’, especially as most sports 
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are graded such that all levels of competence are represented and the facts 

are acquired relatively easily. It is difficult, on the other hand, to be a non-

league nuclear physicist. Nonetheless, at the moment we really do not 

know the answers to these questions. 
Almost an equally dangerous minefield is the relationship of sport to 

gender. There is now a large literature on this subject, but the relationship 

still seems puzzling and complicated. Historically, as we know, modern 

sport has been very much a masculine affair and women have often felt 

(and were) excluded. Many women, partly as a result, have actually been 

hostile to sport, especially if it seems to disrupt family life. Sport is an 

activity where the sexual division of labour still operates. On the other 

hand, from the late nineteenth century onwards, women played sport and 

throughout the twentieth century have achieved formal equality with men. 

At the Olympic Games all events are now open to women; the old 

discriminations  women, for example, not being strong enough to run long-

distance races, let alone the marathon  have all gone. Women have been, 

and are, sporting stars. In tennis Suzanne Lenglen was definitely a star, 

more starry than her male contemporaries, as have been many of her 

successors. The centre court at Wimbledon will be sold out for the 

women’s singles final. But tennis, with the possible exception of athletics 

and, in a limited way, golf, is almost unique in this. And we should note 

that not one leading woman tennis player has a female coach  something 

true of nearly all prominent sportswomen, whether they play as individuals 

or in teams. The women’s Ashes were played in 2011 (Australia won), but 

virtually no one came to see the Tests. Women’s football matches are 

hardly reported at all and few attend the matches.15 Yet it still seems an 

open question as to why this should be so. An obvious explanation is that 

sport simply reflects the historic social exclusion of women in all spheres. 

But it might also be something peculiar to sport: that it is in some way 

intrinsically masculine. But since today even the most physical of sports is 

open to women this argument must be questionable. What is the right 

argument, however, if there is one, again we don’t altogether know. 
Sport is one of the most remarkable of human activities: it involves the 

emotions and forms of creativity few others do. But, like all such activities, 

it is difficult to embrace within a single argument or discipline. The 

toughest questions are those posed by the sociologists and anthropologists: 

there is, however, little agreement as to the answers. Nevertheless, the 

subject has also to be written historically. The sociological and 

anthropological questions are not timeless. On the contrary, they change 
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significantly over time. Furthermore, that pioneering generation of sports 

historians has given us both a basis of knowledge and an intellectual 

framework unavailable to those who were interested in sport 30 or 40 years 

ago. The problem seems to be to integrate the work both of historians and 

sociologists  to write a historical sociology of sport, or, since it might not 

be possible to generalize confidently about ‘sport’, of sports. 
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watch gymnastics, and here women have aesthetic and physical advantages 

over men. Young women gymnasts, at least in the opinion of judges and 

crowds, attain a perfection which men seem unable to do. 
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An impressive body of sports history research has accumulated over the 

past 30 years or so, in Britain and elsewhere. ‘As small as the history of 

sport may be’, Douglas Booth has noted, ‘the volume of literature is vast’.1 

Booth’s own major contribution to this literature, The Field: Truth and 

Fiction in Sport History (2005), along with the responses it provoked, might 

be read as an indication that sports history had arrived and was taking itself 

seriously. A critique of the ways in which sports historians go about their 

business was overdue and Booth’s categorization of methodologies  

constructionist, reconstructionist and deconstructionist  was broadly 

helpful, even if some found it perplexing. Booth argued that sports 

historians tended to shy away from methodological introspection and were 

inclined to avoid ‘questions about empiricist notions of certainty and 

veracity’. More optimistically, he discerned an ongoing shift ‘with 

practitioners moving away from the study of sport as social practice 

towards the interpretation of sporting identities and cultures’.2 It is hard to 

deny that sports historians were slow starters in the race to the cultural turn. 

However, once some of them had reached it, a debate about the nature and 

practice of sports history could begin, echoing the wider discussion among 

historians initiated by Hayden White, Keith Jenkins and Alun Munslow. 

Indeed, it could be argued that this process was already under way in the 

United States where sports historians were first confronted with 

postmodernity in the shape of Synthia Sydnor’s provocative take on the 

history of synchronized swimming.3 

In this sense, as the editors of the Routledge Companion to Sports 

History (2010) have argued, the history of sport has ceased to be an 

‘academic curiosity’. Its practitioners no longer have to suffer the ‘smirks 

and repressed laughs’ of historians working in more traditional areas who 

viewed sport as an irrelevant sideshow.4 One hopes they are right but 
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doubts persist, not least within the academic community clustered around 

sports history as a sub-discipline. In part, this derives from the institutional 

locations in which those who teach and research sports history find 

themselves. Relatively few are employed in university history departments. 

They are more likely to be attached to ‘physical education’ or fighting their 

corner in ‘sports studies’, where the distinctive contribution of history to 

the study of sport is harnessed to the pursuit of the relevant, so often 

confused with the topical, the fashionable and the fundable. They are not, 

of course, alone in this predicament, but it is unhelpful in establishing their 

credentials. Perhaps this explains why sports historians are sometimes 

accused of conversing only with each other and of failing to establish a 

dialogue with fellow historians working in other fields. Martin Johnes, 

writing of sports history in Britain, has observed recently that, though it is 

alive and kicking, it exists largely outside the mainstream. ‘The pages of 

its journals may be full’, he observes, ‘but few historians read them who 

are not already involved in working on sport’.5 
Sports historians working in British universities are now routinely 

required to demonstrate that their research has ‘impact’, if only to satisfy 

the requirements of the Research Excellence Framework. In these 

circumstances Johnes’s observation is worrying, for if the work of sports 

historians makes little impact on other historians, there is little hope that it 

will be valued by anyone else, except perhaps as a harmless diversion 

pursued by the modern-day equivalent of ‘fans with typewriters’. What 

follows is an attempt to assess the impact that research in sports history has 

made on recent work that engages with the broad sweep of nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century British history, principally mainstream works of 

synthesis with which undergraduates might be expected to engage. Books 

by Juliet Gardiner, Martin Pugh, David Kynaston, Dominic Sandbrook and 

Alwyn Turner which tackle shorter periods in depth and sometimes at great 

length will also be considered. If sports history, as Mike Cronin recently 

suggested, has spent ‘too long talking to itself’, this seems a good time to 

assess the extent to which that conversation has been overheard and taken 

into account.6 It is also useful to ask what benefit sports historians might 

derive from engaging with general histories of this kind. 
Few historians would now survey any period of modern British history 

with sport ‘left out’. This, however, may say more about the importance of 

sport in contemporary society than it does about the impact made by sports 

historians. We are constantly rewriting history in the sense of reinterpreting 

the past in order to make sense of the present and it would be hard to deny 
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that sport now plays a hugely important part in many people’s lives, not 

least in helping to shape a sense of who they are and where they belong, 

key issues for social and cultural historians. Thus there are good reasons 

why those who write about the history of sport in Britain should now see 

themselves as part of a wider academic community. If, as Dave Russell has 

observed, we have reached a point when ‘eyebrows are no longer raised 

(or, at least, not so high) when one admits to studying play for a living’, it 

is because the emergence of sports history in Britain is ‘part of the wider 

explosion of interest in social and cultural history’.7 Thus, while Cronin is 

right to suggest that sports historians spend more time in their particular 

comfort zone than is good for them, we should also recognize that the 

social and cultural history of sport does offer a way into the mainstream. 
With this in mind, it may be useful to begin by identifying three works 

that have been especially important in raising awareness of sport as a 

subject that historians should take seriously. First, Tony Mason’s 

Association Football and English Society (1981) raised the profile of sport 

as a suitable subject for historical study. The approach was 

methodologically conservative, classically empiricist even, but this helps 

to explain why it was so important at the time of its publication.8 Second, 

Richard Holt’s massively influential Sport and the British (1989) supplied 

a landmark of a different kind by identifying key themes and working them 

into a sequential framework which allowed for an explanation of the 

development of British sport over a long period, while maintaining 

throughout a historian’s eye for contingency and particularity. ‘The 

interplay of change and continuity’, he noted, ‘persistence in some things 

and innovation in others, is too complex to be fitted into a simple 

modernization model.’9 Holt’s major themes  pre-industrial sport, 

Victorian amateurism, sport in urban society, sport and national identity, 

commercialized sport  have effectively set the research agenda for British 

sports historians for 25 years. Moreover, if footnote citations are a reliable 

indicator, Holt remains the starting-point for anyone seeking to incorporate 

sport into a general survey of nineteenth- and twentieth century British 

history. 

Finally, Ross McKibbin’s chapter on ‘The Sporting Life’ in his Classes 

and Cultures (1998) identified sport as ‘one of the most powerful of 

England’s civil cultures’, not least on account of its role in shaping the 

modern world and the English view of themselves as part of it.10 Thus 

sports history, a sub-discipline, was effectively located within the larger 

realm of cultural history, alongside, for example, the culture of religion and 
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belief. Many years before, E.P. Thompson had famously signalled his 

ambition to rescue ‘the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott’ (among 

others) ‘from the enormous condescension of posterity’.11 Now the 

follower, deluded or otherwise, of Manchester United or Middlesbrough, 

Harlequins or Hull Kingston Rovers, along with the club cricketer, the 

pigeon fancier, the pub darts player, the flat- or crown green bowler and 

even the hopeful punter venturing a few shillings on a greyhound or a 

racehorse, has their place in social and cultural history as currently 

researched and written. 

The impact of these developments is evident in A New England?, G.R. 

