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Preface 

Although, for a long time, it was generally neglected as an area of theorizing 
and research and still rarely merits a mention in work carried out within 
the dominant paradigms in the subject, during the 1970s and 1980s the 
sociology of sport began to expand and emerge as one of the most lively 
areas in sociology overall. In that period, too - as part of the expansion - the 
'figurational' or 'process-sociological' study of sport came increasingly to 
be a focus for critical discussion and debate. Usually, the debate centred 
around the theory of 'civilizing processes', the basis of which had originally 
been laid down by Norbert Elias in the 1930s. As is often the case in 
circumstances of this kind, the debate was stimulating and exciting but, at 
the same time, in many ways frustrating. It was frustrating largely because 
the protagonists on all sides showed distinct signs of retreating behind 
the protective cover of entrenched positions, accusing one another - not 
always without justification - of misrepresentation, misconstrual and 
even caricature. 

It was in the hope that it might contribute to breaking the impasse and 
help this area of the sociology of sport to return to constructive/debate and 
research that we conceived the idea for Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing 
Process. We contacted a number of well-known scholars from different 
countries and asked them to contribute chapters on themes worked out in 
discussion with us. They were divided, more or less equally, between those 
who had expressed mainly positive opinions on the figurational sociology 
of sport and those whose judgements inclined more towards the negative 
pole. We are very pleased with the result. Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing 
Process is, we feel, a good and lively book. We are reasonably confident 
that it will playa part both in moving the debate on to a higher and more 
constructive plane and in contributing to the generation of fruitful research. 

Sadly, Norbert Elias died as our work on the book was nearing comple
tion. Towards the end of his long and productive life, Norbert came in
creasingly to feel puzzled, even to an extent bitter, over the fact that the 
reception of his work in Britain had come nowhere near to equalling its 
reception in continental countries. After all, he was a naturalized British 
citizen and spent almost half his life living and working in this country. We 
share his puzzlement. However, we would like to think that Sport and 
Leisure in the Civilizing Process shows that Norbert's readership in Britain 
- and, indeed, in the United States and the rest of the English-speaking 
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world - was at least somewhat wider and more sympathetic than was 
suggested by his own most pessimistic judgement. That is the case, we 
think, particularly among younger sociologists and those working in such 
fields as sport, leisure, the body and the sociology of 'culture'. 

We hope that Sport alld Leisure in the Civilizing Process will help to 
clarify what Norbert Elias had to say on the subjects of sport and leisure, 
and that it will add momen.tum to the growth of his reputation in the 
English-speaking countries. Norbert was an outstanding sociologist. He 
was, in our opinion, one of the twentieth century's greatest figures in the 
subject. Dirk Kasler of the University of Hamburg recently had this to say: 
'[Norbert Elias was] a potential founding father of a European Sociology, 
which in turn might provide a model for a World Sociology for the 21st 
century'.' We agree with Professor Kasler. We only want to add that one 
measure of Norbert's greatness is the fact that he was among the first to see 
the relevance of and need for a sociology of leisure and sport. 

Thanks are due to all our contributors for the lively, pointed, incisive and 
scholarly chapters they have written. Although we have sometimes been 
more or less critical of what they have had to say, it is obvious that, without 
them, we could not have produced this book. Thanks are also due to Johan 
Goudsblom, Richard Kilminster, Stephen Mennell, Patrick Murphy and 
Ivan Waddington for their helpful advice on some of the material. Last but 
not least, we are extremely grateful to Janet Tiernan for undertaking with 
unflagging patience and unfailing cheerfulness the onerous typing, word
processing and photocopying tasks that producing a book like Sport and 
Leisure in the Civilizing Process inevitably entails. 

Leicester and London 

Note 

CR 
ED 

1. Dirk Kasler, 'Norbert Elias: European Sociologist for the 21st Century', 
unpublished speech delivered at the Memorial Meeting for Norbert Elias held 
at the University of Amsterdam, Saturday, 3 November 1990. 
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Introduction: Sociological 
Approaches to the Study of 
Sport and Leisure 
ERIC DUNNING and CHRIS ROJEK 

I 

Social life is about interdependence and interaction. It is therefore about 
display, confrontation, exhibition and questions of tolerance. In his auto
biography, P. T. Barnum (1869: 103), the legendary American showman of 
the nineteenth century, described some of the attractions exhibited in his 
'American Museum', New York, in the 1840s and 1850s: 

Automatons, jugglers, ventriloquists, living statuary, tableaux, gypsies, 
albinoes, fat boys, giants, dwarfs, music, singing and dancing in great 
variety, dioramas, panoramas, models of Niagara, Dublin, Paris and 
Jerusalem; Hannington's dioramas of the Creation, the Deluge, Fairy 
Grotto, Storm at Sea, the first English Punch and Judy in this country, 
Italian Fantoccini; mechanical figures, fancy glass-blowing, knitting 
machines and other triumphs of the mechanical arts; dissolving views; 
American Indians, who enacted their warlike and religious ceremonies 
on the stage - these, among others, were all exceedingly successful. 

Is there not, in this exuberant collection of 'peculiarities', an insight to be 
gained into the forms of what we relate to 'naturally' today as 'amusing' 
and 'pleasurable'? For one thing that can be said about Barnum's museum 
is that most of the human exhibits - the albinoes, the fat boys, the giants and 
the dwarfs would not now be seen as acceptable objects of display in the 
amusement industry. Somewhere along the line our tolerance to these 
things has changed. From the very first, the branch of sociology which has 
grown up from the writings of Norbert Elias' - the 'developmental', 
'figurational' or 'process-sociological' approach - concerned itself with 
understanding the structure and history of our tolerance to things in the 
human world. In examining 'the civilizing process', Elias claimed to have 
discovered a number of interlinked changes in the personality structure of 
people and the structures of the societies which they form. The growth of 
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xii Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

manifold chains of interdependence between people, together with the 
monopolization of taxation and the legitimate use of physical force by the 
state, correlated with changes in what people 'naturally' found to be 'ac
ceptable' and 'tolerable' in their relations with each other. 

Elias pursued this thesis in many areas of human behaviour: from changes 
in the balance of power between the sexes to transformations in our attitudes 
to death; from institutional changes in the organization and testing of 
knowledge to questions of perceptions and misperceptions between the 
superpowers. But it was perhaps inevitable that sport and leisure should 
emerge as important areas of enquiry.2 After all, modern culture values sport 
and leisure as areas of social life in which many of the normal everyday 
rules are relaxed. Here we can give vent to the passions which are subdued 
in work, education and the daily course of family and community life. It is 
precisely for this reason that sport and leisure activity is often associated 
with behaviour which is rougher and more aggressive than other areas of 
social life. Might there not be grounds, then, for holding that sport and 
leisure activity does not cpnform to the standards of self-control and restraint 
that obtain elsewhere in modern society? Is one to conclude that sport and 
leisure activity is beyond 'the civilizing process'? 

Questions like these formed the backdrop to a variety of studies into 
sport and leisure conducted by process sociologists. Topics of study included 
the development of football, the history of fox hunting, the excitement 
content of leisure activity and the dynamics of football hooliganism. 

We do not propose to attempt to summarize the findings of these various 
studies here - the work was, and continues to be, diverse; and in any case, 
several contributions later in this volume focus on specific research matters 
at some length. However, it is perhaps helpful to remark upon two meta
themes which soon emerged to guide research and debate. The first dwelt 
on the 'mimetic' character of much of the excitement that is generated in 
sport and leisure. Process sociologists investigated the proposition that a 
great deal of sport and leisure activity is permeated with staged tensions, 
artificially induced fears and imaginary dangers. As spectators we savour 
the conflicts on the football field or the cinema screen, knowing that the 
probability is high that no real harm will come to the players or ourselves. 
The second meta-theme relates so closely to Elias's original analysis in The 
Civilizing Process that it is perhaps best to let him explain it in his own 
words. He (1986: 23) wrote: 

The competitive bodily exertions of people in the highly regulated form 
that we call 'sport' have come to serve as symbolic representations of a 
non-violent, non-military form of competition between states. 
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The insistence upon linking the structure of 'interpersonal conduct' to the 
structure of society is again very evident here. Together with an emphasis 
upon the unanticipated aggregate consequences of intended actions, this 
sensitivity to the interdependence of human actions is the hallmark of the 
'figurational' or 'process sociological' approach to the study of social life. 

II 

The first wave of these arguments about sport and leisure reached the 
sociological community in published form in the 1960s and 1970s. It was 
not an auspicious time for them.3 Sociology was dominated by the crum
bling edifice of structural-functionalism.4 Favouring metaphors drawn from 
biology, structural-functionalists argued that society is akin to a giant 
organism. Each of its specialized parts - education, work, the family, the 
military, sport and leisure - was seen as functioning to preserve the stability 
of the whole. Such an approach assumed that individuals are bound together 
by a common value system. Altho~gh it was recognized that values vary 
between societies - above all, between societies at different 'evolutionary 
stages' - it is limited or 'patterned' in finite, and hence predictable, forms 
and arrangements. According to structural-functionalists, harmony and 
order are the 'normal' states in society; conflict and change are read as 
abnormal states which require correction. 

As is clear from the 'Introduction' to The Civilizing Process (1978), 
Elias had little time for structural-functionalism. He (1978: 228) abhorred 
the tendency of structural-functionalists to use concepts like 'common 
value system' and 'pattern variables' on the grounds that they reduce 
'everything variable to something invariable' and simplify 'complex phe
nomena by dissecting them into their individual components'. Similarly, he 
(1978: 230) argued that structural-functionalism tends to reduce processes 
to states. Change, insisted Elias (ibid.), is not external or accidental to 
normality, as the structural-functionalists imply. On the contrary, it is the 
omnipresent, normal condition of social life. 

It would be misleading to claim that all these arguments are or were 
unique to process sociology. On the contrary, the 1960s and 1970s witnessed 
a ferment of criticism against structural-functionalism in which similar 
arguments were made by conflict theorists, Marxists, ethnomethodologists 
and feminists. However, process sociologists can justifiably refer to the 
1939 edition of The Civilizing Process to show that the recognition of change 
as a normal part of life and the rejection of 'static' concepts were original 
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and integral features of the process approach. Yet in the 1960s, 1970s and 
1980s this approach often met with suspicion and scorn. Where process 
sociologists argued that today's social problems could only be understood 
by taking a long-term perspective, radicals clamoured for immediate solutions 
to immediate problems; where process sociologists pursued a research 
strategy aimed at maximizing 'detachment', Marxists and feminists called 
for a politically committed sociology and rejected the idea of detachment as 
yet another 'functionalist' evasion; finally, where process sociologists wrote 
of 'destroying myths' and enhancing our 'orientation to reality', 
phenomenologically-based sociologists cast doubt on shared notions of 
'reality', 'identity' and 'meaning'. 

It was not until the late 1970s and early 1980s, with the publication of the 
English language translations of the two volumes of The Civilizing Process 
and Elias's major position statement on the subject, What Is Sociology?, 
that the process approach began to break free from its peripheral position in 
sociology. However, before this time there was one area of sociology in 
which the process approach was acknowledged as a major influence: the 
sociology of sport. Traditionally, sociologists had ignored sport and leisure 
as the less serious sides of life. At the start of the 1960s there were hardly 
any academic studies available. Even fewer sociologists would admit to a 
professional interest in the subject. Process sociology, in fact, encountered 
a fallow field made up of only one or two historical classics on sport, 
together with a handful of biological and psychological treatises on play. 
Process sociology, with its emphasis on the body and the emotional content 
of human relations was well-equipped to make its mark. Indeed, by the 
1980s there is some evidence to suggest that the process approach was seen 
by some commentators as the dominant position in the field. Certainly, 
some authors expressed themselves vehemently that its influence was too 
great and that it should be curtailed (Curtis, 1986; Jary and Home, 1987). 

III 

Given the rediscovery of Elias in mainstream sociology in the late 1970s5 

and the larger numbers of scholars and students who now study sport and 
leisure, this seems an opportune moment to publish a critical assessment of 
the contribution of process sociology in the field of sport and leisure. One 
of the themes that emerged independently for both of us in working upon 
this volume is the extraordinary extent to which discussion in the field has 
been marred by stereotyping, polarization and caricature. It seemed to us 
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that process sociologists, Marxists, exponents of the cultural studies 
approach, functionalists, Weberians, Freudians and feminists occupied the 
same field but inhabited different worlds. Doubtless this lack of com
munication reflects the state of our field of study. We take this to be one of 
multi-paradigmatic rivalry in which different research traditions compete 
to 'explain' sport and leisure.6 In any event, both of us see stereotyping, 
polarization and caricature as enormously counterproductive. It was in this 
spirit that we prepared our plans for the book and began to commission 
contributions. 

Anyone acquainted with the sociology of sport and leisure will recognize 
that half the contributors to this volume are well-known critics of the 
process approach, while the other half are known to be sympathetic parties. 
By this means we hope to showcase the main sides, pro and contra, 
regarding the contribution of process sociologists to the field of sport and 
leisure studies. 

The first chapter of the volume is by Chris Rojek. It aims to give the 
reader an overview of the field. The author discusses why sociologists have 
taken sport and leisure more seriously in the 1970s and 1980s. He guides 
the reader through the leading positions in the field. Special attention is paid 
to the stereotyping and polarization of arguments. The author maintains that 
in many cases the points of agreement between competing positions are at 
least as important as the points of disagreement. The observation is illustrated 
with a comparison between some of the central tenets in the cultural studies 
approach and the process approach. 

Ivan Waddington and Patrick Murphy are the authors of the second 
chapter. It examines drugs, sport and ideologies. Both authors are members 
of the Department of Sociology at Leicester University - the Department 
where Elias taught and where several members of staff retain strong con
nections with his approach. They seek to explore the relevance of Elias's 
ideas by the method which he himself advocated as being superior to all 
others: theoretically informed concrete analysis in which neither the theo
retical nor the empirical has precedence over the other. More specifically, 
the authors use Elias's concept of 'sportization' to examine certain moral 
ideologies in sport, notably those relating to 'fair play' and 'justice'. They 
also break new ground by combining insights from the sociology of medicine 
with those from the figurational sociology of sport. The paper is an impor
tant contribution to understanding the reasons why some sportsmen and 
sportswomen resort to drugs in today's competitions. 

Chapter 3 is a spiky and challenging assault upon the central tenets of the 
process-sociological approach to sport and leisure. John Wilson begins by 
comparing the process approach with its Marxist and Durkheimian com-
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petitors. He argues that a major defect of process sociology is that it lacks 
a convincing theory of the state. As a result, he maintains, many of the 
assumptions and propositions made in the theory of the civilizing process 
are unrealistic and one-sided. Wilson illustrates his argument that the state 
is essential for understanding the history and structure of modern sport by 
means of an account Of the state in regulating sports activity in the USA. 
This forceful and lucid critique raises several crucial questions for process 
sociologists and, for that matter, any sociologist interested in sport and 
leisure. 

In Chapter 4 Joe Maguire considers the contribution of process soci
ology to understanding the place of the emotions in sport and leisure. The 
author commends process sociologists for recognizing that an historical 
dimension is essential for any convincing understanding of the emotions; 
and also for submitting that sport and leisure practice cannot be explained 
in terms of a single, isolated determining force such as 'the economy' or 
'the class struggle'. At the same time, Maguire holds that there is room for 
a wider dialogue between process sociologists and the advocates of other 
approaches to the study of the emotions. He backs up this argument with a 
discussion of what can be learned from three research traditions: symbolic 
interactionism; studies of commodification; and work on the body in 
consumer culture. 

The fifth chapter of the book is written by Ruud Stokvis. He proposes 
that process sociology is wrong to maintain that the key feature of modern 
sport is its relatively low level of tolerated violence. The author sees this as 
simply one factor relevant to the structure and history of certain sports. 
Other factors, he continues, such as the formal organization, standardization 
and commercialization of sport are of more importance. The case is deve
loped by a critical examination of Elias's interpretation of the development 
of fox-hunting. Wide-ranging and powerfully argued, the author concludes 
that process sociologists must critically review many of the basic assump
tions upon which their application of the theory of the civilizing process to 
the development of modern sport is based. 

Chapter six is written by one of the most distinguished academic com
mentators on sport in the USA, Allen Guttmann. Guttmann goes to the roots 
of the theory of the civilizing process by considering the historical evidence 
for a civilizing process in antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. 
In a rich and compelling account he explores data from Roman and Byzan
tine chariot races and medieval and Renaissance tournaments. Guttmann 
comes down as a qualified supporter of the theory that a civilizing process 
has occurred. His discussion pinpoints many areas in which the historical 
evidence is equivocal. He also suggests that process sociologists are at 
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fault for being too descriptive in their work on the civilizing process and too 
weak in explanatory analysis. Measured and probing, Guttmann's piece 
praises many features of the process approach in sport and leisure studies 
without conceding that it has given us a complete or satisfactory answer. 