Searle’s contribution to the New Oxford History of England series, where 

the influence of Holt, in particular, is manifest. Though the sporting life of 

late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century England is to some extent 

crowded out by a more traditional preoccupation with politics, it finds a 

place here. Searle uses sport to illustrate the importance of class and status 

distinctions in the making of social identities, drawing heavily on the 

discussion of amateurism in Sport and the British to make his point. He 

then goes on to discuss the development of spectator sport as part of an 

emerging leisure sector wherein it competed with cycling, music halls, trips 

to the seaside and various improving hobbies. ‘Without comparing and 

contrasting sports with other leisure forms’, as Martin Johnes has argued, 

‘historians will struggle to understand the historical significance of 

sport.’12 Indeed, there is much to be gained from setting Victorian and 

Edwardian sport in this wider context. Searle also notes that sport, which 

may have accounted for as much as three per cent of gross national product 

by the 1890s, merits attention ‘simply as an economic phenomenon’.13 It 

seems odd, therefore, that it hardly features in Martin Daunton’s economic 

and social history of Britain from the midnineteenth to the mid-twentieth 

century, though it does receive brief consideration as one of a number of 

‘cultures of consumption’. Again, the contextualization is significant and 

it is clear that Daunton’s discussion of gambling, for example, has been 

much influenced by the work of 
McKibbin.14 

It has to be said, however, that neither Searle nor Daunton seem 

especially comfortable when dealing with sport. Searle seems determined 

to keep Holt close at hand, following him even into one of the few 

backwaters of sporting knowledge where he is unreliable and thus confuses 

the Corinthians with the Corinthian-Casuals, a later manifestation of 

gentlemanly amateurism in English football.15 Daunton also seems a little 
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shaky on some important details. Confronted with a wide canvas, there are 

occasions when use of the broad brush is justified, but it is misleading to 

claim that public schools ‘avoided’ association football; some did and 

some  notably Eton and Harrow  did not. Similarly, though league cricket 

clubs in Lancashire often employed one or two professionals, it was 

essentially a game played by working-class amateurs rather than a 

‘professional club game’. That said, Daunton’s key conclusion  that ‘sport 

was generally segregated on class lines’  is sound enough.16 It may seem 

pernickety to draw attention to minor aberrations and there are few whose 

work contains no errors of this kind, but they tend to occur when historians 

have strayed into territory with which they are relatively unfamiliar. Martin 

Pugh’s very useful chapter on sport in We Danced All Night, his revisionist 

view of British society in the inter-war years, comes briefly unstuck when 

discussing the on-off relationship between the Football Association and 

FIFA, which he refers to as the ‘International Football League’.17 This is 

simply to say that the general surveys reviewed here deal better with some 

areas than others and that their authors are more likely to deal confidently 

with social policy or party politics than club cricket in Lancashire or the 

governance of world football. 
This reservation notwithstanding, it is encouraging that historians now 

seek to locate sport within the conceptual frameworks that they develop to 

explain their chosen periods. It has not always been so. Sir Robert Ensor’s 

England 18701914 (1936), for example, made an significant connection 

between ‘the rise of the suburban middle class’ and ‘the development of 

organised games’ but lumped sport into a chapter entitled ‘Mental and 

Social Aspects’, along with religion and miscellaneous ‘sex questions’.18 

Though Daunton’s coverage is brief, sport is set within a larger argument 

about changing patterns of consumption. ‘As the economy grew’, he notes, 

‘people were able to escape from the narrow constraints of mere 

survival.’19 This meant that more of them had more to spend on experiential 

goods, of which sport was one. Searle’s discussion is similarly framed, 

though he argues that the increase in leisure time available to consumers at 

the end of the nineteenth century was as important as the growth of 

disposable income in creating an economic climate in which sport and 

other commercialized entertainments could prosper.20 As far as sports 

historians are concerned these insights are helpful and enhance our 

understanding of the necessary preconditions for the emergence of 

professional sport in its recognizably modern form. 
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Similar tendencies are evident in the treatment of sport in the inter-war 

period by Pugh and Juliet Gardiner. Pugh’s bibliography indicates a 

reliance on the usual suspects (Mason, Holt, McKibbin) though he also 

draws on recent work by Mike Huggins and Jack Williams. Foreigners, he 

observes, tended to regard the British as ‘almost comically obsessed by 

sport’ and the strength of this obsession in all its complexity is neatly 

exemplified by his reference to the 1925 University Boat Race, an elite 

sporting event in every sense, when the Oxford boat became waterlogged. 

‘TRAGEDY OF THE BOAT RACE’, reported the mass-circulation News 

of the World, ‘as though recording a major national disaster’. Pugh is 

especially sensitive to the impact of class on sport and arguing, for 

example, that fast-bowler Harold Larwood, treated unfairly by the 

patricians at Lords after the ‘bodyline’ Test series of 19321933, was a 

‘victim of the British class system and the hypocrisy of those who 

dominated [cricket]’.21 The significance of gender is acknowledged only 

briefly, though this may reflect the as yet under-researched history of 

women’s sport. It features rather more in Gardiner’s The Thirties, where 

the achievements of various ‘Speed Queens’, mainly upper-class women 

in aviation and motor sport, receive considerable attention.22 Though both 

Pugh and Gardiner recognize the importance of new sports that emerged 

between the wars, speedway features only in Gardiner’s book, and then 

only in parentheses: ‘(speedway racing, introduced from Australia in 1928, 

proved immensely popular; by 1933 there were five tracks in the London 

area, and nationwide attendance figures were almost one and a quarter 

million)’.23 Once again, this may simply reflect a gap in the sports history 

literature where speedway is currently under-represented. 

Pugh’s chapter ‘Six Penn’orth of Hope’ makes the link between sport 

and gambling and Gardiner also draws attention to an activity that 

‘consumed the time and interest of far more people than played [sport] or 

even watched’.24 Before the late 1920s a visit to a racecourse had been an 

occasional treat reserved for high days and holidays. One of the attractions 

of greyhound racing was that it offered working-class spectators an 

opportunity to place a cash bet legally while enjoying a night’s 

entertainment at a conveniently located track where the dogs ran two or 

three times a week. At the same time, football pools, with Littlewoods to 

the fore, became embedded in the routines of family life. These innovations 

were largely responsible for rising expenditure on gambling in a period 

characterized by high unemployment. The importance assigned to this 

development by both Pugh and Gardiner reinforces McKibbin’s view that 
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it was ‘absolutely central to English sport and the place sport had in the 

national culture’.25 If sport was a national obsession, this was its most 

obvious manifestation. As Gardiner notes, this was one of the most 

significant discoveries made by George Orwell on his journey to Wigan 

Pier at a time when the Football League was delaying the publication of 

fixtures in order to frustrate the pools companies. Whereas few were 

moved by the rise of fascism and the prospect of renewed conflict with 

Germany, the socalled ‘pools war’ ‘flung all Yorkshire into a storm of 

fury’.26 
Most historians of post-war Britain readily acknowledge that sport, if not 

a national obsession, is an element of popular culture demanding serious 

attention. ‘Sport is immensely important to any serious attempt to 

reconstruct a nation’s collective life in any period since the mid-to-late 

nineteenth century’, observes Peter Hennessy, before incorporating the 

main body of his thoughts on sport in the 1950s into a chapter headed 

‘Society, Pleasure and the Imponderables’, an amorphous categorization in 

the style of Ensor.27 Hennessy’s priority is to convey the idea of sport as a 

source of pleasure, especially in the austere early 1950s. Brian Harrison, 

however, in Seeking a Role: The United Kingdom 19511970 is rather more 

successful in integrating sport with other aspects of British life. Here the 

approach is closer to that of Searle, Daunton and Pugh with sport analysed 

alongside other recreational activities available to consumers in the 1950s 

and 1960s. Harrison’s discussion is usefully organized around six defining 

trends: British sport became more diversified, more international, more 

meritocratic, more professional, more bureaucratic and more closely linked 

with the media as the period progressed.28 Though he is clearly aware of 

welcome developments in the historiography of sport and observes, for 

example, that ‘sports history has in recent years begun to transcend 

antiquarianism’, Harrison does not delve especially deeply into the 

specialist literature.29 Holt and Mason’s work on the post-1945 period is 

acknowledged, but Martin Polley’s Moving the Goalposts (1998) is a 

surprising omission from his bibliography, not least because it makes a 

point of exploring the idea that sport was not only a reflection of society 

but also a part of it. ‘Rather than thinking purely in terms of reflection’, 

Polley has argued, ‘which implies passivity on the part of sport, it is more 

useful to see how sport is shaped and constrained by the wider forces, and 

how it interacts with them and reproduces them’.30 To be fair, much of what 

Harrison writes is in this spirit. Thus, in relation to diversification, he 

explains: ‘Affluence enables a society to diversify its sports by bringing 
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them money, time, training facilities, equipment, and easy access at home 

and abroad.’31 

For Harrison, it is the ongoing relationship between sport and ‘the wider 

forces’ to which Polley alludes that is important. Arguably, it is when 

general surveys identify and explain such relationships that they are most 

helpful. Pugh’s account of the north-south divide in the inter-war period 

makes it clear that sport helped to create a cultural rift while also being a 

part of it. ‘During the 1930s’, he observes, ‘regional rivalry grew worse, 

especially in football, when the traditional northern dominance came under 

threat from the rise of Arsenal.’ At the same time, rugby league, played 

almost exclusively in the north, was ‘a defiant expression of northern 

rejection of the values of the south’.32 Similarly, Paul Addison’s recent 

history of post-war Britain turns to sport to exemplify the survival of pre-

war status distinctions into the 1950s. The continuing categorization of 

English cricketers as either ‘gentlemen’ (amateurs) or ‘players’ 

(professionals) indicated the relatively modest extent of social levelling 

after what many referred to as the ‘People’s War’.33 In making this point, 

Addison draws on Stephen Wagg’s essay on amateur captaincy in 

Contemporary British History (2000). Significantly, Harrison draws on an 

article on black players in rugby league by Tony Collins in Immigrants and 

Minorities (1998) to underpin a more general argument about the 

opportunities  or lack of them  available to ethnic minorities in 

midtwentieth-century British society. ‘Wherever sport was meritocratic’, 

he notes, ‘black players had a better chance: more so in Rugby League, for 

example, than in Rugby Union’.34 Martin Johnes, as noted earlier, has 

suggested that historians rarely, if ever, consult the specialist sports history 

journals, and he is probably right. These examples suggest that sports 

historians who venture into mainstream journals or engage with specialist 

journals in other fields of historical inquiry are more likely to be noticed. 
It has to be said that the historians who currently attract the widest 

readership mainly operate outside the universities. They often draw, 

however, on published research by historians operating within the academy 

and thus offer sports historians and other specialists an opportunity to 

inform their work. As far as post-1945 Britain is concerned, the field is 

dominated by David Kynaston and Dominic Sandbrook, with Alwyn 

Turner coming up on the rails. The fashion in this sector of publishing 

seems to be for doorstep histories, huge books, weighty in every sense, 

covering relatively short periods in exhaustive detail. Significantly, these 

authors share an awareness of the importance of sport in everyday life; a 
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national preoccupation if not an obsession. T.S. Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock 

famously measured out his life in coffee spoons. These narratives are 

sensitive to other ways of observing the passage of time  the four-year gap 

between Olympic festivals and World Cups, the movement each year from 

season to ‘close season’, from winter to summer sports, and the weekly 

ritual of filling in the pools coupon. To take a banal example, Turner’s 

account of Britain in the 1970s opens with Prime Minister Harold Wilson 

fretting over the date of the 1970 general election and plumping for the day 

after the World Cup semi-finals, ‘when English euphoria was predicted to 

be at its height’.35 
It is Kynaston who has the surest touch when it comes to writing about 

sport and its place in the British way of life. This is evident as soon as sport 

makes an appearance in Austerity Britain, the first volume of his projected 

history of the post-war period, when Orwell’s comments on the fierce 

passions aroused by the matches played by the touring Moscow Dynamo 

side against Arsenal and Rangers in 1945 are deftly discounted.36 Sport has 

a minor role in a narrative dominated by the political struggle to establish 

the welfare state and the pervasive miseries of post-war austerity. Its 

function as a comforting distraction, however, is defined with some 

precision, and its significance never overstated. Thus Kynaston’s account 

of the defining moment of the 1948 Ashes series  the great Don Bradman 

dismissed without scoring in his final Test innings  measures the nation’s 

preoccupation with Test cricket against the bleak realities of the domestic 

economy: 

At any one time that day [14 August 1948], only about 9 per cent of the 

adult civilian population of some 36 million was listening to the cricket 

commentary. Most people, battling with the obstinate twin blights of 

rationing and shortages, had other priorities.37 

Kynaston’s treatment of the 1948 Olympics  dismissed almost as quickly as 

Eric Hollies dismissed Bradman  is even more downbeat. Indeed, he is 

probably too dismissive, though this is preferable to overburdening the games 

with historical significance via hindsight. Harry Hopkins’s readable and 

justifiably popular social history of post-war Britain written from the vantage 

point of the early 1960s comes to mind here. ‘Once again’, he noted in relation 

to Britain’s failure to win Olympic gold on the track, ‘it was becoming 

inescapably evident that, long and splendid as the road might have been, 

Britain was reaching the end of it.’38 This tells us more about the era of 

postSuez angst in which Hopkins was writing than it does about how Britain’s 



190 D. Porter 

 

performance in the arena of international sport was viewed in 1948. Suffice to 

say that Kynaston negotiates the perils of present-mindedness successfully. As 

he reminds readers in Family Britain, his second volume, it was possible to put 

a different construction on events a few years later, even in Halifax, where folk 

were not inclined to overstatement. ‘So Britain has been the first to conquer 

Everest and to achieve the four-minute mile’, observed a local newspaper, with 

justifiable pride. ‘So let us have no more talk of an effete and worn-out 

nation.’39 ‘Amazing the difference a couple of wins can make’, as the football 

pundits say. 

In Family Britain sport is set mainly in the context of everyday life, as 

one of a number  and for men one of the most important  distractions from 

work and worry in the early 1950s. Those who have already encountered 

Kynaston as a historian of cricket, however, will know that he is a reliable 

guide to those grey areas where class and sport intersect. His account of 

the controversy surrounding the captaincy of the England team to tour 

Australia in 19541955 deconstructs the coded language used by E.W. 

Swanton, cricket correspondent of the Daily Telegraph, to advocate the 

appointment of David Sheppard, ‘a young cricketer of strong character and 

much determination to whom leadership comes naturally’, rather than Len 

Hutton, the seasoned Yorkshire and England ‘pro’.40 This conveys a subtle 

and important message about Britain in the 1950s. It was still Orwell’s 

dysfunctional family with the wrong people in charge, but the exercise of 

power now required a nod in the direction of the common man, in this case 

‘Pudsey’s finest’. The common woman, of course, was deemed much less 

important and her sporting achievements largely ignored. Thus, Kynaston 

notes, Birmingham’s Diane Leather, the first woman to run a mile in under 

five minutes, ‘received barely a tithe of 
Bannister’s instant fame’.41 

Kynaston’s particular strength when writing about sport is an awareness 

of the links between sport, community and place. The fortunes of 

unfashionable Accrington Stanley, then playing in the Football League 

Third Division North, are a recurring motif. Kynaston’s readers will never 

be found wanting if anyone should ask them, as in the television 

commercial of the 1980s, ‘Accrington Stanley ... who are they?’42 Knowing 

who they are (or were) is important, but he also seeks to explain what 

football clubs meant as signifiers of locality and community. In the index 

to his autobiography, the poet Dannie Abse lists both Cardiff City and 

Cardiff City Reserves.43 One senses that Kynaston has an instinctive 

understanding of the hinterland that feeds an emotional attachment of this 
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kind. It comes through powerfully in his treatment of rugby league, ‘the 

other great winter sport’ for working-class men in much of the north of 

England: 

Mount Pleasant, Batley; Wheldon Road, Castleford; Crown Flatt, 

Dewsbury; The Boulevard, Hull (the fisherman’s team); Craven Park, 

Hull Kingston Rovers (the dockers’ team); Parkside, Hunslet ... Central 

Park, Wigan  the very names of ground and club were a litany of a 

deeply entrenched, unashamedly insular sporting culture.44 

It is significant, perhaps, that Kynaston is alive to what sports history journals 

have to offer on the issue of sport and local/regional identity, such as Adrian 

Smith on rugby in Coventry in The International Journal of the History of 

Sport (1994) and Gavin Mellor on the composition of football crowds in the 

north-west in The Sports Historian (1999). 

Like Kynaston, Sandbrook seeks ‘to strike a balance between political 

and cultural narratives’. Sport, however, features less frequently and seems 

less central in his configuration of British culture. This is especially evident 

in Never Had It So Good, the first of his three volumes, which has ‘quite a 

lot about consumerism, literature and the Cold War, but not very much 

about, say, fashion and design, architecture or sex’  or, indeed, sport.45 

When, about half-way through his second volume, White Heat, Sandbrook 

turns to sport, he prefaces what is essentially an account of England’s 

World Cup campaign of 1966 with some points derived largely from 

Richard Holt and Martin Polley, dealing briskly with a number of key 

issues  the perceived link between amateurism and underachievement in 

international competition, the increasing importance of television coverage 

and why football replaced cricket as England’s ‘national sport’. For the 

most part his touch is sure, though a reference to Football League clubs 

having sold ‘more than 41 million tickets’ in 19481949 and 28 million in 

19641965 indicates lack of familiarity with the practicalities of simply 

turning up on the day and paying at the turnstiles. That said, Sandbrook 

argues convincingly that televised football created the conditions in which 

‘it became patriotic to follow the fortunes of the national team’. This helps 

to explain both the absence of hype and hysteria surrounding international 

football before 1966 and its undeniable presence thereafter.46 ‘By the 

1970s’, as Harrison observes dryly, ‘the World Cup contest had become 

British football’s equivalent of judgement day’.47 

Football historians will not find anything especially novel in 

Sandbrook’s account of the 1966 tournament, though he does draw 
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attention to uncomfortable truths that are sometimes overlooked  the 

public’s lack of enthusiasm at the start and the view, widely held abroad, 

that England had cheated its way to the final. The French sports newspaper 

L’Equipe, he notes, published a cartoon depicting Nobby Stiles and Bobby 

Charlton, two of England’s heroes, making their way to Wembley in a 

Rolls-Royce while referees disguised as British ‘bobbies’ held back 

assorted foreigners. There is also a salutary reminder that not everyone in 

the United Kingdom rejoiced in England’s victory. These reservations, 

however, are offset when Sandbrook reminds us that ‘for many people, 

England’s victory in the World Cup was the perfect ending to a hot 

contented summer, stamped with the cultural self-confidence of Swinging 

London’.48 Sandbrook takes the story up again in 1970, though here 

England’s progress to the quarter-finals and defeat by West Germany is 

examined largely as a contingent factor in the general election of that year. 

Many Labour politicians ‘felt that if the election had been held earlier, 

before England’s World Cup exit and the disappointing trade figures, they 

would have won comfortably’.49 It seems likely that the trade figures and 

general dissatisfaction with Wilson’s government were more important 

influences but the link between football and politics is never explored 

systematically. This is unfortunate in view of opinion poll evidence cited 

by Harrison which indicated that about 20 per cent of the electorate, mostly 

Labour supporters ‘were less interested in the general election than in the 

World Cup’.50 

Sandbrook’s State of Emergency carries his narrative into the early 

1970s, when the cultural self-confidence of the mid-1960s was submerged 

by a tide of pessimism and uncertainty. Britain may or may not have been 

in decline but ‘declinism’  the idea that it was in decline  was hard to resist. 

‘In previous decades’, he observes, ‘sport had offered a sense of escapism 

and reassurance in hard times’. By the 1970s, however, ‘it seemed to be 

infected by the same aggression, materialism and self-interest that had 

seeped into so many other corners of national life’.51 For Sandbrook, sport 

is a reflection of what is happening more generally and it is used to 

underscore two of his most important themes: relative economic decline 

and the rapid dissolution of a working-class culture forged in the 

nineteenth-century experience of industrialization. Thus the failures of 

England’s football team are seen as indicative of a deeper malaise. Writing 

of England’s defeat by West Germany at Wembley in 1972, Sandbrook 

observes that ‘[in] football as in economic management and labour 

relations, it seemed, the old country had fallen behind its Continental 
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rivals’.52 Similarly, the problem of football-related hooliganism is related 

to broader social changes: ‘Fans [no longer] went to games in family, 

neighbourhood or factory groups, standing beside people they knew’. As 

the old working class fragmented, the composition of football crowds 

changed and new forms of behaviour emerged.53 

It has to be said that Sandbrook’s account of sport in the 1970s owes 

little to recent work in sports history, though he has clearly been much 

influenced by Holt’s treatment of hooliganism in Sport and the British.54 

Alwyn Turner, similarly, has looked elsewhere in compiling his recent 

accounts of ‘high politics and low culture’ in the 1970s and 1980s. This 

does not mean that his work contains nothing to interest sports historians. 

He makes some astute observations and his verdict on Brian Clough  ‘he 

spoke his mind at a time when football was generally considered mindless’  

is one of many that are both succinct and perceptive.55 Like Sandbrook, 

Turner tends to use sport as a metaphor for what is happening in society 

more generally, and it is here that he sometimes fails to convince. Having 

noted that Don Revie eventually replaced Sir Alf Ramsey as manager of 

the England football team, he adds that this was ‘an appointment that 

seemed somehow symbolic of a coarsening of public life in Britain’.56 

Really? Similarly, Turner’s assessment of the cultural significance of 

wrestler ‘Big Daddy’, favourite of the grapple fans who tuned in to ITV’s 

World of Sport on Saturday afternoons, stretches cultural connections to 

breaking point: 
And what had been a diverse and multicultural tradition was crushed by 

twenty-five stones of sentimentality, patriotism and predictability. It 

was noticeable that the rise of Big Daddy coincided with the rise of 

Margaret Thatcher, and that she was on record as saying that he was her 

favourite wrestler.57 

This, like his comments on Revie, tells us rather more about how it ‘seems’ to 

the author now than how it ‘seemed’ at the time and does little to advance our 

understanding of either televised wrestling or the rise of the ‘New Right’. 

These criticisms aside, Turner is alive to the idea that for most people in 

the 1970s and 1980s sport was experienced via television. Thus, in Rejoice! 