The theory of the civilizing process 'focuses on male experiences, 
marginalizes females, and says very little about gender relations'. This, 
expressed in her own words, is the central theme of Jennifer Hargreaves's 
contribution to the volume in Chapter seven. Written with her customary 
verve, insight and pungency, Hargreaves looks at what process sociologists 
have actually written about gender and finds it to be woefully deficient. 
Process sociology is attacked for reproducing male bias and treating women 
as invisible actors in the male game of 'society'. Hargreaves discusses 
gender bias in state policy and the persistence of male aggression against 
women. Such facts, she concludes, prompt feminists to ask: in what sense 
is it meaningful to speak of a civilizing process in relation to the status and 
rights of women? 

Questions of common rights and citizenship empowerment under the 
civilizing process are taken up by Grant Jarvie in Chapter eight. He exam
ines the politics of sport in South Africa. In an informative and up-to-date 
guide, he builds on the analysis developed in his important book on racial 
and political sociology, Class, Race and Sport in South Africa's Political 
Economy.7 Jarvie criticizes neo-Marxist approaches to the subject of race 
and sport on the grounds that they place too much emphasis upon the 
explanatory value of concepts of 'class' and 'cultural domination'. The 
author maintains that Elias's wider, more all-embracing concept of 'figu
ration' is more useful and accurate in explaining the roots of racism in 
South Africa and what is actually happening politically in South African 
sport today. Accomplished and penetrating, Jarvie's chapter is not a piece 
of agitprop in favour of process sociology. In arguing that the concept of 
'figuration' has technical advantages over neo-Marxist concepts in getting 
to grips with issues of race and politics in South Africa, he is careful to 
conclude that Marxist cultural analysis need not see process sociology as 
anathema. On the contrary, his argument is for more exchange and cross
fertilization between the two approaches in order to make our theories fit 
more accurately with the facts. 

In Chapter nine, Alan Clarke criticizes the process-sociological approach 
to the study of football hooliganism. The author argues that the historical 
analysis of process sociology into the question of football hooliganism has 
been too narrow. What is missing, he contends, is a convincing account of 
why football is popular in the community. By ignoring the cultural history 
and meaning in soccer, Clarke continues, the theory of the civilizing proc-
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ess is unable to understand the passions which it purports to 'explain'. In 
particular, it ignores the role of the commercialized sport and leisure indus
tries in perpetuating stimuli which lead to outbursts of aggression. 

The final chapter of the volume is written by Eric Dunning. It is the most 
detailed attempt that the author has made to indicate what is different about 
the process-sociological approach in comparison with leading cognate 
sociological research traditions. Here Dunning offers some personal 
reminiscences of what attracted him to the figurational approach as a 
student at the University of Leicester in the 1950s. He goes on to articulate 
his objections to Marxism and structuration theory. These approaches have 
often been presented as the way forward for sport and leisure studies. In a 
principled and systematic account Dunning shows why, in his view, neither 
approach is suited to this role. The author concludes with an appraisal of 
some of the principal issues raised by the contributors in this volume. 

IV 

The essays collected here were specially commissioned for this volume. 
None of them has appeared in any other published form. In no final sense 
can they be said to confirm or falsify the propositions made by process 
sociologists. How could they? For one of the disarming arguments made by 
process sociologists is that theoretical arguments, like all human beings, are 
themselves in process. What seems to be true and obvious in one historical 
period often seems to be false and unbelievable in another. Barnum's 
museum of living exhibits is a case in point. Who today would dream of 
displaying albinoes, fat boys, giants or dwarfs as 'museum' objects? Prac
tices which Barnum took to be 'natural' and 'acceptable' now strike us as 
tasteless and cruel. And the most cursory reading of The Civilizing Process 
will supply the reader with a fund of additional examples. 

However, we believe that the volume does contribute to a more accurate 
understanding of what process sociologists actually hold to be correct, and 
that it will help in revealing what the genuine strengths and weaknesses are 
in their theory of the civilizing process and their approach to studying sport 
and leisure. We would be best pleased if readers used this volume as a 
resource for further discussion and research. On the other hand we would 
think that the book had failed if our readers fell upon it as commensurate 
with the automatic opinions and knee-jerk reactions that, for too long, have 
passed for 'debate' in so many areas of our field. 
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Notes 

1. The key work here is, of course, Elias's 2 volumes of The Civilizing Process: 
(1978), The History of Manners (Oxford: Blackwell) and (1982) State For
mation and Civilization (Oxford: Blackwell). Originally published 1939 as 
Uber den Prozess del' Zivilisation, 2 vols (Basle: Verlag Haus zum Falken). 

2. See, for example, E. Dunning and K. Sheard (1979), Barbarians, Gentlemen 
and Players (Oxford: Martin Robertson); N. Elias and E. Dunning (1986), 
Quest for Excitement (Oxford: Blackwell); E. Dunning, P. Murphy and 
J. Williams (1988), The Roots of Football Hooliganism (London: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul). 

3. See Dunning's chapter in this volume for an account of the situation at the 
start of the 1960s. 

4. Tony Giddens gives an on-the-spot account of the situation, albeit from a 
non-process sociology standpoint in the 1960s in his' Notes on the Concept 
of Play and Leisure', Sociological Review (1964) 12(1): 73-89. 

5. References to Elias's work are now regularly made by authors like Zygmunt 
Bauman, Richard Sennett, Pierre Bourdieu, Mike Featherstone, Philip Corrigan, 
Derek Sayer and many other sociologists of world rank currently at work. For 
a useful publication which conveys the rediscovery of Elias's work in the late 
1970s and 1980s see 'Norbert Elias and Figurational Sociology', Theory, 
Culture and Society, vol. 4, nos 2-3 (special edition) 1987. 

6. For more on this see C. Rojek (1985), Capitalism and Leisure TheOlY 
(London: Tavistock) pp. 4-9. 

7. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985. 
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1 The Field of Play in Sport 
and Leisure Studies 
CHRIS ROJEK 

This chapter aims to answer three questions. What is the situation of theory 
in the field of sport and leisure studies in the 1990s? How is the figurational 
approach placed in this field? And what are the prospects for the figurational 
approach in the years leading up to the end of the century? 

However, I want to preface my remarks on these matters with a brief 
discussion of the traditional position of sport and leisure studies in the 
Academy. Giddens (1964), who surveyed the field over a quarter of a 
century ago, asserted that biological and psychological approaches held 
sway. He found both wanting. Biological approaches were criticized for 
wrongly assuming that play performed similar functions in animals and 
humans and for underestimating the diversity of human play activity. 
Psychological approaches were taken to task for displaying naive function
alism. That is, they were accused of presenting sport and leisure in one
dimensional terms as reinforcing the stability and harmony of the social 
system. Consideration of the role of sport and leisure in producing control 
or conflict was held to be insufficient. The only sociological theory which 
Giddens commented upon in any detail was Huizinga's (1949) discussion 
of homo ludens. However, Giddens argued that this exercise in historical 
sociology was too fragmentary and diffuse to pass muster. As for the rest of 
the sociological heritage, Giddens (1964: 84) concluded that it amounted to 
nothing but 'gross statistical surveys of relative participation in particular 
kinds of leisure activities'. 

The general impression that one gets from reading Giddens's commen
tary is that sport and leisure are major areas of human activity which have 
been massively neglected by the Academy. Giddens does not speculate very 
deeply on the reasons for this state of affairs. However, it is not hard to find 
the major reason if one examines a few of the classic texts in the human 
sciences. Sport and leisure are consistently presented as being peripheral to 
the main business of life: work. Self-consciousness and self-realization are 
positively associated with the workplace, not the field of play. Indeed, one 
finds a strong belief that to have too much sport and leisure in one's life is 
self-destructive. Even the author of one of the indisputable classics on 
leisure, Thorstein Veblen I (1925: 170) asserted that 'the addiction to sports 
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marks an arrested development of man's moral nature'. He (1925: 171) 
went on to cite the 'make-believe', 'histrionic' elements in sport and leisure 
as evidence of the inherent childishness of these activities.2 

The picture was not all one-sided. Huizinga's (1949) discussion of the 
play element in Western culture may have been flawed, but it made a 
powerful case for taking sport and leisure seriously. Similarly, Riesman's 
(1961) work on 'the other directed' personality argued that leisure and sport 
were becoming more important in the organization of identity, association 
and practice. One should also mention the Frankfurt School's work on the 
repressive effects of modem leisure forms,3 and Goffman's (1967: 149-
207) brilliant, but maddeningly underdeveloped, phenomenology of 'action 
places' in modem societies. Nevertheless, taking everything into account, 
these were simply exceptions that proved the rule. 

Since the 1970s the situation has been transformed. In both Western 
Europe and North America there has been a steady expansion in student 
numbers and academic resources devoted to sport and leisure studies. The 
professional profile has been raised through the foundation of new special
ist journals and professional associations.4 A growing number of academic 
monographs and textbooks have appeared with the avowed aim of taking 
sport and leisure seriously. What has brought all of this about? The most 
obvious factor has been the economic growth of the leisure and sport sector. 
The expansion of the pleasure industry has multiplied career opportunities 
and elevated the impact of sport and leisure in the organization of social 
life. However, this economic development is itself bound up with wider 
social changes. In particular, the belief that self-consciousness and self
realization are centred on work experience has declined. Sociologists can 
no longer assume that work is the central life interest of individuals. On the 
contrary, many authors maintain that work is now seen as the means of 
financing other interests which lie beyond the doors of the workplace in 
'free time' experience.s 

The argument also connects with certain themes that have emerged from 
the debate about modernism and post-modernism. Briefly, it is argued that 
modem culture, the culture of bourgeois society, was work-centred. Bour
geois ideology emphasized rationalism over irrationalism, and respect
ability over freedom. It assumed that individual conduct was bound by an 
innate. rational order of things. For example. in bourgeois society it was 
held to be self-evident that there was a correct way of dressing and a proper 
way of speaking and behaving for all social occasions. This was expressed 
institutionally in the divisions between private and public life. work and 
leisure. civilization and primitivism. and so on. Bourgeois ideologies preached 
that it was the responsibility of the higher orders to impart the principles of 
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self-help to the lower orders and, through this, to advance the cause of 
'progress'. In contrast, it is argued that post-modem culture rotates around 
images and spectacles. Instead of the absolutism of modernism, post
modernism emphasizes diversity, difference, irrationalism, emotionalism 
and fantasy in identity, practice and association. Received modernist ideas 
that work and family define who one is or that there is a 'correct' way of 
behaving are treated ironically. Where modernists profess to observe the 
wheels of society running to an intricate order, post-modernists see only the 
voracious disorder of things. This is not the place to speculate on whether 
the post-modernist arguments are accurate.6 However, it is important to point 
out that post-modernists assume that practice, meaning and association now 
revolve around relations of consumption, relations of leisure experience and 
commodities. It would be wrong to deduce from this that post-modernism 
holds that social life is now centred on leisure, not work. For post-modern
ists treat notions of centred meaning, centred subjects, with unconcealed 
disdain. On the other hand, the proposition that leisure and sport must be 
taken as serious topics of enquiry is an obvious and prominent feature of 
post-modernist discussion. 

So much for suggesting why leisure and sports studies have attained a 
higher profile in the Academy since the 1970s. Let me now come to the 
question of the situation of sport and leisure studies in the 1990s. 

THEORY IN SPORT AND LEISURE STUDIES 

Among sociologists and philosophers it is generally accepted that most 
attempts to define and study social phenomena can be classified in terms of 
a central dualism between agency and structure theories.7 Agency ap
proaches commence with the atomized individual. Practice, meaning and 
development are studied as the product of individual action. Agency theo
ries attribute freedom, choice and self-determination to the individual. 
Although society is recognized as a real thing it is defined in pluralistic 
terms; that is, as an association or loose community of small groups. While 
power differentials between these groups are recognized, agency theories 
maintain that there is no necessity for anyone group to dominate. Agency 
theories adhere to the view that scientific method is value-free and that the 
proper application of scientific method will produce 'objective' knowledge. 

Structure approaches take issue with agency approaches at almost every 
point. Thus, they commence with society and regard the views and practices 
of the individual as an aspect or reflection of social structures, such as class, 
gender, race or status groups. Social development is not regarded as a 
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product of individuals acting solely in pursuit of their voluntarily chosen 
ends. On the contrary, it is regarded as the outcome of ascertainable 
structural influences such as the class struggle, racial discrimination or 
men's oppression of women. Pluralistic divisions in society are viewed as 
nothing but surface variations which, in the end, can be reduGed to the 
determinate social forces which animate the social system. Structure ap
proaches hold that scientific knowledge is not necessarily value-free. They 
maintain that what is presented as science in society at anyone point in 
time often, on inspection, amounts to nothing more than the prejudices of 
the ruling class, race or sex. However, structure theories also insist that 
knowledge shaped by these prejudices - ideological knowledge - can be 
demystified and that, through demystification, objective knowledge is 
produced. 

Of course, I appreciate that interesting and relevant criticisms have 
recently been made by writers who call into question the validity of the 
agency/structure framework.8 These criticisms are part of a wider attack on 
the nature of Western rationality which is, in itself, of some moment in 
explaining the positions which agency and structure theorists have articu
lated. However, for two reasons I do not propose to go into the substance of 
these criticisms here. In the first place, these matters are complicated; to 
enter into them in any serious way would require me to embark upon 
considerable additional exposition, for which there is insufficient space in 
this chapter. In the second place, the agency/structure theories in sport and 
leisure studies which I shall examine show little evidence of being con
cerned with, or indeed even registering, the epistemological issues raised by 
the criticisms of Western rationality which are in question.9 Be that as it 
may, let me come to the matter of agency/structure approaches in the sport 
and leisure field. 

(1) Agency Approaches1o 

Many of the first contributions to sport and leisure studies were made by 
researchers and authors working in the humanist tradition (Wilensky, 1960, 
1964; Kaplan, 1975; Parker, 1983; Ruskin, 1984). They believed that 'Man'lI 
has essential needs which must be fulfilled to achieve personal well-being 
and collective order. They associated the growth of leisure and sport with 
human progress. Indeed, some of them suggested that the term' life satisfac
tion' should be used to define the meaning of leisure and sport in contem
porary society. 12 

Agency approaches (Parker, 1981, 1983) continue to emphasize that 
choice, flexibility and freedom are integral features of sport and leisure 
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practice. Although social and economic inequalities are recognized, the 
ultimate reality is viewed to be the individual. Change continues to be seen 
in broadly progressive terms. For example, a review of leisure trends in the 
1980s by Olszewska and Roberts (1989: 47-61), emphasizes the continuity 
of improvements. 13 By way of evidence, Olszewska and Roberts (1989: 60) 
cite the growth of leisure time and spending power for the leisure poor. 14 

Similarly, agency approaches continue to present their arguments as 'scien
tific', 'objective' and 'impartial'. Surveys and other quantitative methods 
continue to be defended as the best guides to the central questions posed in 
sport and leisure studies. 

(2) Structure Approaches 

Structure approaches in sport and leisure are critical of many aspects of 
agency approaches. However, they also share some of the main assump
tions of agency theory. The most notable shared assumption is that human 
beings have universal needs which must be fulfilled in order to achieve 
personal well-being and social progress. However, this essentialist idea is 
presented and developed in strikingly different ways. Broadly speaking, 
three versions of the idea can be distinguished: Marxist, feminist and ethnic. 
Let me briefly work through each of these positions in turn. 

Marxist writers on sport and leisure have identified the mode of produc
tion as the key structural influence upon individual consciousness and 
practice (Hoch, 1972; Brohm, 1978; Rigauer, 1981; Van Moorst, 1982). 
Sport and leisure are seen as vehicles of social control. Both are used to 
replenish the worker's exhausted energies and to expand the consumer 
market for capitalist accumulation. Moreover, both are seen as defusing the 
worker's critical consciousness of the class mechanism which produces 
lifelong enslavement. 'Physical leisure activities', remarks Brohm (1978: 
90), 'in fact constitute the best way of dulling and intellectually neutralizing 
the masses.' The essentialist, humanist assumption which underpins most 
Marxist analysis is that human beings have universal needs. Capitalism is 
attacked for frustrating the realization of human needs through class ex
ploitation. Marxists dismiss the proposition that progressive reform of the 
system is possible. They maintain that capitalism cannot be stripped of its 
class character, because class exploitation is the foundation of the entire 
system. Accordingly, Marxists conclude that the way to produce genuine 
freedom and social progress is to sweep away the structure of exploitation 
through concerted working-class action. 

Feminist approaches to sport and leisure mirror Marxist positions in 
treating capitalism as a system of exploitation and oppression (Deem, 1985; 
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Green et al., 1987; Wimbush and Talbot, 1988). However, their iden
tification of the key structure of exploitation is rather different. Instead 
of examining class, they concentrate upon patriarchy. As Hargreaves 
(1989: 130) puts it: 

Without doubt, men possess greater cultural power than women. In 
leisure activities in general, and in sport in particular, men spend more 
time and have access to a wider range of opportunities than women, and 
sport is a unique feature of cultural life in which women are seriously 
disadvantaged and where sexism is fostered. 