Rejoice! Britain in the 1980s, he links declining interest in football with the 

rise of televised snooker. As viewing figures for Match of the Day 

plummeted to around six million in 1985, interest in snooker rapidly 

increased. ‘There was something here for the whole family to watch 

together’, Turner argues, ‘in a way that football simply couldn’t match any 
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more.’58 Downmarket snooker  along with darts  was refashioned to meet 

the requirements of a television audience. As Jack Williams has recently 

reminded us, ‘the role of broadcasting does much to explain the social, 

cultural and economic history of sport in Britain, and in most other parts of 

the developed world, since the middle of the last century’.59 Historians, 

however, have yet to investigate this phenomenon in a systematic way. 

Turner, always readable, is not slow to offer opinions that both enlighten 

and infuriate, but his media-conscious depiction of British low culture 

serves to reinforce awareness of the current limitations of sports history in 

this area. 
Sports historians who turn to the books reviewed above have much to 

gain. It is helpful to see how sport might be located within the broad 

frameworks of analysis that they utilize. There is also some satisfaction to 

be drawn from sport no longer being ignored or marginalized in works of 

this kind. That said, historians of particular sports might feel that they have 

been unjustifiably overlooked: boxing, cycling, horse racing, motor racing, 

rugby union, tennis and women’s sport generally merit more attention than 

they have been given. So too, does angling, a hugely popular sporting 

recreation. However, though these gaps and the limited extent to which the 

body of research in sports history is referenced are disappointments, it is 

important to keep a sense of perspective. 
Agricultural historians, business historians, design historians, 

ecclesiastical historians  not to mention historians of Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland  might also have cause to complain that their research is 

under-represented. 
In conclusion, there may be something to be said for identifying the work 

in sports history that does attract the attention of those who take on the 

heroic challenge of writing big histories. Inevitably, the practicalities of the 

undertaking determine a highly selective reading of the research output of 

those who work in history’s many and varied sub-disciplines. This means 

that sports history is more likely to be noticed when it is published in one 

of the mainstream journals or as a monograph. Sport in History, the Journal 

of Sport History and similar publications allow sports historians to 

converse with each other and this remains important in terms of developing 

specialist knowledge and understanding. However, now that the role of 

sport in the reproduction of culture, society, class, gender and identity has 

been recognized and widely accepted, a proactive strategy of engagement 

with journals that reach out to a wider audience of historians is both 

possible and desirable. We also need more general works on the history of 
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sport. Holt’s Sport and the British, as this survey of recently published 

general histories suggests, remains uniquely influential. In part, as a glance 

at its extensive bibliography indicates, this is because it supplies a point of 

access to the research output of historians who had worked in the field of 

British sports history up to the end of the 1980s. Since then, the body of 

published research has expanded enormously and some new works of 

synthesis are required. 
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Introduction 

The State of Play: Women in 

British Sport History 

Carol A. Osborne & Fiona Skillen 

It is difficult to argue that sport history remains on the periphery of historical research. Rather, 

it might now be identified as occupying a positive niche position within the broader discipline 

of ‘history’ itself. In Britain this is largely thanks to the ongoing quality and breadth of 

publications, including the continued production of journals like this one, which has ensured 

the discipline’s credibility. Yet, in spite of this achievement, it is not unreasonable to assert that 

dedicated study of women in sport history remains a peculiarly neglected area of academic 

research in Britain.1 

While it seems that the rise in status of sport history has been concomitant with a process 

which has seen sport attain incredible prominence within British culture, particularly since the 

1990s, this best evidenced by a burgeoning media presence domestically and globally,2 the 

contemporary drive to encourage more girls and women into sport and physical activity, 

coupled with the increasing visibility of women performing at elite level across a range of 

sports, has not apparently stimulated much enquiry into the historical experiences underpinning 

these respective developments. Furthermore, in spite of Jeff Hill’s observation that Andrew 

Davies’s ground-breaking Leisure, Gender and Poverty (1992) ‘points up one of the most 

overlooked aspects of British sport: the place in it of women’,3 the issue still remains the concern 

of very few. For example, a database search of this journal since 1993 quickly reveals a dearth 

of articles dedicated to the subject of women or gender 
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relations in sport. As Hill also noted, ‘It is not simply a matter of ‘‘filling 

gaps’’, but of confronting fundamental problems of epistemology.’4 

Certainly, the well-founded optimism that Patricia Vertinsky expressed in 

her 1994 overview of scholarship in the areas of gender relations, women’s 

history and sport history has not fulfilled its promise via new research since 

that date in the British context.5 Indeed, on the strength of submissions 

offered and ultimately received for this special edition, the European and 

North American research scenes presented as more vibrant. Moreover, in 

the 15 years since Vertinsky’s overview there is a sense in which the state 

of women’s sport history has remained largely dependent upon the 

innovative works therein identified. From that position of strength, laid by 

the likes of Vertinksy herself, Sheila Fletcher, Jennifer Hargreaves, 

Kathleen McCrone, Roberta Park, Catriona Parratt and Nancy Struna, it is 

difficult not to conclude that women’s sport history in Britain is under-

written and therefore has remained marginal to not only the overarching 

and successful discipline of sport history itself, but also to that of women’s 

history. 
In the case of the sport history constituency, although not unsympathetic 

to research which seeks to elucidate women’s participation, treatment and 

experiences in sport, it remains predominantly populated by male scholars 

and, therefore, is still underpinned by a body of research that broadly 

speaks to male interests. The observation is well worn, yet it bears restating 

because the position is one that arguably continues to turn upon the nature 

of sport itself, past and present, as a focus of male activity, whether framed 

via the lens of participation or that of spectatorship.6 Therein perhaps lies 

a partial explanation as to why the women’s history constituency in 

particular has yielded so little by way of research in the area of sport, 

populated as it is predominantly by female scholars. Could it be that sport 

is considered so integral to male culture past and present that historians of 

women do not regard it as their concern, thus giving some credence to the 

idea that male interests are inevitably the subject of male interest and so it 

must follow vice versa? Of course, such an explanation is flimsy; it 

overlooks the point that no realm of social or cultural life is exclusively the 

property of any given group, but is merely appropriated and in turn 

constructed as such. Or, is it, as Joyce Kay observes in work which 

challenges the typically one-dimensional view of women involved in the 

suffrage campaign, that ‘Perhaps it was right and proper in the early 

development of women’s history that leisure should have been overlooked 

in favour of topics crucial to female advancement in the public sphere: 
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politics, law, education, paid employment and philanthropy’? She goes on 

to list other areas ‘of extensive and necessary research’ but, as an in-depth 

look at Women’s History Review (19922009) reveals, she is correct in her 

assessment that ‘recreation’  and sport as an aspect of this  has been ‘largely 

ignored’ within the historiography.7 Firstly, such lack of interest is 

surprising, given that the body has been revealed as a critical site upon 

which understandings of women’s experiences have been inscribed. From 

this perspective sport historically, as now, can be understood as a site of 

contestation, one successfully mobilized by sporting women.8 Secondly, in 

spite of increases in female participation since the late twentieth century 

leading to the greater visibility of women in sport, sport remains one of the 

most resilient bastions of male power and gendered participation, the latter 

based upon prevailing understandings of sex differences. The historical 

precedents that underpin this predicament therefore deserve attention, and 

not least from the discipline which in striving to make ‘women visible and 

actors in their own right’9 has endeavoured so effectively to understand the 

same dynamics in other areas of social, economic and political life. The 

argument that the history of women’s sport has been neglected by a 

discipline where one might reasonably expect to find it is compelling and, 

as Kay implies, recognition of it is overdue. 
Journal editors can, however, only work with the articles they receive. 

There is nothing to suggest that the omission of women in sport within the 

journals identified is a product of active exclusion. Rather, what presents 

here might be more constructively understood in relation to interests: 

undoubtedly personal as well as professional, but also critically how these 

are conditioned by a sense of the politics underpinning what research topics 

‘count’ within a discipline at any given point in time. From this point of 

view the discipline of sport history can be especially observed as subject 

to wider commercial forces because nowhere are these more prominent 

than in the contemporary world of sport, turning as it does on a well-

publicized annual calendar of fixtures and events. These consistently tie up 

with dominant male sporting cultures and, it seems, those team sports 

which have come to occupy a central position within the discipline itself: 

namely, football, rugby and cricket.10 While women’s football has seen 

growth and has found its academic historians,11 comparatively the interest 

in female participation within such sports, as well as others, ebbs and flows 

as the fortunes of women themselves do in arenas generally represented as 

positively male. Women’s participation is subsumed within this ‘bigger’ 

picture, as is the issue of their place within specific sports. 
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This is not to say that historical focus upon those sports deemed to 

possess greater public appeal due to audiences drawn is unwarranted. The 

quality of research and publications about these sports has contributed 

significantly to securing the status of the discipline in Britain and, in the 

process, has stimulated extension of existing research agendas. In an 

economic climate that rightly demands responsible use of funding and, as 

a consequence of this, research that speaks to public interests, it is 

inevitable that some sport histories, not to mention some players, become 

more highly valued than others. It is, however, worth remembering that the 

‘academic’ is not so much focused upon practical relevance but has rather 

more to do with learning. The latter seeks to establish an enhanced 

understanding of the complex ways in which societies and the social 

relations upon which they turn operate, not least as a means of seeking 

improvement within them. Females have not yet achieved equality with 

their male counterparts in the realm of sport, just as they have not in other 

areas of their lives. It is therefore important that the precedents and 

experiences underpinning this position are understood; historical work in 

sport and related areas of physical culture offers a means of achieving this 

and potentially informing change. 
The decision to publish this special edition is therefore welcome. As 

Martin Johnes observed in 2004: 

If we are to assemble the wider collective biography that academic 

history seeks then we should not be afraid of telling the stories of 

individuals and specific clubs and places. Only by doing so, can we start 

to even remotely see our past in the terms of those who actually 
lived it.12 

As the articles herein demonstrate, women’s contributions to sport are very 

much a part of that collective biography and journals like this one are 

integral to fulfilling this vision of representing a broader  more inclusive  

range of research interests. Properly instating women’s contribution is at 

the heart of Joyce Kay’s research, which suggests that the 1950s 

particularly may well have been a golden era for British sportswomen. In 

drawing upon a rich seam of sources until now relatively untouched, she 

convincingly questions received knowledge which suggests, firstly, that 

women were not participating to any great degree in elite sports and, 

secondly, that there was little encouragement for them to do. She evidences 

how many were successful at the highest levels of competition and that 

their participation was not only praised, but encouraged by contemporaries. 
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Kay highlights how the interpretation of events can be skewed if historians 

selectively mobilize their sources and do not locate them carefully enough 

within discussion of the wider contemporary context. Thus she 

demonstrates not only the need to investigate new areas of research but also 

the importance of revisiting the historiography to achieve more nuanced 

interpretations of sport history. Mary Louise Adams further demonstrates 

the need to question existing beliefs by challenging the often assumed 

gender segregation and subordination of women within certain sports. 

Using figure skating as her main case study, she highlights the point that 

while it may well be viewed as ‘girls’ sport’ now, this has not always been 

so. Adams identifies a process whereby ice skating began as ‘manly’ 

exercise, established itself as a gender-balanced activity during the inter-

war years, but was then reconfigured as a feminine sport  a change 

underpinned by the phenomenal rise to fame of Norwegian figure skater 

Sonja Henie. 

Jean Williams’s study of competitive bridge introduces a sporting 

pursuit of an entirely different ilk to that of figure skating and, indeed, those 

which usually appear within the pages of Sport in History. Drawing 

extensively on the writings of player Rixi Marcus, she examines the entry 

and subsequent contributions of Marcus herself and her playing partner 

Fritzi Gordon to establishment bridge circles in England. The complex 

intersections of gender, class, ethnicity and national identity underpin an 

analysis which, firstly, instates these brilliant Austrian-Jewish players into 

academic sporting history, secondly, seeks to assess the place of bridge 

Olympiads within the wider British Olympic tradition and, finally posits 

the question: how ‘British’ was the post-war game of bridge in Britain, 

given that it had assimilated an Austrian system of play embodied by the 

figures of Marcus and Gordon? The relationship of ethnicity to sport is an 

overarching theme within Berno Bahro’s article about German-Jewish 

athletes Lilli Henoch and Martha Jacob, who rose to prominence in the 

1920s. Bahro contextualizes their experiences and respective fates via 

discussion of the imposed restrictions on Jewish participation in sport 

under the National Socialist regime. Further to Williams’s work, Bahro 

illustrates how for some during the 1930s sport and sporting connections 

could literally provide a lifeline and certainly a means of survival beyond 

the originating sporting culture. Ultimately, Bahro’s work moves beyond 

the politics of writing women into history as typically understood. Rather, 

it locates the omission of these women from sport history as a symptom of 
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the ‘politics of memory’, the latter a consequence of a traumatic national 

history more comfortable to forget than to acknowledge. 
In contrast, Amanda Schweinbenz returns us to an underpinning 

rationale of women’s history by questioning why the female contribution 

to rowing has largely been ‘missing’ from historical accounts. She observes 

that women have actively participated in this pursuit since at least the 

sixteenth century and, at different times and in different places, have sought 

out and created opportunities to participate. In providing an overview of 

international developments from the late nineteenth century to the 1950s, 

Schweinbenz raises one of the most resilient inhibiting factors to female 

progress in sport: exclusionary practices which turn upon male authority 

within organizational contexts. 
Organization at localized club level and its impact on female 

participation is central to Jane George’s analysis of the ways women 

golfers were perceived and treated by male players during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. By detailing the conditions under 

which women were permitted to access the links and clubhouses, she 

exposes the explicit inequalities that existed between male and female 

players and how the latter variously endeavoured to address this. Such 

research is important in providing texture to understandings of collective 

experiences within a sport that held wide appeal for both sexes  one that 

arguably could have better accommodated women on equal terms. 
Between them these articles demonstrate that women enjoyed mixed 

fortunes in sport. They positively highlight the scope of participation, as 

well as the complex interactions and responses this generated across time 

and place. The methodological and theoretical approaches incorporated 

firstly challenge us to reconsider the existing historiography in terms of 

both ‘gaps’ and interpretation. Secondly, they invite us to question the 

apparent rigidity of gender identities and the way that sport in itself 

perpetuates associated discourses. Finally, they remind us that there can be 

no definitive ‘take’ on the state of play: ‘women’ in sport history are not 

an experientially undifferentiated mass, but their participation has been 

contingent upon a range of factors including life stage, social class, 

ethnicity and national identity. For all these reasons we find encouragement 

and potential for further research. 
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1. The broad and innovative coverage of The International Journal of the History 

of Sport, vols. 11 (1994) to 26 (2009) supports the case for a relative lack of 

research related to the constitutive nations. Although women as the focus tend 

to be better represented in the case of England, recent work indicates an upturn 

in the case of Scotland. See Elidh Macrae, ‘‘‘Scotland for Fitness’’: The 

National Fitness Campaign and Scottish Women’, Women’s History Magazine 

62 (2010): 2636; Fiona Skillen, ‘‘‘A Sound System of Physical Training’’: The 

Development of Girls’ Physical Education in Interwar Scotland’, History of 

Education 38, no. 3 (2009): 40218. 
2. See Raymond Boyle and Richard Haynes, Power Play: Sport, the Media and 

Popular Culture (Harlow, 2000). 
3. Jeffrey Hill, ‘British Sports History: A Post-Modern Future?’ Journal of Sport 

History 23, no. 1 (1996): 12; Andrew Davies, Gender, Leisure and Poverty: 
Working-class Culture in Salford and Manchester, 19001939 (Buckingham: 

1992). 
4. Ibid., 13. 
5. Patricia Vertinsky, ‘Gender Relations, Women’s History and Sport History, 

19831993’, Journal of Sport History 21, no. 1 (1994): 124. 
6. Jennifer Hargreaves saw fit to make the same observation. See Sporting 

Females: Critical Issues in the History and Sociology of Women’s Sport 

(London, 1994), 1. Recent notable exceptions which address the issues of 

participation and spectatorship from women’s perspective are Dave Russell, 

‘Mum’s the Word: The Cycling Career of Beryl Burton, 19561986’, Women’s 

History Review 17, no. 5 (2008): 787806; Mike Huggins, ‘‘‘And Now, 

Something for the Ladies’’: Representations of Women’s Sport in Cinema 

Newsreels 19181939’, Women’s History Review 16, no. 5 (2007): 681700. 
7. Joyce Kay, ‘No Time for Recreations till the Vote is Won’? Suffrage Activists 

and Leisure in Edwardian Britain’, Women’s History Review 16, no. 4 (2007): 

53553; 539. Sport/physical exercise finds some consideration in the context of 

other topics during the stated period, For example: Julie Marie Strange, 

‘Menstrual Fictions: Languages of Medicine and Menstruation, c.18501930’, 

Women’s History Review 9, no. 3 (2000): 60728; Penny Tinkler, ‘‘‘Red Tips 

for Hot Lips’’: Advertising Cigarettes for Young Women in Britain, 192070’, 

Women’s History Review 10, no. 2 (2001): 24972; Alisa Webb, ‘Constructing 

the Gendered Body: Girls, Health, Beauty, Advice, and the Girls’ Best Friend, 

189899’, Women’s History Review 15, no. 2 (2006): 25375. Catherine 

Horwood, ‘‘‘Girls Who Arouse Dangerous Passions’’: Women and Bathing, 

190039, Women’s History Review 9, no. 4 (2000): 65373, is unusual in its 

topical focus, as are Russell and Huggins (see note 6). 
8. For a synopsis of key contributions, see Fan Hong, ‘Prologue: Freeing Bodies: 

Heroines in History’, The International Journal of the History of Sport 18, no. 

1 (2001): 16. 
9. June Purvis, ‘Editorial’, Women’s History Review 1, no. 1 (1992): 58; 7. 
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10. Tennis can be seen as the exception; however, given its broad appeal and 

cultural status in Britain, it is under represented within the historiography. 
11. Notably, Jean Williams, A Game for Rough Girls? A History of Women’s 

Football in Britain (London, 2003); J. Lee, ‘The History of Women’s Soccer’, 

singleauthored special issue, The International Journal of the History of Sport 

24, no. 11 (2007). 
12. Martin Johnes, ‘Putting the History into Sport: On Sport History and Sport 

Studies in the UK’, Journal of Sport History 13, no. 2 (2004): 14560; 149. 
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38 The United States of America 

Mark Dyreson 

Though few Americans have read the work of West Indian historian and political 

reformer C.L.R. James, many share his passionate faith that sport serves as a scalpel for 

peeling back social veneers and uncovering fundamental truths about the inner workings 

of human cultures. In his magisterial Beyond a Boundary James neatly performed that 

very trick, exposing the beating heart of the British Empire in his meditations on the 

game of cricket. To his critics, academic and otherwise, James complained, ‘[i]f this is 

not social history what is?’1 James’s challenge reverberates in contemporary American 

popular and academic cultures. Histories related to sport abound in American culture. 

Libraries burst with thousands of academic tomes devoted to various historical aspects 

of sport in American culture.2 Popular tomes litter the shelves of major bookstores and 

appear on bestseller lists.3 These chronicles are transformed into major television 

documentaries or become Hollywood blockbusters.4 Indeed, film critics have recently 

complained that every sports movie produced in the USA ham-handedly seeks to teach 

audiences a ‘Disneyfied’ lesson in the history of American race relations.5 
James, who was born in 1901 and passed away in 1989, would no doubt see the 

proliferation that began in the 1970s of historical treatments of sport as a sea change in 

American culture. When he challenged his academic colleagues in 1963 to take sport 

seriously, he followed his bold assertion that sport should be at the centre of social 

histories with a mournful lamentation. Sport, he wailed, ‘finds no place in the history of 

the people because the historians do not begin from what people seem to want but from 

what they think the people ought to want’.6 

James’ lament described historical treatments of American sports from their origins in 

the 19th century through the 1970s. Approximately a decade after James published 

Beyond a Boundary, American historians seized on sport as a crucial dimension of the 

‘the new social history’.7 Surveying American sports historiography nearly a half century 

after James’s original burst of genius, in a culture suffused by ‘serious’ studies of sport, 

his critique seems simultaneously prescient and antiquated. Americans have become 

thoroughly – though mostly unknowingly – Jamesian in their outlook. 
Even before James generated the spark that ignited a scholarly revolution, some 

Americans took sport seriously. American knowledge of the role of sport in the nation’s 

history springs from three distinct sources. Popular culture, especially books and films, 

from Hebert Warren Wind’s epic The Story of American Golf (1947), to the Marx 

Brothers’ comic epic Horse Feathers (1932), to David Maraniss’ ponderous gridiron 

drama When Pride Still Mattered (1999), to Disney’s even more ponderous gridiron 
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drama Remember the Titans (2000) take sport quite seriously.8 A historiography of 

histories of sports in popular culture, however, will have to wait for a different forum. 

This essay will limit its chronicles to the remaining two sources, both scholarly in origin. 