Some feminist authors (Wimbush and Talbot, 1988: 179; Ramazanoglu, 
1989), have warned against essentialist models of female oppression which 
invoke the idea of the homogeneity of women's and men's experience. 
Nevertheless, there is a strong essentialist tone to many feminist contribu
tions to sport and leisure studies. Bialeschki and Henderson (1986) reflect 
this unequivocally in their concept of 'the common world of women'. 
'Regardless of their employment status', they (1986: 307) write, 'where 
leisure activity occurs and with whom, women seem to perceive similar 
criteria as important to the leisure experience.' 

Ethnic approaches illustrate the third main application of the concept of 
structure in sport and leisure studies (Cashmore, 1982; Lapchick, 1984). 
They use the concept to refer to organized racial exploitation and oppres
sion. Although the origins of racism are traced to the rise of capitalism, and 
especially the institution slavery, the present-day structure of racism is 
presented as irreducible to the capitalist system. Ethnic approaches note the 
higher levels of achievement by blacks in the sporting field. However, they 
maintain that this is not biologically but socially determined. Sport is 
presented as an escape route of upward mobility for blacks in a society 
which systematically restricts their general life chances. The sodal struc
ture of racism is therefore seen as exerting two universal effects in 
contemporary society: it defines black lifestyle and morally impoverishes 
white culture. 

These, then, are the main ways in which the concept of structure has 
been applied in sport and leisure studies. In at least two ways they are of 
more value than agency approaches. In the first place, they demonstrate the 
situated character of social action. Participation in sport and leisure is rather 
more than a matter of personal choice, spontaneity and free will. The kind 
of choices that people make, and the relative freedom which they exercise, 
depends upon their social position. This brings me to the second positive 
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feature of structure approaches; that is, their insistence that sport and leisure 
relations must be understood as relations of power. Social structures of 
class, sexism and racism are present on the field of play and in leisure space 
and leisure time. 

However, in other respects structure approaches are open to fundamental 
objections. Three points must be made. To begin with, their treatment of the 
concept of social structure tends to be somewhat one-sided. Class, sexism 
and racism are presented as determining individual consciousness to t~e 
point that individuals have little or no choice in the actions which they take. 
The interactive aspects of the relations between consciousness and struc
ture, individual and society are neglected. In the second place, structures are 
often presented in static terms as a sober fact of social life which brooks no 
change. For example, Marxists often dismiss the political moves toward 
democratization and civil rights in capitalist society as nothing more than 
window-dressing which leaves the fundamental class system intact. Thirdly, 
structure approaches have done little to examine how structures of power 
interact with each other. One searches in vain among structure approaches 
to sport and leisure for an account which explores the relations between 
class, sexism and racism and the contingencies attached to th'ese relations in 
sport and leisure practice. Instead, structure approaches to sport and leisure 
tend to reinforce the idea that sport and leisure practice, in the last instance, 
obeys a primary structure of motivation: class, sexism and racism. 

The figurational approach to sport and leisure is opposed to false di
chotomies, such as individual and society or work and leisure. It also 
dismisses static thinking and insists on exploring the interactive aspects of 
power relations. In these senses it offers a way forward from the impasse of 
agency and structure thinking. On the other hand, it is far from being alone 
in offering this option. Before coming to the place of the figurational 
approach in the field of sport and leisure studies it is necessary to say a few 
words about competing approaches which claim to go beyond the agencyl 
structure dualism. What unites them with the figurational approach is a 
concern with the interactive aspects of power relations, a concern with 
process rather than structure or agency. For this reason I want to refer to 
them collectively as process approaches. However, there is also much 
which divides these approaches and I shall come to the divisions which 
relate to the figurational approach later in the chapter. If one sets the 
figurational approach aside for the moment there are three fronts on which 
process-type approaches to sport and leisure have been developed: neo
Marxist cultural studies, structuration theory and Kelly's social existential
ism. Let's look briefly at each of these in tum. 
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The neo-Marxist cultural studies approach attempts to apply certain 
ideas drawn from leading Marxist thinkers on culture - notably Gramsci 
and Raymond Williams - to matters of leisure and sport. Its principal 
exponents in sport and leisure studies are Hall and Jefferson (1976); Clarke 
and Critcher (1985); Griffin (1985); Hargreaves (1986); Tomlinson (1990). 
All these writers are critical of agency approaches to sport and leisure. They 
borrow from Marxian structure approaches the proposition that the class 
system is of fundamental importance in understanding the organization of 
sport and leisure. However, they exhibit much discomfort with traditional 
Marxist treatments of base/superstructure relationships. Instead of positing 
a causal relationship between base and superstructure, the neo-Marxist 
approach emphasizes interplay and dialectics. For example, sport and lei
sure activities are seen as heavily conditioned by the accumulation re
quirements of the capitalist commodity market. In the work of Hargreaves 
(1986: 207) sport and leisure are presented as playing an ideological role in 
unifying dominant classes while defusing critical consciousness in sub
ordinate ones. On the other hand, the capacity of social actors to demystify 
the meanings of the capitalist commodity market is never doubted by neo
Marxist cultural-studies authors. Even if this capacity is not typically 
routinized in everyday life, it is stipulated as a constant potential of the 
capitalist system. Youth subcultures have been examined as one prominent 
area of popular resistance to capitalist commodification (Hall and Jefferson, 
1976; Robins, 1982: 136-51; Clarke and Critcher, 1985: 82-8). The media 
and the state are identified as two influential institutions in society where 
capitalist values can be contested and exposed. Jary and Horne (1987: 188), 
in a sympathetic account of the cultural studies approach, argue that its 
main strengths are threefold: it takes seriously the idea that sport and leisure 
practice must be understood as relations of power; it emphasizes the role of 
the state and the economy in structuring sport and leisure activity in con
temporary society; and it applies an open-ended approach to sport and 
leisure studies so that new developments can be investigated in a non
dogmatic fashion. To this must be added the acute sense of history which 
reverberates through the publications of cultural-studies authors. Sport and 
leisure practices are correctly explored as deeply rooted social processes. 
On the other hand, Jary and Horne (1987) are rather lightweight in taking 
stock of the manifest weaknesses of the neo-Marxist cultural-studies view
point. Three points, in particular, must be made. 

In the first place, the concern of cultural-studies writers to be relevant 
often boils down to nothing more than the recording of contemporary 
events. Discussions of consumerism read like bulletin boards of the latest or 
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most prominent commodity brand-names in the market (Tomlinson, 1990: 
21-35). Commentaries on subcultures rattle off cast lists of actors who 
bound on to the stage of history and then fade away (Willis, 1978). Certain 
themes are apparent in all this: the versatility of capitalist culture in separat
ing pleasure-seekers from the goal of pleasure; the capacity of subordinate 
classes to modify and, in some cases, subvert commodification; and the 
transformation of market-led needs into 'natural' desires. However, this 
hardly amounts to a theory. Cultural studies offer hardly any testable pro
positions or hypotheses. 

The second proble'm with the cultural-studies approach relates to its 
much vaunted openness. Cultural studies arose, as I have already remarked, 
from a sense of discomfort with the traditional Marxian treatment of the 
relationship between base and superstructure. Subcultures were theorized as 
forms of identity, practice and association which were not necessarily 
coterminous with class distinctions. The attraction of the approach lay in its 
potential to free neo-Marxists from the dogmatic received ideas buzzing 
around class analysis. On the other hand, by conceding the reality of 
pluralism, neo-Marxists risked being mistaken for new-wave pluralists, 
losing the authority attached to the fundamental Marxian proposition that 
the class struggle is the secret of history. The tension has been expressed in 
the non sequiturs and illogicality which abound in the cultural studies at
tempts to make sense of sport and leisure. Consider Clarke and Critcher's 
(1985) study of leisure. It is a book which richly displays many of the 
positive aspects of the cultural studies approach: it consistently explores 
leisure relations as relations of power; it reveals how many features of 
leisure identity and practice which we take to be 'natural' are, in fact, 
historically organized by social, economic and political forces; and it is 
steeped in a strong appreciation of history. However, the fastidious atten
tion which the authors pay to recording the historical facts does not extend 
to the subject of theoretical interpretation. After recording the changes in 
state provision which oppose class domination, they (1985: 217-9) intro
duce the Gramscian notion of hegemony to support the argument that the 
changes in state provision simply reinforce class domination at a new level 
of integration. Transformations in the power structure of capitalist societies 
which other social scientists have documented 'S - the decline of traditional 
working-class communities; the rise of flexible accumulation; the emer
gence of a huge service class which does not fit in with traditional Marxian 
models of class structure - all this is triumphantly dismissed by Clarke and 
Critcher. 'Class', they (1985: 190) write, 'stubbornly refuses to be buried. 
Each announcement of its death has, so far, been premature. '16 I leave it to 
the reader to judge how open, undogmatic and relevant this statement is. 
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The third point I want to make about the cultural-studies approach to 
sport and leisure refers to its parochialism. Cultural-studies authors may 
pay lip-service to the importance of global capitalism in organizing choices 
and participation in sport and leisure activity (see Tomlinson, 1990: 30). 
However, in practice their published work is a monument to the Little 
Englander mentality. Europe, America and Australasia rarely figure in the 
cultural studies scheme of things, to say nothing of Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland. There is, of course, always a balance to be struck between 
the particular and the general, the local and the global, in sociological 
enquiry. But cultural studies comes nowhere near to being even-handed. 17 

This brings me to the second main example of process approaches in 
leisure and sport studies that I want to examine: structuration theory. The 
term 'structuration theory' is today most closely associated with the socio
logy of Anthony Giddens. 18 In a series of theoretical works, he (1979; 1981; 
1982; 1984) has attempted to establish a new way of studying society which 
overcomes the problems of the agency/structure dualism. Structuration 
theory aims to treat structure as both the medium and outcome of social 
actions. Giddens formulates a daunting number of neologisms and hypo
theses to develop this idea. However, he (1981: 19) expresses the crux of 
the matter in fairly simple terms: 

All social action consists of social practices, situated in time-space, and 
organized in a skilled and knowledgeable fashion by human agents. But 
such knowledgeability is always 'bounded' by unacknowledged condi
tions of action on one side, and unintended consequences of action on 
the other. 

Structuration theory, then, acknowledges the situated character of indi
vidual conduct. However, it is also militantly antagonistic to determinism 
and is committed to cultivating sensitivity to the contingencies, the 'unac
knowledged (time/space) conditions' and the 'unintended consequences' of 
individual action. In sport and leisure studies the principal exponents of 
structuration theory have been Gruneau (1983), Bramham (1984) and 
Mommas and Van der Poel (1987). 

The strengths of structuration theory are considerable. For example, 
Gruneau (1983) powerfully conveys the sense in which sport and leisure 
activity is simultaneously liberating (facilitating political and cultural bonds 
of recognition, belonging and membership) and constraining (reflecting the 
accumulation requirements of capitalist society). Structuration theory also 
insists that sport and leisure relations must be unequivocally situated in the 
general power-structure of contemporary society. It is therefore diametrically 
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opposed to the ambition, expressed by some professionals in the sport and 
leisure industries, to formulate a pure science of sport and leisure which 
enforces an ethicaIly neutral attitude to social, political and economic issues 
in society. 

However, as one might expect of a theory which depends so, much on the 
synthesis of existing ideas, neither of these strengths is unique to structuration 
theory. For example, the proposition that 'men make their own history, but 
not under circumstances of their own choosing' is a central tenet of classical 
Marxism. Similarly, the Frankfurt School (1973: 9) attacked the idea that 
human activities can be studied as if they were independent of social 
conditions. The originality of structuration theory is therefore a moot point 
in determining its significance. More deeply, the articulacy which Giddens 
and his foIlowers display in defining concepts and fonnulating hypotheses 
has not been matched by fastidiousness in applying these concepts and 
hypotheses to the study of concrete social problems. Structuration theory's 
place is largely on the drawing-board. Very few empirical applications have 
been attempted. This, of course, makes it very difficult to judge if it is 
superior to competing models in the field as a tool of enquiry. As regards 
questions of sport and leisure, even on the drawing board one can locate 
inherent practical problems with the use of the approach. Chief among these 
is the neglect of the emotions. Structuration theory inclines rather too much 
to a rational view of human conduct in which knowledge means rational 
understanding and capability means the rational, intentional power to rea
lize one's will. Against this, much activity in sport and leisure is obviously 
driven by passion. The arousal of deep emotions in, for example, spectator 
sports or heavy drinking or drug use, usually has very little to do with 
rational consciousness. Indeed, rational consciousness is often powerless in 
the face of deep emotions. Here, the problem with structuration theory can 
be traced to its premise. Giddens and his followers start from the position of 
the situated activities of actors vis-a-vis one another. For other authors, 
notably Elias (1978a, 1982a), Foucault (1975, 1981) and Turner (1984), this 
is the wrong place to start. In their view the situated body is the starting 
point of analysis. Before human beings can act they have to gain awareness 
and control of their bodily processes. This suggests a whole agenda of 
research relating to the constitution and disciplining of bodies, meanings of 
bodily containment and excess, personal identity and difference, which 
structuration theory is incapable of generating. 

The third main example of process theory that I want to comment upon 
is KeIly's (1987) theory of social existentialism. Unlike neo-Marxist cul
tural studies or structuration theory, KeIly's theory is a direct response to 
conceptual and practical problems encountered in studying sport and leisure. 
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Although it is highly derivative, drawing freely from aspects of Marx's 
historical materialism, Heidegger's ontology and the methodology of social 
psychology, it makes a genuine attempt to produce a testable theory of sport 
and leisure. 

Kelly argues against essentialism and determinism in the study of sport 
and leisure. He calls for a dialectical approach to phenomena. As he (1987: 
235) puts it: 

Leisure is no either/or: decision or state of being, immediate experience 
of personal development, relaxed or intense, flow or creation, separate or 
engaged, problematic or structured. Leisure is act and an environment 
for action, of the culture and creating the "not yet", developmental and 
community and building. 

In another passage he (1987: 237) defines leisure as 'a possibility of situated 
freedom'. 

Kelly, then, follows cultural studies and structuration theory in submit
ting that sport and leisure activity is never entirely free or wholly con
strained. He appreciates the situated character of sport and leisure practice, 
and therefore recognizes that questions of power and inequality must be at 
the heart of sport and leisure studies. He also appreciates that self-criticism 
is a necessary condition for any plausible social theory, and therefore 
discounts dogmatism and fundamentalism in theoretical practice. 

On the other hand, Kelly's theory of social existentialism is not distin
guished by a keen sense of history. Leisure identities are examined, but 
without much attention to leisure biographies; leisure interaction with other 
systems of action is explored, but without much interest in the historical 
emergence and development of these systems. Also, Kelly's discussion of 
social existentialism and his definition of leisure are truisms. '9 Of course, 
individual conduct has a situated character; of course, leisure offers possi
bilities of 'situated freedom'. The question is what theorems and pre
dictions can be extrapolated from these insights. Kelly's theory is low in 
the very attributes which it sets great store by: testable propositions and 
predictive content. 

So far the discussion has set out the main agency and structure ap
proaches in the field of sport and leisure studies. It has also considered the 
claims of three of the most important examples of process approaches 
which claim to transcend the agency/structure dualism. It is now time to 
come to the second question which I set myself at the beginning of the 
chapter: How is the figurational approach placed in the field of sport and 
leisure studies? 
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THE FlGURATIONAL APPROACH IN THE FIELD OF SPORT AND 
LEISURE STUDIES 

Elsewhere, I (l986b: 65-77) have argued that it is revealing to think of 
contributions to a given field of enquiry in the social sciences in terms of a 
gladiatorial paradigm. By the term 'gladiatorial paradigm' I mean an 
adversarial state of affairs in which contributio'lS to knowledge are pre
sented and developed as participants in a competitive struggle to command 
the terrain.20 Discussion tends to proceed in a confrontational way by high
lighting the differences between positions, rather than recognizing the 
similarities.21 As a result, positions get stereotyped and arguments polar
ized. This makes it difficult to cross-fertilize research findings and theoretical 
insights in order to construct propositions which have higher explanatory 
value in getting to grips with the main research issues. 

These comments are certainly germane to understanding the reaction to 
the figurational approach in the field of sport and leisure studies. While 
many commentators have praised the power and originality of the figurational 
approach (Sica, 1984; Guttmann, 1986; Kilminster, 1987), just as many 
have argued that it is a blind alley for sport and leisure studies to pursue 
(Curtis, 1986; Hargreaves, 1986; Taylor, 1987; Jary and Horne, 1987). Here 
I want to concentrate, in particular, on the criticisms made by associates of 
the neo-Marxist cultural studies approach. I want to do so for three reasons. 
First of all, some of these criticisms illustrate very clearly how positions get 
stereotyped and arguments polarized in the gladiatorial paradigm of sport 
and leisure studies. Secondly, cultural-studies writers have produced the 
most detailed criticisms of the figurational approach in the field. Thirdly, 
while stopping short of asserting leadership in the field, cultural-studies 
writers have gone a long way towards claiming that their approach tran
scends the alleged weaknesses of rival positions (Jary and Horne, 1987; 
Tomlinson 1989; Critcher 1989 (a) and (b». 

Cultural-studies writers acknowledge that the figurational approach was 
one of the first sociological approaches to argue that sport and leisure must 
be studied historically. A highly developed sensitivity to history is, of 
course, inherent in Elias's (1978a, 1982a) theory of 'the civilizing process'. 
It is carried over into the various studies of the dynamics of sports collected 
together in Elias and Dunning (1986). It is also richly demonstrated in the 
full-length studies of the development of rugby football in Britain produced 
by Dunning and Sheard (1979), and football hooliganism in Britain pro
duced by Dunning, Murphy and Williams (1988). Cultural-studies writers 
also acknowledge that the concept of 'figuration' was one of the first 
sociological concepts to emphasize that relations of power are both enabling 
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and constraining. The concept shows that sport and leisure relations are 
rule-governed and that, simultaneously, rules constitute resources for critical 
departures in the expression of identity, practice and association (Jary and 
Home 1987: 179-82). 

In addition, two further points, not usually formulated by cultural-studies 
writers, need to be made. First of all, the figurational approach was for a 
long time unique in insisting that social scientists should take the body 
seriouslyY Long before Foucault (1975, 1981), Elias (1978a, 1982a) 
examined the body as a nexus of power, and unequivocally related his
torical transformations in bodily appearance and self-discipline to trans
formations in the social structure. The second point is that the figurational 
approach breaks rather sharply with the received language and conventional 
styles of thought associated with traditional and critical forms of social 
science. One of Elias's most iconoclastic arguments is that traditional and 
critical social science are blighted by the twin scourges of reductive meta
physics and reification. The conventional distinctions between the individual 
and society, materialism and idealism, base and superstructure, culture and 
class, work and leisure, may all be cited as examples. Figurational socio
logy has sought to develop a terminology of concrete references which 
attempts to pursue the pattern of social processes as it develops, rather than 
to confonn to the foundational principles of a governing theory. As Kilminster 
(1987: 215-6) puts it: 

[figurational sociologists] will talk of party-establishments when others 
prefer "the political"; or economic specialists rather than "the eco
nomic sphere"; or social specialists of violence control instead of 
"repressive state apparatus"; or means of orientation rather than "ideo
logical practice." 

I shall come back to these questions of language and styles of thinking 
later in the chapter. I think they help to explain how the figurational 
approach has been stereotyped by critics working in the cultural studies 
tradition and why similarities between the two traditions have, on the 
whole, been ignored. However, having reviewed some of the widely ac
knowledged strengths of the figurational approach, let me now proceed to 
examine the central criticisms of the approach made by cultural-studies 
writers. Broadly speaking, the criticisms fall into three groups: presentational 
issues relating to the status of the figurational approach; methodological 
issues relating to the self-reflexivity of the figurational approach; and theo
retical issues pertaining to the alleged 'functionalism' and 'evolutionism' of 
the figurational approach. Let me deal with these matters in turn. 
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Jary and Horne (1987: 183-4) argue that the figurational approach has 
presented itself as enjoying 'special status' in the field. They contend that 
Elias and his followers have claimed that the concept of figuration is the key 
to a reorientation in social study which more accurately conveys the dy
namic, contingent qualities of human relationships. Citing Bauman (1979: 
118-19), they assert that there is little difference between the concept of 
figuration and the more traditional sociological concepts of 'pattern' and 
'situation'. It is tiresome to get embroiled in semantic disputes. However, it 
must be pointed out that the Oxford English Dictionary defines 'pattern' as 
'an excellel}t or ideal example; model or design or working instructions 
from which a thing is made; decorative design as executed on paper'. None 
of these nuances quite embraces the habitual, constantly moving, routine, 
unfinished, ordinary qualities of human relations which the concept of 
figuration embodies. 

As for 'situation', the Oxford English Dictionary entry is: 'place, with its 
surroundings, occupied by something; set of circumstances, position in 
which one finds oneself'. Again, the emphasis here is rather on the static 
side of things. The concept of situation does not convey the mobile, un
finished qualities of human relations as unequivocally as the concept of 
figuration. However, semantic issues apart, Jary and Horne are right to 
argue that the figurational approach has no unique status in claiming that 
social study must pay attention to the dynamics and contingencies of human 
interaction. The question is whether figurational sociologists would accept 
that the proposition that figurational sociology has presented itself as unique 
is an accurate statement of their position. On this there is much evidence to 
show that Jary and Horne's criticism is excessive. At least two points must 
be made. First of all, Elias (1978b: 33-49) has argued at length that the 
awareness of the dynamic, contingent qualities of human interaction was 
one of the pivotal achievements of Enlightenment thought. However, his 
appreciation of this achievement is tempered. To be sure, he never follows 
Adorno and Horkheimer (1944) in positing the dialectic of Enlightenment. 
On the other hand, he does recognize that the Enlightenment quest to 
understand social processes emerged side-by-side with a managerial inter
est in controlling social life 'rationally' for the good of 'Man' .23 In his (1974, 
1982b) commentaries on scientific theory and scientific establishments, 
Elias quite clearly associates reductive metaphysics and reification with 
radical modernist systems of social intervention and the management of 
society. However, the point that needs to be stressed is that Elias quite 
plainly states that the Enlightenment posed many accurate questions with 
regard to studying social processes, and that the figurational approach 
should, in part, be seen as an attempt to exploit and develop these questions. 
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The second general point that I want to make regarding Jary and Horne's 
criticism is that it fails to recognize that any claim to unique status in social 
life would be regarded as fundamentally suspect by figurational socio
logists. For figurational sociologists, nothing comes of nothing. Each event, 
each development, is interconnected with other events and developments in 
the figuration. The idea of a unique or isolated development is not only 
anathema to figurational sociologists, it is quite explicitly rejected as an 
impossibility. 

There are grounds for criticizing the presentational status of figurational 
sociology, but they are not the grounds which Jary and Horne cover. The 
issue here refers to the conspicuous failure of figurational sociologists 
systematically to compare and contrast their position with competing posi
tions in the field. Elias himself has been confronted with the charge. He 
shrugged it off using terms which recall Weber's (1918) defence of science 
as a vocation. 'It is more productive', asserted Elias (quoted in Kilminster, 
1987: 215), 'ifI go on working in the laboratory as I have done before, like 
a physicist who would go to his labour every day and do his stint instead of 
criticizing other physicists.' Sympathetic commentators find in such an 
attitude evidence of the integrity and single-mindedness of the figurational 
approach; on the other hand, critics find Elias's position to be merely 
imperious, because it ignores well-supported alternative research traditions 
without even bothering to investigate them. I think that the omission of 
figurational sociology to situate itself clearly in the field by thoroughly 
comparing and contrasting its arguments with the arguments of competing 
positions has been a major tactical error.24 It has left figurational socio
logists vulnerable to the objection that they are incapable of relating to 
competing positions except through caricature.25 

This brings me to the second main group of criticisms that cultural
studies writers mobilize against the figurational approach: those relating to 
the self-reflexivity of figurational sociology. Every academic approach to 
the study of social life requires a methodology to attempt to separate fact 
from fiction, and to defend itself against charges of partiality and prejudice. 
According to Tomlinson (1989: 105-6) the methodological strengths of the 
cultural-studies approach rest upon its alleged realistic view of the power 
struggle in capitalist society, and its sense of the continuity of struggle in 
social processes. The latter, Tomlinson argues, prevents cultural-studies 
writers from having a closed mind or adopting a blinkered approach to 
social questions. It means, in Tomlinson's (1989: 106) words, that the 
academic concepts formulated and applied by cultural-studies writers will 
be commensurate with' "experience", with how popular subjectivities are 
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constituted from below'. This identification with 'popular subjectivities 
... constituted from below' is a crucial matter for cultural-studies writers, 
for they eschew sympathy with the notion of ethical neutrality. Instead, they 
declare commitment with the struggles of subordinate groups and 
oppressed classes. 'Cultural Studies', trumpets Tomlinson (1989: 106), 'has 
produced cultural analysis and cultural commentators whose form of praxis 
has been cast in more aspirantIy transformational form, often linked to 
projects designed to mobilize collectivist strategies and ideals.' 

In contrast, figurational sociologists adhere to a methodology of detach
ment, a methodology of self-consciously distancing oneself from the object 
of study. Despite appearances, detachment is not a simple concept. 
Figurational sociologists use it in two senses. On the one hand, they refer 
to it as the self-disciplined practice of science which enables one to study 
a given object dispassionately. On the other hand, they use it to refer to a 
condition of social development. In this latter sense, detachment means an 
unplanned, unintended state in human development where individuals sep
arate themselves from 'Nature' and 'Society'. Cultural-studies writers do 
not recognize the distinction; rather, they see in the concept of detachment 
a synonym for ethical neutrality. Figurational sociologists are castigated for 
failing to declare a commitment with subordinate cultures and classes. 
Their silence is interpreted as an apologist stance on the question of the 
inequalities which are specific to capitalist society (Jary and Horne, 1987: 
185-6). 

The issues raised here are complex. Cultural-studies writers are quite 
right to complain that there is no manifesto for a better society in figurational 
sociology. In part this absence is due to the German realist tradition in 
epistemology from which Elias emerged. Elias, let us remember, studied 
medicine as well as philosophy at Breslau and came under the influence at 
Heidelburg and Frankfurt of Rickert, Jaspers, Husserl, Mannheim and 
Alfred Weber. It was a liberal education which combined a breadth of 
factual knowledge from the natural and social sciences which is unimagina
ble today. At its heart was a Kantian respect for phenomena over noumena 
(Sica, 1984: 50). Elias was taught never to present any argument until he 
was completely sure of his facts. In contrast, the strong emphasis which the 
cultural studies tradition places upon political engagement militates against 
a Kantian respect for phenomena over noumena. Before a problem is fully 
investigated, the tradition provides a set of arguments to frame it and 
sometimes even a solution to deal with it. For example, Critcher (1989a: 
160), responding to the new lifestyles associated with the growth of the 
tertiary sector in the 1970s and 1980s asserts that' such expressions seem to 
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some of us no more than labels for the changing cultural forms assumed by 
middle class life'. While Tomlinson (1990: 26), writing on marketing 
strategies in consumer culture, contends that: 

The marketeer has begun to move more and more seducingly, flattering 
the punter, coaxing in the consumer. The act of purchase or consump
tion then becomes an invitation rite - yes, you choose X rather than Y. 
And of course that's because you're quite as discerning and in-the
know as those other discriminating consumers whom you're now 
joining. (emphasis in the original) 

Both passages prompt the reader to ask if the cultural-studies tradition is 
prepared to recognize that there is anything new under the sun? They also 
raise doubts on the question of how successful the tradition has been in 
transcending the base/superstructure dogmatism of classical Marxism.26 

Critcher's comment reduces sub-cultural distinctions to epiphenomena of 
the class struggle. Material distinctions between workers in the secondary 
and tertiary sectors are skipped over with ease; cultural differences are 
effaced by the brute fact of property relations. As for Tomlinson's words on 
marketing, they reveal a one-sided vision which treats marketing only as an 
instrument of manipulation and not as the focus for activating and radicalizing 
consciousnessY It is a vision which accomplishes the remarkable feat of 
simultaneously recalling the bleak determinism evinced by Adorno and 
Horkheimer (1944) in their discussion of 'the culture industry', and also 
Garfinkel's (1967) lament that the greatest mistake of sociologists is to treat 
the individual, the consumer, as 'a cultural dope'. 

Although there is much to dissent from in the stereotyping of the 
figurational approach to method by cultural-studies writers, it is important 
to avoid the move of polarization which spoils so much research and writing 
in the gladiatorial paradigm of sport and leisure studies. Cultural-studies 
writers may be wrong on the alleged ethical neutrality of the figurational 
approach. After all, the closing pages of Elias's (1982a: 332-3) magnum opus 
on the civilizing process state clearly that we will never be 'more truly 
civilized' until the tensions between nation-states have been mastered by 'a 
central political institution' with 'a worldwide monopoly of physical force' 
capable of 'pacifying the earth'; until the monopolistic order of the free 
market is properly regulated; until the control of opportunities 'ceases to be 
the hereditary and private preserve of an established upper class and be
comes a function under social and public control'. It is for the reader to 
decide whether statements like these either confirm or falsify the charge 
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that figurational sociologists are apologists for the existing power structure 
in capitalist society. However, moving on, cultural-studies critics are cer
tainly right to maintain that there are problems with the concept of detach
ment. Hargreaves, in this book (pp. 162-6), argues that the concept of 
detachment is implicitly sexist because it does not take account of the 
unequal power-ratio between the sexes. While figurational sociologists 
might respond that there is nothing inherent in the concept of detachment to 
bar taking account of this matter, it is certainly true that they have 'not 
exercised the method very widely to explore sexism in their accounts of the 
civilizing process.28 In addition, as I (1986b) have argued at length else
where, the epistemological soundness of the concept of detachment is 
questionable on two further counts. In the first place, figurational sociolo
gists have produced no rules, no drill, to accomplish self-distancing from 
the object of study. Beyond historical distance, there is little in figurational 
sociology to calibrate degrees of involvement and detachment with objects 
in the present. This brings me to my second point. If it is correct to argue 
that the self-reflexivity of the figurational approach regarding objects in the 
present is low, what does figurational sociology do which social history 
does not do? Bauman (1979) in a typically incisive review, recognized Elias 
as 'a great sociologist'. None the less, he (1979: 124) made the pertinent 
comment that figurational sociology is in danger of confining itself to 'the 
role of wise outsider finding out what people have done while doing what 
they thought they were doing'. The question here is one of integrity. 
Sociology must be historical. For, as Adorno (1989: 267) remarked, 'soci
ety is essentially process'. However, as Marx, Durkheim and Simmel and 
their followers have argued, one of sociology's distinctive tasks is also to 
theorize about the future. 29 To be sure, figurational sociologists do maintain 
that they are seeking a reorientation of consciousness regarding process and 
control issues in society. However, the concept of detachment does not 
illuminate the substantive basis upon which agreement about process and 
control issues in society might be constructed. One can hardly contemplate 
the history of this, the bloodiest of aN centuries, with much equanimity 
about the prospects for rational, corporatist solutions to social problems. 
From Passchendaele to the Stalinist terror, from the Nazi death-camps to the 
massacre at Tiananmen Square, the twentieth century confronts us with a 
brutal gallery of irrationality and Macht. It is ridiculous and, I think, 
inSUlting, to accuse Elias of ignorance or indifference about these matters 
(his mother perished in Auschwitz) (Dunning, 1989: 38). However, the 
crypto-rationalist, universalistic overtones of the concept of detachment 
hardly add up to a convincing foundation for achieving the reorientation 
which is so obviously needed. 
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The third set of criticisms which cultural-studies critics have exploited 
and developed in relation to the figurational approach refer to its alleged 
'functionalism' and 'evolutionism'. For example, Jary (1987: 568) asserts 
that 

the 'civilizing process' is formulated as serving central power and 'ex
plains' in functionalist terms. Essentially, the same functional argument 
explains the leisure forms found in modern societies. In practice what 
this often means is that empirical instances of changes in sport-games are 
presented as either fitting or not fitting the civilizing process and these 
functional needs. 

The criticism is not unique to the cultural-studies tradition. It is also made 
by Curtis (1986) and Taylor (1987). What does functionalism mean? Most 
people take it to mean the proposition that causal relationships obtain 
between objects. Propositions of the order that the red billiard ball moves 
because of a transfer of energy when struck by the white billiard ball belong 
to this order. In this sense, functionalism is very common in investigations 
of social life. For example, it is a widespread feature of the cultural-studies 
approach. Thus, Clarke and Critcher (1985: 232) argue that 'leisure is now 
central to capitalist economic and cultural domination'. Similarly, Tomlinson 
(1990: 32) submits that 'it is the marketing strategies of market-men and 
media-programmers that determine much of our consumption'. 

However, this is not the sense in which most critics have attacked 
functionalism in the social sciences. They use the term to mean something 
else: that is, the doctrine that society can be compared to a biological 
organism. Just as parts of a biological organism are functional to the 
survival of the organism, it is argued that functionalists in the social 
sciences maintain that parts of society (education, industry, leisure) are 
functional for the survival of the social system. Critics object to this because 
it is an excessively harmonistic way of studying social life. For example, 
conflict or disorder tend to be explained in terms of disequilibrium in the 
system. The solution is to engineer re-equilibrium rather than to pursue the 
contradictions that will produce the collapse of the system. More generally, 
functionalists are criticized for not recognizing that change is produced 
through opposition and that the conflict generated by a given system cannot 
necessarily be contained by that system. 