Academic historians have produced historical studies of sports. Academics in fields 

related to human movement in varied disciplines with many names, from physical 

education to physiology to exercise and sport science to kinesiology, have also produced 

historical studies of sports. From these latter two, scholarly springs flowed at the 

beginning of the 20th century a trickle and, by the beginning of the 21st century, a torrent 

of tomes devoted to sports history and to the history of sports. The terms ‘sports history’ 
and ‘history of sports’ are often used interchangeably to describe analyses of the historical 

dimensions of particular human practices. However, they reveal two different foci and 

two different pasts. They also share a co-mingled present and an uncertain future. The 

distinctions between the two are not merely semantic. Understanding the peculiarities of 

sports history and the history of sports is critical to grasping the present condition of the 

field and to chart paths to a robust future.9 

The chronicles of sports history and the history of sports reveal two very different 

lineages. Academic interest in the history of sports dates to the 1917 publication by 

Frederic L. Paxson of an article entitled ‘The Rise of Sport’, in what was then the 

Mississippi Valley Historical Review, now re-christened the Journal of American History. 

Paxson was a distinguished disciple of the leading theorist of fin de siècle American 

history, the frontier thesis-spouting Frederick Jackson Turner who codified the idea of 

American exceptionalism for US academics. Turner made the frontier into the prime 

mover of every important US social institution and, bewilderingly, at the very same 

moment pronounced the American frontier as extinct. Turner’s students made careers out 

of announcing that they had discovered ‘new frontiers’ to reanimate American 

civilization. Paxson famously discovered in sport a new frontier to keep America ‘young’, 
conveniently ignoring that modern sport had been born in ‘old’ Europe. Paxson’s 
parochial grasp of world, or at least Western, history aside, he does deserve recognition 

for identifying sport as a major agent of American social change. Paxson credited sport 

with sparking the era of progressive reform in government and business, with making 

Americans more temperate in their consumption of alcohol, more committed to the quest 

for ‘equal rights for all’, and even with the ‘real emancipation’ of women. Sport, Paxson 

grandly concluded, would ‘inspire a new Americanism for a new century’.10 
Setting aside, for the moment, the credibility of Paxson’s extravagant claims for sport 

as a progressive agent of social change, Paxson is the first professional American 

historian to make the study of sport essential to the understanding of American history. 

He proclaimed that ‘no one can probe national character, personal conduct, public 

opinion’ nor any other important dimension of modern American civilization without 

taking into account the ‘rise of sport’.11 
Academic historians, with few exceptions, promptly ignored Paxson’s clarion call for 

the study of sport for the next 60 years. Among the handful who heard Paxson’s 
preJamesian chant about sport as the key to interpreting cultures was a quartet of scholars 

trained at Columbia University, one of the nation’s leading academic factories for 

producing historians during the 20th century. As a young scholar, John Allen Krout 
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published in 1929 his Annals of American Sport. Krout went on to churn out numerous 

volumes on American political and diplomatic history. Shortly after Krout’s history of 

sports appeared, his fellow Columbia schoolmate Jennie Holliman followed the lead of 

Paxson and put the frontier thesis at the centre of her 1931 volume, American Sports, 
1785–1835, a work that pushed back the history of sport chronology from the post-Civil 

War industrial and urban expansion era to the earliest days of the American republic.12 

Holliman’s book began as her doctoral thesis, as did the next history of American sport 

crafted by another Columbia-trained historian. Foster Rhea Dulles sought to confirm 

Paxson’s and Holliman’s claims about the links between sport, the frontier and American 

exceptionalism in his dissertation, which was published in 1940 as America Learns to 
Play. Dulles, who came from a politically well-connected family (during the 

Administration of President Dwight David Eisenhower his brother was a director of the 

Central Intelligence Agency and his cousin served as Secretary of State), quickly left the 

history of sports and enjoyed a long and distinguished career as a historian of American 

foreign policy, who also helped found the contemporary field of labour history.13 

In 1951 Columbia graduate student John Rickards Betts followed Holliman and Dulles 

in choosing American sports as a history dissertation topic. Though he did publish some 

journal articles on the subject during his career in the professoriate, the book version of 

his thesis, America’s Sporting Heritage, 1850–1950, did not appear until 1974, three 

years after his death in 1971.14 Betts, along with Krout, Holliman and Dulles, did 

pioneering work on the history of American sports at one of the most prestigious graduate 

history programmes in the USA, but they earned little acclaim for the forays into athletics 

in American life. Although they all published their work, they made their names in 

political, diplomatic and social history – not in the history of sports. Through the early 

1960s, only two other scholars who earned doctorates in history departments followed 

the Columbia ‘school’ into the realm of sport. Significantly, both Harold Seymour and 

David Quentin Voigt produced dissertations and books on baseball – a venue that has 

served as the most prominent arena for popular sports histories as well.15 No one else 

followed their lead and developed sport as a field under the broad umbrella of American 

history until their work had passed into oblivion. 
Not until the 1970s did scholars in history or related departments such as American 

studies produce explorations of sport in substantial numbers. When they did, they 

harkened back to Paxson’s grand claims about the power of sport in reforming American 

life, as they explained to their colleagues in the plaintive apologia introducing their 

sporting tomes why they were studying matters most members of their profession 

dismissed as trivial and career-killing topics. From the ‘founders’ of the new American 

history of sports such as Allen Guttmann, Jules Tygiel, Randy Roberts, Steven Riess, 

Richard Crepeau, Benjamin Rader and Elliott Gorn in the 1970s and the 1980s, to their 

intellectual progeny who sprouted in the last decade of the 20th century and the early 

years of the 21st century, sermons decrying the neglect of sport and thundering its 

farreaching significance tempered by mournful pleas not to banish historians of sports 

from the temple of academic history were required introductions to the burgeoning 

numbers of volumes produced.16 
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Meanwhile, in a very different realm, the field of sports history evolved. Indeed, 

academic sports history predates the history of sports. More than 30 years before Frederic 

Paxson discovered sports in American history, one of the founders of the academic 

discipline of human movement studies, Edward M. Hartwell, published a pioneering 

historical volume entitled Physical Education in American Colleges and Universities 
(1886).17 Hartwell held an MD and a PhD in physiology. He developed a seminal 

programme in the study of human movement at Johns Hopkins University and later 

supervised physical education for the Boston public school system.18 In 1885, a year 

before he published his original history of physical education in the USA, he helped to 

found the American Association for the Advancement of Physical Education (AAAPE).19 

The physical educators organized just a year after the founding of the American 

Historical Association (AHA).20 The two professional clans sprang to life in the great age 

of rationalizing, bureaucratizing and nationalizing ‘knowledge work’ in American 

culture. The AAAPE and the AHA sought, with their fellow guilds, to control their 

domains, win the favour of governments and the public, and convince the nation that they 

could foster progress and increase the general welfare.21 

Hartwell, a sport, or more accurately, a physical education historian, understood how 

this new game worked. Hartwell’s history had a concrete and clear political purpose. He 

used his histories to promote his field and garner public and governmental support. He 

employed the history of American fitness to proclaim that the nation had neglected the 

scientific study and rational education of the body. That negligence, he warned, put the 

republic in peril.22 His essays identified the failure to build institutions to train American 

bodies as a long-standing social problem. He wrote his histories to win public support 

for physical education, to carve out a place in school curricula for the field, and to win 

government support for training the body. In the social construction of the new 

knowledge domain of physical education, Hartwell and his followers used history to 

justify the need for a ‘scientific’ approach to the problems of building a fitter, healthier 

nation.23 

Hartwell’s histories reveal much about the social construction of knowledge in the new 

science of human movement. These works championed the importance of physical vigour 

in human societies, claimed places for physical education in school and college curricula 

and urged public support of physical education programmes. By connecting physical 

education and sport to the histories of other ‘model’ societies, especially to ancient 

Greece, these annals conferred legitimacy on modern practices.24 Borrowing voraciously, 

if not always accurately, from Greek antiquity, physical educators have invariably linked 

physical fitness to social and moral wellbeing.25 In this effort, dubbed in the 1920s as the 

‘new physical education’, history has always played a prominent role.26 
Sports and physical education histories also served as a basic component in the training 

of teachers – a common practice in American pedagogy training programmes. The 

histories generated by physical educators detailed the origins and development of the 

basic canon, the fundamental research methods and problems, and the reigning 

paradigms in the new field.27 Institutional histories of early physical education, sport and 

recreation programmes also served to foster a sense of pride and place for students of the 

new discipline.28 Like the scholars trained in history departments, some of the sports 

historians produced during the mid-20th century sweeping epics charting the growth of 



 The United States of America 603 

Pope, S. W., & Nauright, J. (Eds.). (2009). Routledge companion to sports history. Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com Created from dmu 
on 2019-08-19 14:08:59. 

American sport, most prominently Frederick W. Cozens and Florence Scovil Stumpf’s 

Sports in American Life (1953).29 

Sport in American Life measured up to the handful of contemporary works produced 

during the middle of the 20th century by academic historians such as Krout, Holliman 

and Dulles. Much of the rest of the work produced in the physical education domain, 

however, was rather pedestrian. As the historian of sports S.W. Pope has observed, ‘most 

of the academic interest in the subject inhered in physical education departments, whose 

practitioners’ lackluster efforts failed to attract the attention of historians, American 

studies scholars, or social scientists’.30 A survey of the leading research journal in 

physical education, the Research Quarterly, confirms Pope’s contention. From the 1940s 

through the early 1960s Research Quarterly published mainly uncritical histories that 

generally advocated rather the analysed the role of sport in American culture, many of 

which were narrative chronicles of the development of the field of human movement 

studies.31 In fairness, if the physical educators offered rather shallow studies, the 

historians generally did not even bother to explore sport, a lapse Pope has also 

chronicled.32 

One exception, however, to the lack of methodological sophistication and analytical 

rigour was in the adoption of anthropological theories by Florence Stumpf and Frederick 

Cozens to conduct cross-cultural historical studies,33 an innovation that predated the later 

fascination of American historians of sports with anthropology, especially with the ideas 

of Clifford Geertz.34 Another exception occurred in the segregated shadows of American 

higher education, at Howard University in Washington, DC, where the pioneering 

African-American physical educator Edward Bancroft Henderson was producing as early 

as 1939 important but ignored work on race and American sport – a topic that would after 

the 1970s become one of the most important domains in the field.35 
In an ironic twist, the physical educators also presaged the later postmodern command 

for politically-engaged scholarship. They produced a host of advocacy histories during 

World War II and the Cold War that promoted their field as the key to national vigour 

under martial conditions. The wars produced a popular demand for healthy bodies to 

combat the nation’s enemies. School and college sports and physical education 

programmes became battlegrounds in new campaigns for military preparedness. Fears 

that American schools did not properly cultivate the body led to new physical education 

requirements and new certification rules for teachers. More federal and state money 

flowed into physical education programmes.36 Histories of the social impact of war, the 

military necessity of physical education, the role of sport in martial prowess, and wartime 

changes in the nation’s educational system appeared regularly.37 
Sports history underwent a paradigm revolution during the 1960s and 1970s, a shift 

that actually preceded, albeit slightly, the revolution that would transform the history of 

sports in the more traditional homelands of historical research. Rarely had the histories 

written by physical educators that appeared in the pages of Research Quarterly from 1930 

to 1960 been informed by the methods, themes, concerns and questions of mainstream 

professional history. While historians of sports such as Betts, Seymour and Voigt worked 

in exile from the margins of the mother discipline, the impetus for a much more rigorous 

scholarship developed in the realm of exercise and sport science. These changes sprang 
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from both internal and external pressures. Within the study of human movement a call 

for more attention to history produced new organizational structures. Seward Staley, a 

leading physical educator at the University of Illinois, had argued since the 1930s that 

history should be central to the training of teachers and scholars in human movement 

studies.38 In the early 1960s Staley and his students pushed the College Physical 