This, broadly speaking, is the line which cultural-studies critics follow in 
their allegations of functionalism in the figurational approach. Elias and his 
followers are held to assume that the civilizing process is an evolutionary 
process which is both necessary and irreversible (Jary and Horne, 1987: 
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184). They are also held to overestimate the controlling aspects of the 
civilizing process and to see in sport and leisure only the performance of 
compensatory functions (Stedman Jones, 1977: 168).30 

How accurate are these criticisms? To take the question of evolutionism 
first: figurational sociologists certainly argue that deep-rooted tendencies 
towards the self-control of aggressive and sexual impulses and emotions 
can, unequivocally, be demonstrated in the development of Western socie
ties between the twelfth and twentieth centuries. However, they also reject 
the evolutionist idea that these tendencies are inevitable or necessary. For 
example, Elias (l978b: 160-4) warns against attributing inevitability to 
social processes. He argues that to apply concepts drawn from the natural 
sciences, which study mechanical causal connections, to the social sciences, 
which study the relations between people, is inadmissible. Similarly, Dun
ning (1989: 39), in a direct answer to the charge of evolutionism, declares: 

While the sequence of biological stages through which an individual 
human being or any other organism passes on its way from birth to death 
is necessary and inevitable, the compulsions involved in a process of 
social development do not have the same character of inevitability and 
irreversibility. 

Even allowing for the lack of ambiguity in these summary statements, 
critics might still respond that figurational sociologists have ignored their 
own advice in the practice of concrete analysis. 

What is the evidence here? Let us turn first to the seminal influence in 
figurational sociology: Elias's (I 978a, 1982a) theory of 'the civilising 
process'. What Elias claims is that, from the Middle Ages to the twentieth 
century, a structured yet unplanned development towards greater self
control of bodily functions and violent emotions can be demonstrated. Elias 
insists that the civilizing process should not be seen as a unilinear process. 
'The civilizing process', writes Elias (l982a: 251), 'moves along in a long 
sequence of spurts and counter spurts.' One can hardly take this as a sign of 
enthusiasm for evolutionary doctrine. He (1982a: 333) even closes his two
volume study with a quotation from Holbach: 'Ia civilization . .. /1' est pas 
encore terminee'. Similarly, Dunning et al. (1988: 243) in their study of 
football hooliganism in Britain, refer to 'reverse' development in the growth 
of civilizing standards. However, critics of figurational sociology might 
respond that while the civilizing process does allow for regression as well 
as progress, the emphasis in the theory is upon the civilizing process 
movingforward. Comparatively little systematic analysis has been devoted 
to reverse developments. This is not an accident. Figurational sociologists 
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avow that the civilizing process is a learning process. 'Since all social 
processes', observe Dunning et al. (1988: 223), 'depend upon the learning 
of more or less knowledgeable and reflexive actors any [counter civilizing] 
change, however great its duration and extent, is unlikely to replicate in 
reverse the details and phasing of its counterpart.' As I have already inti
mated (see p. 19), one can argue the toss over the supposed rationality of 
human behaviour against the historical record of horror and brutality in the 
twentieth century. The point is that it is not an argument which figurational 
sociologists enter into. Furthermore, the emphasis on learning inevitably 
suggests not merely growth, but evolution. There is undoubtedly a tension 
between the terminology used by figurational sociologists to represent 
patterns of process and their insistence that they depart from evolutionist 
precedents. 

In summary, having considered the evidence, the criticism of evolution
ism cultural-studies writers make in respect of the figurational approach is 
not warranted. Demonstrably, the theory of the civilizing process allows for 
counter-civilizing as well as civilizing movements. On the other hand, the 
emphasis which figurational sociologists place upon examining human 
behaviour with a long-term historical perspective can be criticized for 
endorsing a rationalistic, universalistic model of human learning. 

Turning now to the charge of functionalism in respect of the figurational 
approach: functional propositions are certainly widespread in figurational 
sociology. For example, Dunning et af. (1988: 241-2) maintain that, among 
the factors which have shaped football hooliganism in Britain since the 
mid-1950s have been: social and economic policies, especially as they have 
affected the material conditions of the lower working class; the growth of a 
youth leisure market and concomitant youth subcultures; the increased 
sophistication of the media in orchestrating moral panics over the hooligan 
phenomenon; the changing balance of power between the sexes; the relative 
decline in the cost of travel which makes it easier for fans to attend fixtures 
abroad; and the recent slump in the youth-labour market. All these factors 
assume functional relationships with the phenomenon of football hooligan
ism. However, Dunning et al. are careful not to make the classic error of 
functionalist analysis by assigning priority to any single factor, such as the 
economic base or the system of patriarchal rule. As Dunning et al. (1988: 
242) put it, 'football hooliganism ... has to be approached, in our view, as 
a sociall y produced form of behaviour that takes place as part of a developing 
social configuration' (emphasis in the original). 

So much for what one might refer to as the weak sense of functionalism 
as it applies to the figurational approach. What of the strong sense of the 
term, that is, the view that society should be studied as an organic system in 
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which the parts contribute to the well-being of the whole? It is certainly true 
that figurational sociologists use terms like 'controlled excitement', 'ten
sion excitement' and 'tension tolerance' to describe some forms of sport 
and leisure activity (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 25, 28,43, 88-90). These 
terms undoubtedly invoke organic analogies. However, it is not the case 
that figurational sociologists see compensatory functions in sport and 
leisure everywhere and resolutely ignore conflict and contradiction. For 
example, Elias and Dunning's (1986: 80-4) discussion of mimetic leisure 
forms clearly maintains that events which exploit 'controlled excitement' 
can get out of hand. Similarly, Dunning et al.'s fastidious analysis of the 
historical pattern of football hooliganism in Britain can hardly be taken as 
a paean to the power of sport to enhance harmony or stability in society. Nor 
is there much purchase in the criticism that figurational sociologists take 
a complacent line on the power of the dominant groups in society to 
orchestrate equilibrium. 

Elias (1982a: 327-33) in the closing pages of his study of the civilizing 
process expresses the hope that the tensions between nation-states will be 
controlled through international agreement; but there is also a strong under
current of misgivings in his discussion. For their part, Dunning et al. (1988: 
242) submit that social-control policies designed to curb crowd disorder in 
sport have, on the contrary, often tended to aggravate it. In sum, neither of 
these arguments gives much comfort to those who wish to present figurational 
sociologists as purveyors of complacency. The remarkable thing is that 
critics never acknowledged the radical backbone at the heart of figurational 
sociology. Elias and his followers assert that the conventional methods of 
traditional and critical sociology are fundamentally flawed. In particular, 
they maintain that the field is blighted by the errors of essentialism, reification, 
false dichotomies and static metaphysics. They call for a profound 
reorientation in thinking and research which conveys the mobile, contin
gent, unfinished qualities of human relationships. The arguments that 
figurational sociologists have formulated to support these propositions may 
themselves be open to objections. This chapter has pointed to some of the 
main objections, notably in respect of the concept of detachment, and the 
rationalistic, universalistic overtones in the theory of the civilizing process. 
However, it cannot be said of figurational sociology that complacency is its 
metier. 

This completes my discussion of the principal criticisms made by authors 
working in the cultural-studies tradition of the figurational approach to the 
study of sport and leisure. Although I have been sceptical of many of the 
criticisms made by these writers, I have not attempted to whitewash 
figurational sociology. Indeed, I am firmly of the opinion that many of the 
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methodological criticisms that Elias makes of traditional and critical soci
ology also apply to the figurational approach in sport and leisure studies. 
For example, while few of Elias's followers have struggled with more 
determination or distinction to 'think processually' than Eric Dunning,31 
there is more than a whiff of 'static metaphysics' in his (1988: 218-9) 
charge that the cultural-studies tradition involves 'historical amnesia'. One 
may disagree with the interpretation that writers like Clarke and Critcher 
( 1985) make of historical data. But there is no doubt that their account of the 
development of leisure practice in Britain never deviates from expressing 
the central importance of history in explaining the 'natural', 'obvious' 
leisure forms of the present day. Similarly, Dunning et al.'s (1988: 218) 
complaint that cultural-studies reifies social life by insisting that, in the last 
instance, the economic base is the key to identity, practice and association, 
ignores the genuine interest that cultural-studies writers have shown in 
learning from feminist critiques of power, masculinity and male order.32 

If these criticisms are correct .they suggest that figurational sociologists 
are themselves guilty of stereotyping competing positions. The result is that 
common points between positions tend to be overshadowed by exaggerated 
differences. This is very different from affinning that there are no real 
differences between the figurational approach and the cultural-studies tradi
tion, or between structuration theory and social existentialism. Rather, the 
essential argument is that the points of agreement between competing 
positions are as analytically significant as the points of disagreement. This 
has a bearing not only upon the current position of the figurational approach 
in the field, but also upon its prospects for the years leading up to the end 
of the century and beyond. In the closing section of the chapter I want to 
examine how points of contact between competing positions are obscured; 
that is, I want to consider how the gladiatorial paradigm in sport and leisure 
studies operates. 

THE PROSPECTS FOR THE FIGURATIONAL APPROACH IN THE 
1990S AND BEYOND 

What pushes contributors in the field into exaggerated and polarized posi
tions? The answer to the question cannot be reduced to a matter of language, 
for the positions pursued by contributors comprise of more than language 
alone. On the other hand, since language is a crucial signifying system 
through which experience is shared and meaning differentiated, it is of 
evident importance in approaching the question at hand. The ideas and 
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practices of writers like Foucault (1970, 1974), Barthes (1973, 1975, 1977), 
Lacan (1977) and Pecheux (1982) have emphasized the importance of 
language in organizing identity, association and practice. Although the 
arguments of these writers differ in many respects, they all insist that 
discourse is power. By the term discourse is meant a language and an 
institution with distinct conventions and practices. Examples abound in 
advanced industrial societies. Thus, anyone who has passed through aca
demic or professional training will know that the process is heavily ritualized. 
The outsider is accepted by members of the established group by conform
ing to agreed rituals of accreditation. 33 One of the most vital rituals sym
bolizing membership and belonging is demonstrating proficiency in the 
language of the established group. To become accepted by figurational 
sociologists or members of the cultural-studies tradition one must learn the 
in-house language. Discourse theory argues that language is more than a 
vehicle of communication. Crucially, it orders the professional and aca
demic world and symbolizes authority. The point is not to deny the exist
ence of a real, objective world independent of consciousness which is, 
however, ascertainable by consciousness. Rather the point is to maintain 
that no object or process of knowledge is independent of discourse systems. 
As Tagg (1988: 24) puts it: 'Particular bodies of discourse and practice can 
and do develop their own appropriate criteria of adequacy and effectivity, 
specific to their objectives and to the technologies they deploy, but not valid 
beyond their domains.' 

What is the relevance of all this for accounting for the polarized positions 
adopted by contributors to sport and leisure studies? If it is correct that 
specific research traditions, such as cultural-studies and the figurational 
approach, are discursive formations, it follows that the objects which they 
study are open to question. For, from the standpoint of discourse analysis, 
the way in which these research traditions represent the real world is as 
meaningful as the object of enquiry which they claim to define. The point 
is germane both to the evident stereotyping which widely occurs in sport 
and leisure studies and to the testability of given theories of sport and 
leisure. Take the question of stereotyping first: if the research conventions 
and authority hierarchy in the cultural-studies tradition propose that pro
perty relations are the key to understanding sport and leisure, what incentive 
is there for members associated with the tradition to take an incommensu
rate view? Rejection of the proposition is tantamount to rejecting the rites 
of passage that signify membership within the established group and authority 
to outsiders. In short, one rejects a little bit of oneself. It does not follow 
from this that those who adhere to the tradition, despite their misgivings, 
must be ipso faCIO guilty of duplicity. This brings me to the matter of the 
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testability of theories. Both the cultural-studies approach and figurational 
sociology are vulnerable to the Popperian objection that they cannot be 
falsified. For example, cultural-studies writers insulate themselves from the 
criticism that class relations in the post-war period have become less 
important in explaining sport and leisure relations and that lifestyle has 
become more important, by dismissing lifestyle as an epiphenomenon of 
class (Critcher, 1989a: (60). Similarly, the acceptance by figurational soci
ologists of 'reverse developments' in the civilizing process means that it is 
impossible to disprove the theory of the civilizing process. For viewed from 
a long term perspective upsurges in the rate and intensity of violence can be 
seen as temporary aberrations in 'the civilizing curve'. 

Enough has been said about the way in which knowledge is organized 
and institutional power is mediated in the field of sport and leisure to 
indicate that it is unlikely that any single theory will win over the com
petition. Nor, given the disagreements about the object of enquiry and 
epistemological standards of authentic knowledge, is there much prospect 
of the emergence of a transcendent theory which will revolutionize the 
field, in the way that the Copernican or Einsteinian revolutions transformed 
the world of science. For the foreseeable future leisure and sport studies 
seem set to develop under a gladiatorial paradigm in which theories are 
compared according to their differences rather than their similarities. 
However, that in itself is no reason to abandon the attempt to show con
tinuities between theories, to focus on principles of convergence as well as 
principles of divergence. After all, viewed from a long term perspective, 
few theories in the social sciences have managed to pursue a bunker men
tality very successfully. As figurational sociologists and cultural-studies 
barrack one another with taunts that each is inflexible and domineering, 
it is worth remarking that Dunning et al.'s (1988: 199-204) work on 
football hooliganism has, in fact, drawn heavily on Suttle's work on 
'ordered segmentation', while much of the most productive work in the 
cultural-studies tradition has borrowed from feminist critiques of male 
power (Clarke and Critcher, 1985: 220-5). In other words, transference 
between theories is already occurring in the field. 

What room is there for transference between cultural studies and the 
figurational approach? Tomlinson (1989: 97-(06), in a rather flatulent 
state-of-the-art review, produced a hit list of 'cultural tenets' in the cultural
studies tradition which, he alleged, identified that tradition as superior to all 
comers. In an ascending series of claims, Tomlinson marched his men34 to 
the top of the hill in leisure and sport studies. His review contrived to leave 
the reader with the impression that the aficionados of Gramsci, Williams 
and Stuart Hall were masters of all they surveyed. This is, perhaps, a 
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suitable occasion to march Tomlinson and his men back down the hill, by 
comparing his list of central tenets in cultural studies with those of the 
figurational approach. 

First, Tomlinson (1989: 105) claims that cultural studies does not sepa
rate the present from the historical. What is taken to be 'natural' and 
'obvious' in contemporary leisure and sport practice must be understood as 
historically constructed. Given the emphasis on process, historical contin
gency and the unfinished qualities of social life in figurational sociology, 
there is nothing that any figurational sociologist would object to in 
Tomlinson's position on this matter. 

Secondly, Tomlinson (ibid.) claims that cultural studies refuses to take 
phenomena at face value. In contrast to less plausible positions, cultural 
studies is alleged to 'see the familiar as strange' and to approach 'the at 
first-sight as redolent with significant meaning'. It is, I think, safe to say 
that most figurational sociologists would find the obligation always to see 
the familiar as strange to be an onerous requirement. From the figurational 
standpoint the familiar is nothing but familiar. The strangeness lies in 
investing it with a significance that it does not have. However, on the 
broader point, Tomlinson's second claim is really no more than a restate
ment that the 'natural' and 'obvious' must be understood as historically 
constructed. The reader has already been advised of the fundamental agree
ment of figurational sociologists with the cultural studies view on this 
matter. 

Thirdly, Tomlinson (ibid.) claims that cultural studies recognizes that 
there is no single culture and that researchers need to address the relations 
between cultures. Again, no figurational sociologist would disagree with 
this. Indeed, Elias (1978a: 3-10) makes exactly the same point in the 
opening pages of his study on the civilizing process, where he compares 
German, French and English meanings of the term 'civilization'. However, 
here a real difference between the two approaches can be pinpointed. 
Cultural studies tends to conflate every aspect of social practice into cul
ture.35 Other universals in society may be acknowledged but the only one 
written about in any detail is the economy. In contrast, figurational soci
ology recognizes cultural plurality but counterposes this against not merely 
the economy but also civilization. The latter term is understood in its 
broadest sense as stretching from 'the level of technology, to the type of 
manners, to the development of scientific knowledge, to religious ideas and 
customs ... to the type of dwelling or the manner in which men and women 
live together, to the form of judicial punishment, or to the way in which 
food is prepared' (Elias 1978a: 3).36 Figurational sociology therefore main
tains that social as well as economic universals obtain in the integration 
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of society. Furthermore, social universals cannot be read as a reflection of 
the economy, as the expression of mere property relations. On the contrary, 
they must be understood as being irreducible to economic forces. 

Fourthly, Tomlinson (ibid.) claims that cultural studies is alert to the 
range, diversity and richness of the cultural. It rejects 'dominant culture' 
models of society as selective, political and inaccurate. So does figurational 
sociology. For example, Dunning et af. (1988: 212-6) castigate received 
models of working-class life which neglect to take account of the material 
and cultural distinctions which apply around the division between the 
'rough' and the 'respectable' working class. The same authors (1988: 214-
49) decry the policies of the dominant culture to stamp out hooliganism as 
they are articulated through the state apparatus. These policies, argue Dun
ning et al., will fail because they do not understand the real material and 
cultural conditions of working-class life. In sum, there is nothing in 
figurational sociology which induces a blinkered vision on either the range, 
diversity and richness of culture, or the selectivity, partiality and inaccuracy 
of dominant culture models. 