Education Association to recognize a ‘History of Sport’ section. At the same time, from 

outside of the field, came a direct challenge to the rigour and validity of studies of human 

movement. In 1963 James Conant, the president of Harvard University, lambasted 

physical education as unworthy of academic recognition. Conant’s dismissal of the field 

led to a major reformation of physical education.39 

With greater organizational support within the field but under attack for a lack of 

intellectual rigour from without, a new group of scholars began to publish sports histories 

that were clearly informed by the methodologies and philosophies of traditional historical 

research. While the older, relatively narrow biographies of founders, chronicles of 

recreations, or studies of institutions still appeared,40 the Research Quarterly began to 

publish a new style of history that drew from the strength and breadth of mainstream 

history. The sports histories crafted during the 1960s by Marvin Eyler and his students, 

all of whom were trained in physical education departments,41 revealed greater familiarity 

with trends and controversies in academic history.42 Sports history, as practised by 

physical educators, began to relocate itself in the scholarship of mainstream history. 
The move toward mainstream history was in part a direct response to President 

Conant’s attack on the academic quality of physical education research. It was also part 

of a conscious effort to invigorate sport and physical education scholarship by looking 

toward mainstream history for new techniques and ideas. The effort to reach out actually 

began before Harvard’s chief executive even issued his challenge to the legitimacy of 

physical education.43 The outreach effort enjoyed felicitous timing. As scholars in 

physical education departments began to look more closely at history departments, 

American history itself was transformed by new ideologies and practices that pushed 

historians toward more thorough explorations of the social practices and cultural 

traditions of the masses. In that climate sport came suddenly into view as a legitimate 

and fruitful subject of historical contemplation.44 

This ‘new social history’, as it was labelled, opened the floodgates for academics with 

PhDs in history to study sport. Finding a small but determined group of like-minded 

scholars in exercise and sport science departments, an unlikely but still flourishing 

marriage was consummated between the historians and the physical educators with the 

creation of the North American Society for Sport History (NASSH), founded in 1973, 

and its academic voice, the Journal of Sport History (JSH), inaugurated in 1974. The 

emergence of NASSH and the JSH, originally created by physical educators who 

welcomed curious historians with open arms, heralded the beginning of a boom of both 

sports history and the history of sports. The number of publication outlets among 

publishers of books and refereed journals has expanded astronomically since the 1970s.45 
During the 1970s scholars began to argue that sport could reveal the essential structures 

of American society. Sport, they argued, clearly belonged to the common folk, the 

formerly unheralded and unknown masses who had made American civilization and 
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whom the new social historians were dedicated to bringing to the centre of historical 

analyses. Sport brought to light racial dynamics, ethnic conflicts and religious 

differences. Sport showcased the fault lines of class and gender. Sport betrayed 

fundamental beliefs about social justice and cultural equity. Sport had deep connections 

to politics and economics. Indeed, they insisted, sport not only reflected social patterns 

but had the capacity to reinforce or transform them. Sport could function as an agent of 

social resistance or a tool for social coercion. 
The new scholarly fascination with sport grew out of the intellectual ferment that 

produced the new social history, particularly from the Annales school in Continental 

Europe and the British neo-Marxist tradition, as well as from the influences of the 

comprehensive sociologies and philosophies of a diverse group of thinkers that stretched 

from Max Weber and Thomas Kuhn, to Norbert Elias and Michel Foucault.46 

Particularly critical to the development of this new wave of sport scholarship were the 

works of a West Indian historian and an American anthropologist. Some of these new 

historians of sports and sports historians gravitated to C.L.R. James’s autobiographical 

reflections on the meaning of sport in his life and in the cultural and social structures of 

the British imperial universe.47 Originally published in 1963 by an obscure West Indian 

press, the book migrated to American shores and found a major US publisher in 1983.48 

James read through sport the complexities of West Indian history and social relations, 

from race and slavery to civil rights and black nationalism, from colonial mentalities and 

cultural assimilation to political liberation and postcolonial commemoration. In 1973, a 

decade after James’s crucial interpretation appeared, the anthropologist Clifford Geertz 

published his ground-breaking essay about reading cultures through their sporting 

practices. Geertz’s work complemented and amplified James’s theories.49 

Cross-pollinated by the field-shaping emergence of NASSH, both American historians 

of sports and American sports historians began in the 1970s to follow the trails blazed by 

James and Geertz and to borrow the tools developed by the new social history. In that 

process they revolutionized the academic study of sport in American society. A trickle 

of early works presaged a torrent that flooded the field after the appearance of Allen 

Guttmann’s enormously influential From Ritual to Record (1978).50 Emboldened by the 

development of the new social history, sports historians and historians of sport produced 

a legion of ground-breaking studies in the decade between 1978 and 1988. That period 

was book-ended by two landmark works by Guttmann. The aforementioned From Ritual 
to Record made modernization the reigning paradigm in the field. His lesser-recognized 

A Whole New Ball Game provided a Geertzian reading of sporting ‘texts’ in American 

culture.51 Following Guttmann’s lead, scholars from history, American studies and 

human movement studies backgrounds churned out between 1978 and 1988 volume after 

volume that ‘read’ sport as a text that revealed the basic parameters of American 

civilization.52 

Those readings frequently occurred at NASSH meetings and established profitable 

connections between historians of sport and sports historians, blurring the historic 

distinctions between the two traditions.53 The organization founded by sports historians 

opened its arms to historians of sport. NASSH united, at least temporarily in once-a-year 

professor-fests, faculty from physical education and kinesiology programmes with 
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scholars from traditional history departments, as well as researchers from other domains 

such as American studies, sociology, anthropology, philosophy and even the curious new 

realm of ‘sport studies’. NASSH created a commonwealth in which the historians of sport 

and the sports historians shared methods and theories, monographs and journals. Sports 

historians trained in kinesiology and exercise science departments since the 1970s have, 

as one of their leading scholars, David K. Wiggins revealed, increasingly taken large 

numbers of graduate courses in history, building a common educational background 

between the two tribes and forging a close alliance between them on both theoretical and 

practical issues.54 

From the late 1970s through the 2000s, historians of sport and sports historians alike 

tackled the major themes set out by the new social history, especially race, ethnicity, 

gender and class. Following the lead of C.L.R. James and trends in mainstream American 

history, scholars found the racial dynamics of American civilization an especially fertile 

ground. Baseball’s Great Experiment, Jules Tygiel’s splendid history of the integration 

of professional baseball and American society, perhaps the best book ever written in the 

field, provided a lighthouse that drew a host of scholars to the complex shoreline of sport 

and race in American society.55 Most of these studies have focused on African-American 

experiences and challenges on American playing fields, charting the parameters of 

segregation and the long struggle for integration, offering biographies of both famous 

and obscure black athletes, and seeking to amplify the histories of the ‘American 

dilemma’ in the national chronicles.56 

Other racial groups have also provided rich subject material for American sport 

scholars, especially Native Americans and Hispanics.57 European ethnicity, immigration 

and social class have been equal to race in recent American sporting sagas. A host of 

excellent works have analysed the role of sport in assimilation and resistance, the power 

of sport in the promotion of particular class ideologies and construction of alternative 

social spaces, and in the dynamics of sport in the emerging modern mass society 

produced by the industrial and urban revolutions.58 In these many volumes the works of 

Stephen Riess, Randy Roberts, Stephen Hardy, Melvin Adelman and Elliott Gorn stand 

out.59 
Religion, as well as ethnicity and social class, has provided sylvan territory for 

historical interpretations of the social and cultural dynamics of American sport.60 In a 

move beyond the cultural and social boundaries that James charted, the new American 

studies of sport have also focused extensively on gender. Numerous studies have 

chronicled how sport has both reinforced and transcended gender stereotypes, examined 

the pervasive patterns of gender discrimination in modern sports, and uncovered the 

stories of pioneering women athletes.61 

The sporting analyses of race, ethnicity, religion, class and gender uncovered the social 

dynamism of American culture in much the same fashion that James’s reminiscences 

about choosing a cricket club in his native Trinidad revealed the social fabric of West 

Indian culture. American scholars borrowed more than just an insightful sensitivity to the 

racial and social boundaries that sport generated from James. They have also shared 

James’s fascination with the ways in which sport could reveal and build local, national 

and even international cultures, those complex webs of ideas and institutions that knit 

together modern communities, modern nations and the modern globe. James understood 
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that the culture-producing and community-forging power of sport worked through the 

modern mass media, that newspaper articles and books as well as radio broadcasts and 

television programmes made the most popular dramatic art of the age of the common 

folk.62 

Indeed, James’s ideas fit neatly with Clifford Geertz’s notion of using sport as a ‘text’ 
for reading cultural patterns. In tandem, these ideas have had a great influence on the 

field, especially when combined with considerations of the role of the media in enhancing 

these cultural productions and reproductions. The prominent cultural historian Warren I. 