Fifthly, Tomlinson (ibid.) claims that cultural studies 'has been con
cerned with struggle and intervention, in which the analytical itself is a form 
of practice, or more accurately, praxis'. There are views about what socio
logy should be and there are views about what sociology should be. On the 
question of social and political in.volvement, figurational sociologists and 
cultural studies exponents, really, are poles apart. As we saw earlier (see 
p. 19), figurational sociologists maintain that scientific enquiry should 
aspire to the condition of detachment, a methodology of self-consciously 
distancing oneself from the object of study. They regard 'praxis', in the 
sense in which Tomlinson uses the term, as the betrayal of science because 
it continuously involves political values muddying the quest for objectivity. 
This then is a genuine point of polarization between the two approaches. 

But what of the other tenets which Tomlinson asserts are the hallmark of 
the cultural-studies approach? Three out of four would be regarded by 
figurational sociologists as not only acceptable but as matters of routine 
practice. It is for the reader to decide whether the point of difference, the 
point regarding the prominence which cultural-studies writers assign to the 
economy as the most significant societal universal, reflects the realism and 
accuracy of that approach over figurational sociology. Beyond that the 
common points between the two approaches to which I have drawn atten
tion are hardly negligible. The common respect for history, the common 
emphasis on the historical and social dimensions of the 'natural' and the 
'obvious', the common application of cultural diversity and richness - these 
are not insignificant common denominators. They do not cancel the differ-
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ences between the cultural-studies tradition and figurational sociology. On 
the other hand, they do show that the two approaches are much closer in key 
respects than the received view of polarization would allow. 

Theories in a given field of social enquiry are bound together by similari
ties, by principles of integration, as well as being divided by differences. 
Examining these principles may not produce a theory which transcends 
points of difference. However, it can correct the misleading view that 
theories are wholly antithetical and that progress in the field means demo
lishing the theoretical foundations of competing theories. Such a course of 
action may strike the reader as anodyne when compared with Elias's (I 978b: 
50-70) assertion that the vocation of the sociologist is to 'destroy myth'. 
However, critical thought is not necessarily restricted to a destructive role. 
Indeed, by revealing the continuities as well as the discontinuities between 
theories, critical thought will become more critical, because it will be more 
accurate. 

Notes 

I. Veblen's Theory of the Leisure Class was originally published in 1899. 
2. Veblen (1925: 171) mentions the examples of the behaviour of huntsmen and 

athletes: 'Huntsmen are prone to a histrionic prancing gait and to an elaborate 
exaggeration of manners .... Similarly, in athletic sports there is almost 
invariably present a good share of rant and swagger and ostensible mystifica
tion - features which mark the historionic nature of those employments. In all 
of this, of course, the reminder of boyish make-believe is plain enough.' 

3. Notably, Adorno and Horkheimer(1944), Adorno (1975), and Marcuse (1955, 
1964). 

4. For example, the Leisure Studies Association was established in 1975; the 
Leisure Studies journal first appeared in 1982; Loisir el societe first appeared 
in 1978. As regards sport, the International Committee for the Sociology of 
Sport was founded in 1965; the International Review of Sociology of Sport 
in 1966. 

5. See, for example, Gorz (1976, 1980). 
6. For full-length commentaries on the matter, see Harvey (1989) and Rojek 

(forthcoming ch. 3). 
7. See Giddens (1982: 28-40; 1984: 5-28). For an application of this classifica

tion to leisure and recreation theory, see Rojek (1989: 69-88). 
8. The works of Foucault, Derrida and Lacan spring to mind. 
9. For example, they do not appear in the field surveys written by Clarke and 

Critcher (1985); Deem (1985); Wimbush and Talbot (1988). 
10. My discussion here is deliberately brief. The objections to agency theory in 

sport and leisure are well known: see Rojek (1985: 85-105); Moorhouse 
(1989: 15-35); Hargreaves (1989: 130-49). 
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II. The sexist connotations of agency theory have been commented upon by 
several feminist writers. See, for example, Deem (1985), Wimbush and 
Talbot (1988) and Hargreaves (1989). 

12. The suggestion was made by John Roberts at one of the plenary sessions at 
the 1984 Leisure Studies Association conference at Sussex University. 

13. The somewhat complacent tone of the book is well shown by the editors in 
two propositions which they make in the 'Introduction'. In the first place 
Olszewska and Roberts (1989: 8) speak of the economic crisis in Britain and 
Belgium as having 'passed into recent history' - a somewhat precipitate 
statement given the high levels of unemployment throughout the 1980s and 
the balance of payments crisis which depressed the British economy at the 
start of the 1990s. The second proposition has to do with leisure in Eastern 
Europe. The editors (1989: 13) rather blithely remark that 'by the end of the 
decade there seemed little reason for any major change of course. Even the 
Polish crisis appeared capable of solution by suppressing or incorporating 
reform movements, and by restoring growth through some combination of 
absorbing new technology and persuading and enabling people to work 
harder and longer' - unfortunate words written and published at precisely the 
time when the forces of change in Eastern Europe were already gathering to 
transform the post-war situation. 

14. Significantly, Roberts writes little about the quality of experience for the 
'leisure poor'. 

IS. See esp. Lash and Urry (1987) and Harvey (1989). 
16. Clarke and Critcher (1985) is, in part, an attempt to demonstrate the central 

importance of class for understanding sport and leisure. 
17. Perhaps this is one reason why the cultural-studies approach has not been 

diffused very widely outside Britain. Most of the enthusiasts outside the UK 
are, in fact, emigres, for example, Ingham in the USA and Bennett in Australia. 

18. The term 'structuration' was, to my knowledge, first used by Lucien Goldmann 
(1964: 156) in his account of 'genetic-structuralist method'. Giddens (1984: 
xvi) has acknowledged the 'Gallic roots' of the term. However, he has not 
commented in detail its origins. 

19. This is not necessarily a criticism. As De Swaan (1990:3) remarks: 'Most, 
maybe all, of the basic tenets of social science are truisms. Almost everybody 
agrees at first sight, almost everyone knew it all along - except that most 
people all along have also held the opposite to be true .... Social science is 
based upon platitudes, good social science is based upon true platitudes, and 
what is difficult is to abandon the equally familiar false ones.' 

20. For a more detailed discussion of the 'gladiatoriai paradigm, see Rojek 
(l986a: 65-77). 

21. See, for example, the hostile, reactionary dismissal of Veal's (1989) 'pluralist 
framework' for leisure studies by Scraton and Talbot (1989) and Critcher 
(I 989b). 

22. Elias's view of the body as a self-controlled, self-restrained entity reflects the 
discipline and training required by bourgeois society. In some respects this 
'closed' view of the body is inadequate - especially when contrasted with 
phenomenological approaches to the subject which emphasize the protean, 
'always conceiving' aspects of bodily form (for an example of a pheno-
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meno10gical approach which contrasts sharply with that of Elias's, see Bakhtin, 
1968: I-59). 

23. However, he does not fully pursue the irrationality of bureaucratic systems of 
management, and therefore overestimates the rationalistic effects of rational
legal rule. 

24. On the rare occasions when Elias has compared the figurational approach 
with competitors in the field, he has too often lapsed into caricature (see 
Elias, 1978a: 221-63: a frosty denunciation of Parsons' sociology); and his 
eccentric treatments of the sociology of Marx and Weber in Elias (l978b: 
115-16; 139-44). 

25. Jary (1987) makes the same point in a commentary on Elias and Dunning's 
work on leisure. Jary (1987: 569) writes: 'It is disingenuous of them to 
suggest, simply on the grounds of "object adequacy", that they are in a 
position to exclude other perspectives and theories: notably of course alter
native theories of the distinctive role of leisure in specifical1y "capitalist" 
societies, together with theories making altogether more negative assess
ments of social power than their own.' 

26. This is especially so when taken in conjunction with Clarke and Critcher's 
(1985: 190) comment that 'class stubbornly refuses to be buried. Each statement 
of its death has, so far, been premature' (already cited on p. 9 of this chapter). 

27. Tomlinson (1990: 29) contends that marketing prioritizes' individualism over 
col1ectivism, status over class, consumption over production'. This is surely 
a specious argument. It ignores the obvious fact that marketing has been used 
by political organizations which prioritize col1ectivism over individualism, 
class over status, and production over consumption, for example, the Labour 
Party, the trade union movement, the ANC and so on. More seriously, 
Tomlinson prejudges the issue in a way which recal1s Elias's strictures 
regarding 'static metaphysics ': instead of a concrete examination of marketing 
processes as they develop, Tomlinson comes to the matter with a set of fixed 
principles which automatical1y define 'reality'. 

28. Dunning's (1986) paper, 'Sport as a Male Preserve', is an exception to the 
rule. However, feminists argue that he takes an inadequate position on the 
question of male power (see Hargreaves, 1986). 

29. Marx, Durkheim, Simmel and their fol1owers, of course, also insist on the 
requirement for sociologists to theorize about the present. 

30. Interestingly, Stedman Jones (1977: 168) identifies functionalist thinking in 
both the figurational approach and the neo-Marxist tradition: 'We may think 
of sport, for example, as a healthy release for spontaneity and freedom, like 
the sociologist Eric Dunning; or we may think of it as a diversionary use of 
leisure time reinforcing the alienated consciousness engendered by the 
workplace. But there is no chal1enge here to the functionalist analysis of 
sport.' 

31. Here Dunning's pedagogic influence in shaping the sociological imagination 
of a generation of sociologists now working in the sport/leisure field should 
be recognized, for example, Grant Jarvie, Joe MacGuire, John Wil1iams and 
myself. Eric's capacity to make the significance of 'thinking processual1y' 
come ful1y alive has left an indelible mark on all of us. Even if some of us are 
now more critical of the figurational approach than we were as students, very 
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few, I would imagine, have lost the sense of the intellectual excitement and 
moral purpose in sociological enquiry which Eric generated then and con
tinues to generate now. 

32. At the same time there is considerable equivocation in the cultural-studies 
tradition as to whether patriarchy should be regarded as a by-product of 
capitalism or vice versa. The question is of no mere scholastic interest. 
Between the neo-Marxist and feminist traditions there is a rather acrid debate 
on the question of whether analytic priority should be assigned to patriarchy 
or capitalism. For example, in an argument which many feminists find sinister, 
Anderson (1983: 92-3) asserts: 'Universal though the cause of women's 
emancipation may be, one so radical that men too will be freed from their 
existing selves by it, it is insufficiently operational as a collective agency, 
actual or potential, ever to be able to uproot the economy or polity of capital. 
For that, a social force endowed with another strategic leverage is necessary. 
Only the modem "collective labourer", the workers who constitute the im
mediate producers of any industrial society, possesses that leverage - by 
reason of their specific "class capacity", or structural position within the 
process of capitalist machinofacture as a whole, which they alone can paralyze 
or transform.' 

33. These are generally institutionally based, that is, within the academy. 
34. The word 'men' is used advisedly: Tomlinson mentions hardly any female 

writers. 
35. Simon Frith makes the same point in a comment on Willis et al. 's (1990: 153) 

study of 'common culture'. 
36. The emphasis in this passage on 'the manner in which men and women live 

together' tends to support the view that there is no inherent sexism in the 
theory of the civilizing process. 
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2 Drugs, Sport and 
Ideologies 
IV AN WADDINGTON and PATRICK MURPHY 

INTRODUCTION 

In November 1989 Steve Pinsent, a British fonner Commonwealth Games 
weightlifting champion, was jailed for three months at Aylesbury Crown 
Court, near London, for supplying anabolic steroids. In passing sentence, 
Judge Morton Jack told Pinsent (The Times. 18 November 1989) that the 
use of drugs in sport to improve performances 'is an evil which is prevalent 
and growing'. Judge Jack's comment nicely points up two of the three 
interrelated issues which form the subject matter of this paper. The first of 
these concerns the question of whether the use of drugs in sport is indeed 
'prevalent and growing'. The second problem to be examined arises from 
the fact that what is often described as 'drug abuse' in sport frequently 
arouses strong and immediate condemnation - as expressed, for example, in 
Judge Jack's use of the word 'evil' - and that this condemnation is fre
quently accompanied by demands for swingeing punishments, such as life 
bans, for athletes found gUilty of using prohibited substances. But what is 
the basis of this opposition to the use of drugs in sport? In seeking to 
answer this apparently simple question, not from a moralistic but from a 
sociological perspective, we may be able to shed light on some aspects of 
the development and contemporary structure of modern sport. The third and 
final issue of this chapter is to examine some of the major processes, both 
within sport and within the structure of the wider society, which have been 
associated with the use of drugs in recent years. In this connection, particular 
attention will be focused on developments in, and changes in the inter
relationship between, sport and medicine. 

THE EXTENT OF ILLICIT DRUG USE IN SPORT 

The use by athletes of substances believed to have performance-enhancing 
qualities is certainly not a new phenomenon. At the Ancient Olympic 
Games and in Ancient Egypt athletes had special diets and ingested various 

36 



Drugs, Sport and Ideologies 37 

substances believed to improve their physical capabilities, whilst Roman 
gladiators and knights in mediaeval jousts used stimulants after sustaining 
injury to enable them to continue in combat. In relation to modern sports, 
swimmers in the 1865 Amsterdam canal races were suspected of taking 
some form of dope, but the most widespread use of drugs in the late 
nineteenth century was probably associated with cycling, and most particu
larly with long distance or endurance events such as the six-day cycle races 
(Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: 2-3). 

It is, of course, impossible to arrive at any very precise estimate of the 
extent of illicit drug use in contemporary sport for, since the use of many 
drugs is prohibited under the rules of the International Olympic Committee 
and other sporting bodies and since the possession of such drugs may 
also constitute a criminal offence, those who use performance-enhancing 
substances will almost inevitably seek to do so without being detected. 
Nevertheless, there are grounds for suggesting that the illicit use of drugs by 
athletes has increased very markedly in the post-war period and more 
particularly in the last three decades. This is certainly the view of Donahoe 
and Johnson who have suggested that the 'production of amphetamine-like 
stimulants in the thirties heralded a whole new era of doping in sport', and 
they go on to suggest that in recent times 'a massive acceleration in the 
incidence of doping in sport has occurred', a development which in their 
view is largely associated with further improvements in chemical tech
nology (Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: 2,4). Mottram (1988: 1-2) dates the 
increase in drug use from about the same time as Donahoe and Johnson and, 
perhaps not surprisingly since all three are pharmacists, he attributes it to 
largely the same causes. Thus he writes: 'Around the time of the Second 
World War, the development of amphetamine-like central stimulant drugs 
reached its peak .... Not surprising by the 1940s and 1950s amphetamines 
became the drugs of choice for athletes.' He goes on to claim that the 
'widespread use of drugs in sport ... began in the 1960s' and, like Donahoe 
and Johnson, he links this with the 'pharmacological revolution' of the 
1960s which resulted in the development of more potent, more selective and 
less-toxic drugs. 

Although we cannot know precisely how widespread the use of drugs is 
amongst sportsmen and -women, it is clear that many people with an 
intimate knowledge of sport - competitors, coaches, managers and others -
are of the view that the use of drugs has increased to the point where it is 
now very widespread. Perhaps the most striking claim in this respect came 
from Dr William Standish, the chief physician to the Canadian Olympic 
team for the Seoul Olympics of 1988. Speaking a few months prior to the 
Games, Dr Standish (The Times, 7 April 1988) claimed that the ideal of a 
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drug-free Olympic competition was no longer possible. He claimed: 'We 
have solid information that the use of drugs to enhance performance is 
really an epidemic. There is rampant use of anabolic steroids and other 
performance-enhancing drugs among young athletes .... I think we have to 
look at the traditional Olympic charter and understand that to have a clean 
Olympics is no longer possible.' John Goodbody, the sports correspondent 
of The Times and someone who has for several years campaigned against 
the use of drugs in sport, has claimed (The Times, 28 May 1987) that in 
weightlifting 'drug-taking has been notorious for years', and that it is now 
'more than 20 years since anabolic steroids first became readily available in 
London gymnasia'. Goodbody also points out (The Times, 27 October 1988): 
'Drug-taking in athletics is a widely recognised problem, and in the past 10 
years dozens of athletes have been banned from the sport for it. Rumours 
are rife that many more athletes are taking drugs and that officials are 
conniving at the practice.' Giving evidence under oath to a Canadian 
government inquiry following the disqualification of the Canadian sprinter 
Ben Johnson at the Seoul Olympics, Johnson's coach Charlie Francis (The 
Times, 2 March 1989) said that the use of drugs in sport was pervasive and 
that the spiral of record-setting would be impossible without them. When he 
was chairman of the International Athletics Committee in 1985, Paul 
Dickenson (The Times, 18 November 1989), a hammer thrower who now 
works as an athletics reporter for BBC television, estimated that 'sixty per 
cent of the full range of international athletics events were likely to include 
some competitors who had taken drugs'. 