Susman produced some crucial early work on sport and national culture.63 American 

historians of sport and sports historians have begun to follow James, Geertz and Susman 

in exploring how sports and the media have shaped local, regional and national cultures 

in the USA. One of the leaders in this area, Michael Oriard, has through several volumes 

on American football and American sports literature considerably broadened the 

horizons of the discipline.64 

Several others have followed in Oriard’s wake in seeking to unravel sport’s role in the 

making of American national culture. Sport and nationalism have been a special focus of 

works by Donald Mrozek, S.W. Pope, Wanda Wakefield and Mark Dyreson.65 In a path-

breaking move away from the standard focus on the nation, Pamela Grundy has offered 

an insightful history of sport in shaping regional identity in her history of basketball, race, 

class and gender in North Carolina.66 From another vantage point, the political theorist 

Robert Putnam has raised questions about the role of sport in producing ‘social capital’, 
the glue that he and others identify as the binding force in modern democratic societies 

such as the USA.67 The studies on sport and American regional and national identities 

have been enhanced by a slew of good works on the role of the media – print, radio and 

television – in staging sporting spectacles for the masses and circulating the social capital 

of sport through every nook and cranny of American society.68 

Scholars have also sought to put American regional and national sporting cultures into 

a global perspective by concentrating on international competitions with a strong US 

presence and by exploring efforts to export American culture through sport to global 

markets.69 This development has marked the return of foreign policy historians to the 

subject of sport, a turn that Foster Rhea Dulles made in the 1940s.70 In framing American 

sport in a global perspective, American historians are following the lead of James, who 

devoted significant sections of Beyond a Boundary to analysing the role of cricket in the 

history of the British Empire. James viewed cricket as the national pastime for the 

Empire’s many national units, and insisted that national pastimes provided crucial clues 

for understanding national narratives. American historians have followed that lead as 

well, focusing on the American national pastime – baseball, in most reckonings – and on 

its many rivals for national passion in the USA.71 
While historians of sport and sports historians have over the last three decades made 

remarkable strides, certain areas of American have been neglected. Relatively little work 

has been done on sport during the Cold War or the cultural tumults of the 1960s, though 

David Zang’s SportsWars stands as notable exception to this trend.72 The ‘built 

environments’ of American sport, stadiums, gymnasiums and other sporting sites, have 

also received very little attention.73 The devotion to modernization and urbanization in 
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American sporting sagas has produced, unsurprisingly, a general neglect of rural and 

traditional topics.74 Finally, though hundreds of books devoted to American sports have 

appeared since 1970s, only Nancy Struna in her superb study People of Prowess has 

followed the route Jennie Holiman blazed in the 1930s and pushed back the chronology 

of American sport into the 17th and 18th centuries.75 

While certain gaps in the literature remain in both sports history and in the history of 

sport, the climate for research has never been more favourable. University presses in the 

USA have started ‘sport and society’ lists grounded in historical approaches.76 The 

number of journals devoted to sports history and to the history of sport have multiplied, 

while more general historical journals routinely publish sport-related articles.77 The 

avalanche of new publications has spurred the development of new courses devoted to 

the history of American sport. Solid textbooks have sprung up to serve the new market.78 

Several anthologies have sprouted to supplement the texts.79 

Indeed, one sign of the robust health of historical scholarship in sport has been the 

emergence since the mid-1990s of a robust debate on the need for new paradigms and 

new methodologies.80 While some of these calls have taken on the alarmist tones of 

academic prophets, in sum they represent, not the end of sports history, nor the demise 

of the history of sport, but the maturation of the two fields. As early as 1990 Stephen 

Hardy argued that scholars needed to reconsider how they analysed time, memory and 

meaning in their endeavours.81 While few scholars have followed Hardy’s initial clarion, 

his ideas and those of others who have advocated new paradigms has begun to yield some 

very interesting fruit, including new perspectives of sport as a key tool in crafting 

collective memory – a major theme in the development of mainstream history as well.82 

Daniel A. Nathan’s fascinating history of the shifting memories of baseball’s ‘Black Sox’ 
scandal over the course of the 20th-century, Saying It’s So, offers new vistas to those who 

seek fresh approaches.83 

A close reading of Nathan’s work reveals along with much that is fresh a continuing 

influence of the ideas of James and Geertz as well as a continuing debt to the new social 

and new cultural histories born decades earlier on the domain of sport. While new 

paradigms promise new insights, the older paradigms are hardly exhausted. The current 

state of American historical scholarship on sport seems healthier than it has ever been – 
and certainly far more vigorous than it was for the first three-quarters of the 20th century. 

Still, just below the surface of this beneficent environment lurk some troubling signs. 

History departments have not yet begun to hire faculty for ‘history of sport’ positions, nor 

does it appear that they are moving in that direction.84 Kinesiology, exercise science and 

physical education departments have, for a variety of reasons, not been as friendly in the 

last decade to those who investigate the history of sport and related social and cultural 

approaches to the study of human movement.85 Both the history of American sport and 

American sports history face significant challenges. 
These obstacles will in all probability produce a schism between the two provinces. 

For the last 40 years sports history and the history of sport have seemed indistinguishable. 

In fact, some of the differences between these two domains are now merely semantic, 

representing pride in ties to graduate training or to particular patches of academic turf. 

Since the 1970s, sports history and the history of sport have adopted the same 
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methodologies, subjects, sources, tools, audiences and even canons. The contemporary 

divergence between the two domains resides in how they perceive their contributions to 

the larger academic discourses that swirl through expert and lay communities. 

Ultimately, the differences in ends rather than means will lead to some separation 

between the history of sport and sports history, breaking the seemingly seamless merger 

between the two that now exists. 
Historians of sport seek to explain how American sport illuminates larger issues in the 

nation’s development, from the nature and practice of political and social reform to the 

role of class, race and gender in shaping culture. Sports historians, on the other hand, are 

in some ways commanded to do the opposite. Their particular audience is far more 

interested in the nature of sport and other forms of physical activity in human societies 

than they are in the particularities of historical experience. They are neither familiar with, 

nor interested in the nuances of particular historiographies. For instance, the students and 

colleagues to whom sports historians write are little engaged with complexities of the 

Progressive Era in American history, though they are keenly interested in the 1891 

invention of basketball. In contrast, the students and colleagues to whom historians of 

sport speak possess an inverted perspective, eager to speculate on how the invention of 

basketball illumines the patterns of progressivism.86 

For historians of sport, history itself is the contextual shroud with which they seek to 

envelop their enterprises. Their work flows out of the broader intellectual projects of the 

historical profession and seeks to return home to animate and amplify scholarship in 

history. Sports historians serve different interests. Human movement rather than history 

represents their home turf. They must connect with different paradigms and different 

audiences. 
Semantic differences litter this divide, but the divergence is not merely semantic.87 Not 

only the term ‘history’ but the name ‘sport’ represented contested areas in these arenas. 

In fact, in human movement studies departments sport has fallen from favour while the 

broad but obtuse concept of physical activity has taken hold. Sports history faces pressure 

to broaden its views to incorporate this shift away from sport in order to connect to 

students and colleagues in the many disciplines that find homes in such departments, 

from exercise physiology to sport psychology to biomechanics to motor control. In such 

a climate, a much greater grasp of the histories of science, medicine and the body will 

become crucial. Under the banner of sports history and the history of sport, a literature 

on the subject has already begun to develop.88 Much, though certainly not all, of the best 

work in this nascent area of ‘physical activity’ history focused on bodies, science and 

health has been done by scholars with training in and connections to kinesiology 

departments, especially Jack Berryman and Roberta J. Park.89 

Historians of sport, on the other hand, will likely find the history of physical activity 

too vague for their sentiments. Additionally, the history of medicine and the history of 

science represent well-established sub-disciplines in mainstream historical studies that 

generally have not been connected to the history of sport. These arrangements may well 

lead sports historians away from sport and toward new partners in the mother discipline. 

If the meeting ground provided by sport erodes over the next few decades sports history 

may well became a semantic misnomer. Certainly historians in human movement science 

departments are already feeling the pressure to de-emphasize sport.90 
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Sport, though, shows no signs of fading quickly from the scene in spite of the hopes of 

certain American kinesiologists. Sport remains a fascinating topic for both academics 

and the public. The insights of C.L.R. James remain powerful in American considerations 

of the role of sport in their civilization. Consider the essay in Sports Illustrated by 

Alexandar Wolff, ‘The Audacity of Hoops’, which credits the 2008 election of Barack 

Obama to the presidency of the USA to the candidate’s long love-affair with playing 

basketball.91 Wolff’s vision of Obama’s immersion in high school basketball and then in 

pick-up hoops as the catalyst for propelling the new president into a historic role as the 

leader in a new American journey beyond boundaries profoundly echoes James’s vision 

as Frank Worrell, the first black to captain a West Indian cricket side during the famous 

1961 test against Australia, as the embodiment of the promise of a multi-racial West 

Indian democracy. While Wolff did not actually revise James’s famous opening riddle, 

the Sports Illustrated scribe might as well have asked the Americans: ‘What do they know 

of basketball, who only basketball know?’ Wolff’s answer, like James’s response in 

Beyond a Boundary, is that those who only know basketball but do not grasp its power 

in the greater world beyond the court know little of value. Wolff asserts that the idea of 

sport has profoundly transformed American history.92 Obama and basketball, Wolff 
argues, have made possible, to cite the words of the original historian of American sport, 

Frederick Paxson, ‘a new Americanism for a new century’. For the past century American 

historians of sport and sports historians have been asserting such claims. Certainly that 

trend will continue for the next century. 
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Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1979); Randy Roberts, Papa Jack: Jack Johnson and the 



 The United States of America 623 

Pope, S. W., & Nauright, J. (Eds.). (2009). Routledge companion to sports history. Retrieved from http://ebookcentral.proquest.com Created from dmu 
on 2019-08-19 14:08:59. 

Era of White Hope (New York: The Free Press, 1983); Michael Isenberg, John L. Sullivan and His 
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Pennsylvania, 1800–1850 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1995). 
75 Nancy Struna, People of Prowess: Sport, Leisure and Labor in Early Anglo-American (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1996). 
76 A by no means inclusive list of sport and society series would begin with the seminal series begun 

in the early 1980s at the University of Illinois Press and include the Sport in Global Society book 

series at Routledge Press, and series at the Syracuse University Press, University of Nebraska Press, 

the University of Tennessee Press, the University of Arkansas Press, the University of Mississippi 

Press, the State University of New York Press and Johns Hopkins University Press. Most university 

presses publish at least occasional volumes on the history of sport, including the University of North 

Carolina Press, Oxford University Press, Columbia University Press, Cornell University Press, 

Harvard University Press, University of Minnesota Press, New York University Press, University 

of Texas Press, Texas A&M University Press, University of California Press, Duke University 

Press, Yale University Press, Princeton University Press, University of Georgia Press, University 

of Oklahoma Press, Pennsylvania State University Press and Cambridge University Press. 
77 The list of English-language journals focused on the historical approaches to sport is quite large, 

and includes the Journal of Sport History, the International Journal of the History of Sport, Sport 

History Review Sport History Review, Sport in History, Sport and Society, Sporting Traditions, 

Journal of Olympic History, Olympika: The International Journal of Olympic Studies, Journal of 

Comparative Physical Education and Sport, Stadion, Nine and Football Studies. 
78 Among the earliest texts were those produced by scholars with homes in physical education: Betty 

Mary Spears, Richard A. Swanson and Elaine T. Smith, History of Sport and Physical Activity in the 
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‘Cocks, Cats, Caps and Cups: A Semiotic Approach to Sport and National Identity’, Culture, Sport, 

Society 2 (Summer 1999), 1–21; Synthia Sydnor, ‘A History of Synchronized Swimming’, Journal 

of Sport History 25 (Summer 1998), 252–67; Murray Phillips, ‘Deconstructing Sport History: The 

Postmodern Challenge’, Journal of Sport History 28 (Fall 2001), 327–43; Murray Phillips, ed., 

Deconstructing Sport History: A Postmodern Analysis (Albany, NY: State University of New York 
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