Outside athletics there have been many drugs scandals involving other 
sports, with cycling in particular having what Goodbody has called a 
'history of deceit'. In 1966 the first five men in the world road race 
championship all refused to take a drugs test: the five included Jacques 
Anquetil (The Times, 21 July 1988), five times winner of the Tour de 
France, who later admitted to taking stimulants and said: 'Everyone in 
cycling dopes himself and those who claim they do not are liars.' 

Whilst many of the most famous drugs scandals - most notably, perhaps, 
the drugs-related death of the British cyclist Tommy Simpson in the 1967 
Tour de France and more recently the disqualification of Ben Johnson at the 
1988 Olympics - have involved Western competitors, there have also been 
persistent rumours for many years alleging the widespread use of drugs 
amongst East European athletes. Recent evidence from East European 
sources suggests that there may well be some substance to these rumours. 
For example, in June 1989 two East Gelmans, a former Olympic ski
jumping champion and a former sports official who defected separately to 
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the West, claimed that all East Germans who competed for their country 
were using drugs. Hans-Juergen Noozenski (The Times. 27 June 1989), the 
former head of the East German Judo Association, claimed: 'Every athlete 
that competes internationally for East Germany is doped, everyone.' More 
recently, Sergei Vachekovsky (Independent, 1 December 1989), the Soviet 
swimming head-coach from 1973 to 1982, has admitted that he personally 
administered drugs to his swimmers. 

One should not, of course, accept without question all such allegations 
concerning the frequency of drug use in sport, particularly when they are 
made by people seeking to defend themselves against charges of doping, for 
such people might seek to exaggerate the degree of drug use in an attempt 
to mitigate their own offence, for example by claiming that what they did 
was only 'normal practice'. Nevertheless, it is suggested that allegations of 
the kind outlined above have to be given some credibility for a variety of 
reasons. The first of these relates to the sheer number of such allegations, 
those cited above constituting just a small proportion of the very many 
similar allegations which have been made in recent years. The second 
consideration relates to the fact that broadly similar allegations have come 
from a wide variety of sources - that is to say, from competitors, coaches, 
managers, doctors and sports commentators, from a wide variety of sports 
and from a number of different countries - and many of those who have 
made such allegations are widely respected both for their knowledge of 
sport and for their integrity; indeed, several of those who have made such 
allegations have been in the forefront of the campaign against the use of 
drugs in sport. The third and final consideration relates to relatively 'hard' 
evidence in the form of the results of testing for drug use by athletes. 

At an international conference on doping in sport held in June 1989. 
Professor Raymond Brooks revealed that during 1987 he had tested a 
number of urine samples from sportsmen competing in Britain. The test was 
for a particular drug, human chorionic gonadotrophin (HCG), a hormone 
drug which raises the level of testosterone, so helping a competitor to 
recover more quickly from intensive exercise. HCG was not banned by the 
International Olympic Committee until 1989, and prior to this time there 
were reports that competitors stopped taking anabolic steroids a month 
before an event in order to avoid detection, and switched safely to HCG for 
the last few weeks of preparation. Professor Brooks indicated that, of 740 
samples tested, 21 samples taken from thirteen sportsmen had proved 
positive. It should be emphasized that the test was not designed to identify 
a wide range of drugs but just HCG, and Professor Brooks concluded that 
the results of his tests indicated 'a very high rate of abuse of a single drug'. 
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Professor Arnold Beckett (The Times, 7 June 1989), a leading member of 
the laC medical commission concurred, arguing that 'According to these 
facts ... then at least in the UK there is a serious problem'. 

On an international level, the most recent large-scale testing for drug use 
by athletes came at the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games. The most celebrated 
drugs scandal at the Games was, of course, that involving Ben Johnson who 
was disqualified after failing a drugs test following his victory in the 100 
metres. In addition to Johnson, nine other competitors were banned during 
the Games for taking drugs. Clearly, however, these ten represented only 
the tip of a much larger iceberg. Before the start of the Games, four 
Canadian weightlifters were pulled out because they were found to have 
taken anabolic steroids, whilst three more weightlifters, two from Egypt and 
one from Iraq, were also found positive in the random pre-Games testing. In 
addition, three Tunisians refused to undergo tests. In the Games themselves, 
two Bulgarian gold-medal-winning weightlifters were disqualified, following 
which the whole of the Bulgarian team - the premier force in the sport in 
recent years - was withdrawn. Following these events, the International 
Weightlifting Federation announced that it was to launch its own investigation 
into drug-taking in an attempt to restore the credibility of the sport (The Times, 
26 September and 3 October 1988). 

Further evidence that illicit drug use was much more widespread than the 
ten suspensions during the Games would suggest came from research in
volving the retesting of urine samples taken from 1100 male competitors at 
the Games. The retesting was carried out some time after the Games by 
Professor Manfred Donike, one of the world's leading authorities on drug 
abuse, and the results, which were accepted by the lac medical commis
sion, indicated that more than 50 competitors had used anabolic steroids 
during training. No action could be taken against the athletes concerned 
because the names identifying the athletes' samples are destroyed after the 
Games (The Times, 28 August \989). 

Although none of this evidence is sufficiently conclusive to enable us to 
make very precise statements about trends in, and current levels of, illicit 
drug use in sport, the evidence does strongly suggest, first, that there has 
been a significant increase in the level of drug use particularly in the last 
three decades or so; and second, that the illicit use of drugs is now by no 
means uncommon; indeed there is no reason to disagree with Professor 
Beckett's view that the use of drugs is now sufficiently common for it to 
constitute a 'serious problem'. 
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THE ACHIEVEMENT OF PROBLEM STATUS 

The characterization of illicit drug use in sport as a 'serious problem' does 
however immediately raise the question of why the use of drugs to enhance 
sporting performance is seen as a 'problem'. Speaking at the Olympic 
Congress in 1981, Sebastian Coe, the 1500 metres gold medallist in the 
1980 Games, said: 'We consider this [doping] to be the most shameful 
abuse of the Olympic ideal: we call for the life ban of offending athletes; we 
call for the life ban of coaches and the so-called doctors who administer this 
evil' (see Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: I). Why should the use of drugs 
evoke from many people within the world of sport such strong condemna
tion, coupled with demands for swingeing punishments for those found to 
be using drugs? 

The two most usual grounds for objecting to the use of drugs in sport are 
clearly set out in a leaflet entitled Doping Control in Sport: Questions and 
Answers, published in Britain by the Sports Council in 1987. In this leaflet, 
the Sports Council set out their objections to the use of drugs in the 
following terms: 

Drugs and other substances are now being taken not for the purposes 
they were intended [sic], but simply to attempt to enhance performances 
in sport. It puts the health of the athlete at risk. It can be dangerous. It 
undermines the foundation of fair competition. It is cheating. (Italics in 
original) 

The position could hardly be stated more clearly. The Sports Council is 
opposed to the use of drugs, first, because it may be damaging to health, and 
secondly, because it is a form of cheating. It may be useful to consider each 
of these objections in turn. 

The first objection - that the use of drugs may be harmful to health - is 
considerably elaborated in another, undated, leaflet produced by the Sports 
Council, entitled Dying to Win. The leaflet contains on the front cover a 
health warning reminiscent of the government health warning on cigarette 
packets: 'Warning by the Sports Council: taking drugs can seriously damage 
your health'. The leaflet details some of the side-effects which, it claims, 
are associated with the use of stimulants, narcotic analgesics and anabolic 
steroids, and refers on several occasions to the possibility of death as a 
result of drug abuse. The leaflet concludes by advising coaches, teachers 
and parents to 'warn athletes of the great dangers of these drugs .... Tell 
them that by taking drugs, what they would be doing would literally be 
DYING TO WIN.' 
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It might be noted that bodies such as the Sports Council have recently 
been accused of exaggerating the health risks associated with drugs such as 
anabolic steroids (The Times, 18 September 1987). However, it is not our 
intention to become embroiled in this debate. Our concerns are sociological 
rather than pharmacological and, as such, our aim here is not to evaluate the 
validity of these pharmacological arguments about drugs and health but to 
locate that debate within the context of broader social processes. 

That at least part of the objection to the use of drugs should rest upon 
grounds of health is, perhaps, not altogether surprising, for as Goudsblom 
(I 986: 18I) has pointed out: 'in the twentieth century, concern with physical 
health has apparently become so overriding that considerations of hygiene 
have gained pride of place among the reasons given for a variety of rules of 
conduct'. Moreover, this is the case even where - as is by no means 
uncommon - those rules had, at least in the first instance, little or nothing 
to do with considerations of health. This point may, perhaps, be most 
clearly illustrated by reference to the work of Norbert Elias on which 
Goudsblom has drawn. 

In The Civilizing Process Elias analyzes the development and elabora
tion over several centuries of a variety of rules of conduct relating to bodily 
functions such as eating, drinking, nose-blowing and spitting. In relation to 
the way in which such bodily functions are managed, Mennell has noted 
that, since the way in which these functions are performed clearly has 
important implications for health, there is a tendency on our part to assume 
that these functions must have been regulated largely in the interests of 
health and hygiene. As Mennell (1986: 46) puts it, to 

the modern mind it seems obvious that considerations of hygiene must 
have played an important part in bringing about higher standards. Surely 
the fear of the spread of infection must have been decisive, particularly 
in regard to changing attitudes towards the natural functions, nose
blowing and spitting, but also in aspects of table manners such as putting 
a licked spoon back into the common bowl? 

In fact, however, as Elias (1978: 115-16) demonstrates, a major part of the 
controls which people have come to impose upon themselves has not the 
slightest connection with 'hygiene', but is concerned primarily with what 
Elias calls 'delicacy of feeling'. Elias's argument is that over a long period 
and in conjunction with specific changes in human relationships, the struc
ture of our emotions, our sensitivity - our sense of shame and delicacy -
also changes, and these changes are associated with the elaboration of 
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controls over the way in which bodily functions are carried out. It is only at 
a later date that these new codes of conduct are recognized as 'hygienically 
correct', though this recognition may then provide an additional justifica
tion for the further elaboration or consolidation of these rules of conduct. 

In many respects Elias's analysis provides a good starting point for a re
examination of the debate about sport, drugs and health. Could it be that 
what Elias argues in relation to codes of conduct relating to such things as 
nose-blowing or spitting or washing one's hands is, at least in some respects, 
also applicable to a rather different set of rules of conduct, namely, those 
relating to the use of drugs in sport? In other words, is the ban on the use of 
certain drugs in sport based primarily on a concern for the long-term health 
of athletes? Or is it the case that the arguments about health are essentially 
secondary or supporting arguments which, because of the cultural status of 
medicine and the value generally placed upon health, lend particularly 
useful support to a code of conduct which is based primarily on considerations 
having little, if anything, to do with health? We do not claim to be able 
to provide a definitive answer to this problem. However, a preliminary 
exploration of this question is worthwhile, not least because it raises 
a number of other interesting problems concerning the relationship between 
sport and health. 

THE LIMITS OF THE HEALTHY BODY ETHOS 

If the concern for health constitutes the principal objection to the use of 
drugs in sport, then we might reasonably expect a similar concern for health 
to inform other aspects of the organization of sport. Is this in fact what we 
find? It is undoubtedly the case that, at least at an ideological level, there is 
a strong link between sport and health. The idea that sport is health
promoting and even life-enhancing is one which is frequently stressed by 
those involved in sport - to quote Sebastian Coe (foreword to Mottram, 
1988): 'Sport is an integral part of a healthy lifestyle in today's society.' 
Though the ideology linking sport and health is a very powerful one - and 
one which is probably widely accepted - an examination of certain aspects 
of the organization of sport casts some doubt on the assumed closeness of 
the relationship between sport and the promotion of healthy life-styles. 
From amongst several relevant features of modern sport which could be 
examined, we limit ourselves, for reasons of space, to just two: namely, 
sponsorship in sport and the widespread but legal use of drugs for the 
management of sports-related conditions. 
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Perhaps the area which casts doubt most publicly on the assumed rela
tionship between sport and the promotion of healthy life-styles is that of 
sports sponsorship. In the 1970s overall business sponsorship of sport and 
the arts in Britain grew at around 20 per cent a year, from £ 15 million in 
1973 to over £50 million by 1981. Roughly 90 per cent was spent on sports 
and the rest on the arts, with the tobacco companies being by far the biggest 
spenders (Taylor, 1985: 99). Sports sponsorship is a relatively cheap and 
highly cost-effective means of advertising for the tobacco companies, not 
least because in Britain it enables them to circumvent the 1965 ban on the 
advertising of cigarettes on television; in 1981 three of the four top sporting 
events which gained most television exposure were sponsored by tobacco 
companies, these being the Embassy and State Express snooker tournaments 
and John Player cricket (Taylor, 1985: 103). Sponsorship of sporting events 
by tobacco companies is now very widespread; amongst the sports sponsored 
in Britain are motor racing, powerboat racing, cricket, speedway, snooker, 
darts, bowls, horseracing, tennis, rugby union, rugby league, badminton, 
show-jumping, motor-cycling and table-tennis. 

Sponsorship of sporting events by the tobacco companies is, of course, 
not confined to Britain. In 1982 Dr Thomas Dadour introduced in the 
Western Australian Parliament a bill to ban all forms of cigarette advertising 
and promotion. Had the bill been passed, one of the first casualties would 
have been the advertising at the Australia versus England Test Match, 
which was sponsored by Benson and Hedges who have been the Australian 
Cricket Board's main sponsor for more than ten years. The bill was narrowly 
defeated. The following year, the state government of Western Australia 
introduced another bill similar to Dr Dadour's. This bill was also defeated 
following intensive lobbying by, amongst others, those associated with the 
cigarette-sponsored sports under threat (Taylor, 1985: 48-9). 

Such sponsorship would not, at least in the context of the present argument, 
be of any significance were it not for the fact that, by the early 1980s, 
cigarette smoking was estimated to be responsible for more than 300,000 
premature deaths a year in the US, and nearly half a million deaths a year 
in Europe. In a 1982 report the US Surgeon-General described cigarette 
smoking as 'the chief, single, avoidable cause of death in our society, and 
the most important public health issue of our time', whilst in Britain the 
Royal College of Physicians, in their 1971 report Smoking and Health Now 
referred to the annual death-rate caused by cigarette smoking as 'the present 
holocaust' (Taylor, 1985: xiv, xvii). Without labouring the point, one might 
reasonably suggest that the ideology which associates sport with healthy 
life-styles sits uneasily with the widespread acceptance of sports sponsor
ship by tobacco companies. 
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The issue of whether the banning of certain drugs in sport reflects a 
primary concern with health issues may, however, be approached rather 
more directly. In particular, a brief examination of the use of several drugs 
which are not banned and which are widely used in the treatment or 
management of sports-related conditions is quite revealing. 

One of the most common sights in many sports is that of the trainer 
running on to the field of play to treat an injured player, often by the 
application of an aerosol spray to a painful area, thereby enabling the player 
to continue. However, as Donahoe and Johnson (1988: 94) point out, one of 
the functions of pain is to '''warn'' us that we need to rest the damaged area', 
and they suggest that most athletes and coaches 'fail to recognize the 
damage that can be caused by suppressing pain'. This issue is part of the 
more general concern about overuse injuries, a growing problem which is 
clearly associated with the increasing constraints placed upon sportsmen 
and women to compete and more particularly to win with, one suspects, 
often scant concern for the potential longer-term health risks. It has been 
noted (Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: 93) that, 'To succeed in modern sport, 
athletes are forced to train longer, harder, and earlier in life. They may be 
rewarded by faster times, better performances and increased fitness, but 
there is a price to pay for such intense training.' Part of the price of such 
intense training and of the readiness - often encouraged by coaches and 
medical advisers - to continue training and competing despite injury, is 
unquestionably paid in the form of overuse injuries, which are now a 
serious problem. It should also be noted that, as Donahoe and Johnson 
(1988: 93) point out, the 'long-term effects of overuse injuries are not 
known, but some concerned doctors have asked whether today's gold 
medallists could be crippled by arthritis by the age of 30', and they cite 
examples of world-class competitors who have, in their words, 'been plagued 
by a succession of overuse injuries'. 

It is, however, not simply the problem of overuse injuries which is of 
relevance. Since, as we have seen, part of the case against the use of drugs 
such as anabolic steroids rests on the possible health risks associated with 
those drugs, it is of some interest to note that several drugs which are very 
widely - though perfectly legally - used within sport also have a variety of 
potentially serious side-effects. Prominent amongst these drugs are several 
painkillers. Injections of local anaesthetic drugs, for example, can produce 
cardiac disorders and should not be used 'on the field'. In very large doses 
they cause central nervous system stimulation, convulsions and death. The 
IOC permits the use of local anaesthetics only where there is 'medical 
justification' - by which is presumably meant only where there is an injury 
which would otherwise prevent a competitor from taking part - and 'only 
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with the aim of enabling the athlete to continue competing' (Donahoe and 
Johnson, 1988: 95). One might reasonably ask whether these regulations 
express a primary concern for the health of the athlete or whether considera
tions relating to the value of competition are ranked more highly? 

Several painkilling drugs which are widely used for the treatment of 
sports injuries are known to have a variety of side-effects, with prolonged 
use leading to possible gastrointestinal effects such as ulceration or per
foration of the stomach or intestines, whilst diarrhoea is a commonly 
reported side-effect. In addition to effects on the liver and blood cells, they 
also affect the central nervous system causing headaches, dizziness or 
disorientation. Most concern has, perhaps, been expressed about the use of 
phenylbutazone, commonly known as 'bute'. Introduced in 1949 for the 
treatment of arthritis, phenylbutazone is a powerful anti-inflammatory drug 
which has a large number of toxic side-effects, some of which have had 
fatal outcomes. The most serious side-effects are the retention of fluid, 
which in predisposed individuals may precipitate cardiac failure, and in
terference with normal blood cell production most commonly resulting in 
aplastic anaemia and agranUlocytosis which can occur within the first few 
days of treatment. A Washington consumer group recently called for bans 
on phenylbutazone and another anti-inflammatory drug, oxyphenbutazone, 
claiming that their side-effects may have led to 10,000 deaths worldwide. 
Many physicians argue that phenylbutazone is too dangerous to use for the 
treatment of self limiting musculoskeletal disorders, and in Britain it is now 
indicated only for use in hospitals under careful supervision. However, in 
the US it is still widely used in the sports context to reduce pain and 
swelling in joints and ligaments, most notably in the National Football 
League (Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: 97; Elliott, 1988: 103). Phenylbutazone 
is not on the list of drugs banned by the IOC. 

From what has been said it is clear that, whilst there may indeed be 
potentially dangerous side-effects associated with the use of certain banned 
drugs, much the same may also said about many drugs which are not 
banned and which are widely used within the sporting context. The fact that 
several potentially dangerous drugs are used perfectly legally within sport 
suggests that - whatever the ideological rhetoric linking sport and health -
considerations of health may not constitute the primary basis underlying the 
decision to ban certain drugs but not others. To return to the question raised 
earlier, could it be the case that health considerations - though they may not 
be entirely irrelevant - provide a convenient and useful but essentially 
secondary justification for a ban which rests primarily on other values 
having little or nothing to do with health? If this is the case, then what might 
these other values be? 
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'FAIR PLAY' VERSUS 'CHEATING' 

It will be recalled that the Sports Council, in the leaflet cited earlier, give a 
second reason for their opposition to the use of drugs, namely, that using 
drugs 'undermines the foundation of fair competition'. In a word, it is 
cheating, and it is this, we suggest, rather than a concern for health, which 
constitutes the primary objection to the use of drugs. That this is so is 
suggested by the relatively tolerant attitude taken by many sporting bodies 
towards the 'social' use of drugs such as marijuana and cocaine, the latter 
of which may have potentially dangerous side-effects and both of which -
unlike many of the drugs banned by the lac - are illegal in many countries. 

Let us consider first the case of marijuana. Prior to the Seoul Olympic 
Games the lac was asked by several countries to test for marijuana 'to see 
whether there was a problem among top-class competitors'. A small number 
of competitors were found to have smoked marijuana recently. The possession 
of marijuana is a criminal offence in Korea, but the names of the athletes 
involved were not released because cannabis is not banned by the lac. In 
the words of the president of the laC's medical commission: 'Marijuana 
does not affect sporting performance.' A similar position was expressed by 
Professor Arnold Beckett (The Times, 14 September 1988), another leading 
member of the lac medical commission, who argued that 'If we started 
looking at the social aspect of drug-taking then we would not be doing our 
job.'1 

Some sporting bodies - it should be noted that not all sporting bodies 
have the same rules in this respect - appear to have taken a similar position 
in relation to the use of cocaine which, though technically a stimulant and 
therefore on the list of drugs banned by the laC, is also very widely used 
for 'recreational' purposes. It is presumably the latter consideration which 
has led the tennis authorities at the Wimbledon Championships to adopt a 
relatively tolerant attitude towards tennis players found to be using cocaine. 
Thus in 1986 it was revealed (see The Times, 14 September 1988) that tests 
for cocaine were to be carried out on male tennis players at Wimbleton, 
although no action would be taken against those who tested positive; 
instead, psychiatric help would be offered. 

What we are suggesting, therefore, is that the major basis of differentiation 
between those drugs which are banned and those which are not banned is to 
be found not in the fact that the former pose a threat to health whilst the 
latter do not - such an argument, we would suggest, is exceedingly difficult 
to sustain - but in the fact that the fonner are perceived as being taken in 
order artificially to boost performance, thereby giving the competitor who 
uses drugs an unfair advantage over those who do not. The more fundamen-
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tal objection to the use of drugs, then, lies in the fact that, in the words of 
the Sports Council, 'it is cheating'. 

But why should the practice of cheating be regarded as so objectionable? 
Why should drug-taking evoke calls for swingeing punishments against 
those who are tested positive? At first glance the answer may seem self
evident, for such is the strength of feeling against cheating that we might be 
tempted to think that the idea of cheating 'naturally' arouses strong hostility. 
The matter is, however, considerably more complex than this, for an analysis 
of the development of the concept of cheating and of the associated notion 
of 'fair play' raises some interesting questions about the civilizing process 
and the development of modern sport. 

It is essential to see the development of concepts such as 'cheating' and 
'fair play' as an integral part of the development of a broader configuration 
of relationships. More specifically the development of these concepts - at 
least in the sense in which they are used within modern sport - can be seen 
as part of that process which Elias has termed 'sportization'. Though the 
concept of 'sportization' may jar upon the ear it does, as Elias notes, fit the 
observable facts relating to the development of modern sports quite well. 
Elias's (1986: 151) argument is that, in the course of the nineteenth century 
- and in some cases as early as the second half of the eighteenth century -
with England as the model-setting country, some leisure activities involving 
bodily exertion assumed the structural characteristics which we identify 
with modern sports. A central part of this 'sportization' process involved 
the development of a stricter framework of rules governing sporting compe
tition. Thus the rules became more precise, more explicit and more differ
entiated whilst, at the same time, supervision of the observance of those 
rules became more efficient; hence, penalties for offences against the rules 
became less escapable. One of the central objectives - perhaps the central 
objective - of this tightening up of the rules was to ensure that sporting 
competitions were carried on with proper regard for what we call 'fairness', 
the most important element of which is probably the idea that all competi
tors must have an equal chance of winning.2 As part of the 'sportization' 
process, the idea of 'fairness' - and therefore the abhorrence of cheating
has come to be regarded as perhaps the most fundamental value under
pinning modern sporting competitions. In this context one might, for ex
ample, compare the relatively highly rule-governed character of modern 
sports with the relative absence of rules governing many traditional folk
games in pre-industrial Europe, many of which had few, if any, rules 
governing such things as physical contact or even the number of players 
permitted on each side (Dunning and Sheard, 1979: ch. I). The importance 
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of the sportization process and its relationship to the concept of cheating 
may be brought out very simply: where there are no rules one cannot cheat. 
The development of the concept of cheating, therefore, is closely associated 
with the development of a body of relatively clearly defined rules; in this 
sense, the development of our modern concepts of 'cheating' and of 'fair 
play' can only be adequately understood as part of the sportization process 
to which Elias has drawn our attention. 

Thus far we have examined some of the evidence rehiting to the use of 
drugs in sport, and we have considered some of the social processes 
underpinning specific objections to the illicit use of drugs. We now turn to 
our third and final problem; namely, how do we account for what, as we 
noted earlier, does indeed appear to have been a significant increase in the 
use of drugs in sport in recent years? In order to shed some light on this 
issue, it is necessary to examine recent developments not merely in sport 
but also in medicine. We begin with the latter. 

THE MEDIC;ALIZA TlON OF LIFE 

In an influential essay published in 1972, Irving Zola (1972: 487) argued 
that in modern industrial societies medicine is becoming a major institution 
of social control. This process, he argued, was a largely insidious and often 
undramatic one which was associated with the 'medicalizing' of much of 
daily living, a process which involves 'making medicine and the labels 
'healthy' and 'ill' relevant to an ever increasing part of human existence'. 
The medicalization process has involved an expansion of the number and 
range of human conditions which are held to constitute 'medical problems', 
a label which, once attached, is sufficient to justify medical intervention. 
Zola cites four such problems: ageing, drug addition, alcoholism and preg
nancy, the first and last of which were once regarded as nonnal processes 
and the middle two as human foibles and weaknesses. This has now changed 
and medical specialities have emerged to deal with these conditions, one 
consequence of which has been to expand very considerably the number of 
people deemed to be in need of medical services. A similar process has 
occurred as a result of the development of 'comprehensive' and psycho
somatic medicine, both of which have considerably expanded that which is 
held to be relevant to the understanding, treatment and prevention of dis
ease. The development of preventive medicine, in particular, has justified 



50 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

increasing medical intervention in an attempt to change people's lifestyles, 
whether in the areas of diet, sleep, work, marital relationships, exercise, 
tobacco and alcohol consumption, or in the areas of safer driving or the 
fluoridation of water supplies. 

The theme of the medicalization of life has subsequently been taken up 
by a number of other writers. Waitzkin and Waterman (1974: 86-9), for 
example, have attempted to analyze this process in terms of what they call 
'medical imperialism'. However, perhaps the most famous thesis of this 
kind is that associated with Ivan Illich. Illich argues that the medicalization 
of life involves a number of processes, including growing dependence on 
professionally provided care, growing dependence on drugs, medicalization 
of the life-span, medicalization of prevention and medicalization of the 
expectations of lay people. One of the consequences has been the creation 
of 'patient majorities' for, argues Illich (1975: 56), people 'who are free of 
therapy-oriented labels have become the exception'. Large numbers of 
people are now regarded as requiring routine medical attention, not because 
they have any definable pathology, but 'for the simple fact that they are 
unborn, newborn, infants, in their climacteric, or old' (Illich, 1975: 44). In 
other words, the expansion of that which is deemed to fall within the 
province of medicine has expanded to the point where, as de Swaan (1988: 
243) puts it, 'there remain only patients and those not yet patients'. 

Although several of those involved in developing the medicalization 
thesis have made some pertinent observations on recent social developments 
relating to medicine, it is probably fair to say that, on the whole, these 
analyses have not involved a great deal of theoretical sophistication, whilst 
some - the work of Waitzkin and Waterman and, even more so, that of 
Illich comes to mind here - are notable for their polemical character and 
their relative lack of detachment. The early essay of Zola (1972: 487) is in 
many respects more satisfactory, though it is largely descriptive, and his 
analysis of the process - that it 'is rooted in our increasingly complex 
technological and bureaucratic system' - is too vague to be of any real 
value. In this respect, we would suggest that de Swaan's work, which draws 
upon the work of Elias, is particularly valuable. Specifically we would 
argue that it is his use of an Eliasian framework which enables de Swaan to 
make a series of relatively precise and very fruitful connections between the 
medicalization process - or what he calls the reluctant imperialism of the 
medical profession and the collectivizing of welfare services, state forma
tion and development and the civilizing process. Though we cannot here 
enter into a detailed consideration of de Swaan's work - this would take us 
on a lengthy detour away from the main subject matter of this chapter - we 
suggest that de Swaan's analysis offers considerably more, by way of 
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explanatory purchase. than do the other approaches outlined above, and that 
it provides further evidence of the fruitfulness of an Eliasian approach. 

It is an important part of our argument that, particularly in the last three 
decades or so - very roughly, the period coinciding with the most rapid 
growth in the illicit use of drugs - the medicalization process has encom
passed sport. This process has been most evident in the rapid development, 
particularly since the early 1960s, of what is now called sports medicine, an 
area of practice which has been described by two of the leading British 
exponents (Williams and Sperryn, 1976: ix) as 'an integrated multi
disciplinary field embracing the relevant areas of clinical medicine (sports 
traumatology, the medicine of sport and sports psychiatry) and the appro
priate allied scientific disciplines (including physiology, psychology and 
biomechanics), . 

Some of the processes involved in the medicalization of sport - and in 
particular the development of an ideology justifying increasing medical 
intervention - can be illustrated by reference to textbooks in the area of 
sports medicine. This ideology is clearly expressed in one of the early 
British texts in the field - J. G. P. Williams's Sports Medicine. published in 
1962 - in which the author argues that the intensity and diversity of modern 
competitive sport 'has resulted in the emergence from the general mass of 
the population of a new type of person - the trained athlete'. Wi1liams goes 
on to argue - some may feel not very convincingly - that the trained athlete 
'is as different physiologically and psychologically from "the man in the 
street" as is the chronic invalid'. This argument is, however, important in 
establishing a justification for medical intervention, for he goes on to 
suggest: 'Just as extreme youth and senility produce peculiar medical 
problems, so too does extreme physical fitness' (Williams, 1962: vii). One 
can see here the development of the idea, now very widespread, that athletes 
require routine medical supervision not because they necessarily have any 
clearly defined pathology but, in this case, simply because they are athletes. 
This position is, in fact, spelt out quite unambiguously in the foreword to 
Williams's book by Arthur (later Lord) Porritt, who was at that time the 
president of the Royal College of Surgeons of England and the chairman of 
the British Association of Sport and Medicine. Porritt's (in Williams, 1962: 
v) position could hardly have constituted a clearer statement of what is 
involved in the medicalization process, for he argued quite baldly that 
'those who take part in sport and play games are essentially patients'. 
Athletes have thus become yet one more group to add to Illich's list of those 
- the unborn, newborn, infants and so on - who are held by definition to 
require routine medical supervision, irrespective of the presence or absence 
of any specific pathology. 
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One consequence of the development in recent years of the discipline of 
sports medicine, and of closely associated disciplines such as exercise 
physiology, biomechanics and sports psychology, has been to make tradi
tional methods of training for sporting events increasingly outmoded. At 
least at the higher levels of sport, both amateur and professional, the image 
of the dedicated athlete training alone or with one or two chosen friends no 
longer corresponds to reality. Instead, the modern successful athlete is 
likely to be surrounded by - or at least to have access to - and to be 
increasingly dependent upon, a whole group of specialist advisers, includ
ing specialists in sports medicine. Moreover, this dependence on those who 
practise sports medicine goes far beyond the treatment of sports injuries; as 
Williams and Sperryn (1976: I) point out, as 'practice for the competitive 
event takes place ... sportsman [sic 1 seeks systematic methods of prepara
tion. He examines such technical and scientific information as is available 
about the way his body performs its athletic function and turns to the doctor 
as physiologist. ' One consequence of these developments has been to make 
top-class athletes more and more dependent on increasingly sophisticated 
systems of medical support in their efforts to run faster, to jump further or 
to compete more effectively in their chosen sport. As the former Amateur 
Athletics Association national coach, Ron Pickering, notes in his foreword 
to Sperryn 's Sport and Medicine (1983: vi), few would deny that 'nowadays 
medical support is essential for the realization of the athlete's natural 
capacity for optimum performance'; indeed, at the highest levels of com
petition the quality of the medical support may make the difference between 
success and failure. Just how sophisticated modern systems of medical 
back-up have become is illustrated by Pickering's admittedly tongue-in
cheek comparison between the limited amount of scientific knowledge 
which was available to coaches at the start of his career and the vast amount 
of knowledge which has subsequently been gained from experiments on 
athletes 'who have given blood, sweat, urine, muscle biopsies and personality 
inventories, have often been immersed in tanks, and photographed naked in 
three dimensions at altitude'. 

It would, however, be quite wrong to suggest that athletes are simply 
unwilling 'victims' of medical imperialism for, as de Swaan (1988: 246) 
has noted, professionals - in this instance, doctors - 'do not simply force 
themselves with innocent and unknowing clients'. In the case of sport, a 
number of developments, particularly in the post-Second World War period, 
have led sportsmen and -women increasingly to turn for help to anyone who 
can hold out the promise of improving their level of performance. The most 
important of these developments are probably those which have been as
sociated with the politicization of sport, particularly at the international 
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level, and those which have been associated with massive increases in the 
rewards - particularly, but not exclusively, the material rewards - brought 
by sporting success. Both these processes, it is suggested, have had the 
consequence of increasing the competitiveness of sport, and one aspect of 
this increasing competitiveness has been the downgrading, in relative terms, 
of the traditional value associated with taking part whilst greatly increasing 
the value attached to winning. 

Although the trend towards the increasing competitiveness of sport has 
been particularly marked in the post-1945 period, the trend itself is a very 
much longer-trend which can be traced back over two or more centuries and 
which has been associated with the processes of industrialization and state 
development. Before we examine the relatively recent developments asso
ciated with the politicization and commercialization of sport, it may be 
useful to outline briefly the social roots of this longer-term trend towards 
the increasing competitiveness of sport or, what is the same thing, towards 
the 'de-amateurization' of sport. 

THE 'DE-AMATEURIZATION' OF SPORT 

The long-term trend towards the increasing competitiveness of sport is a 
good example of what Elias (1987: 99-100) calls a 'blind' or 'unplanned' 
long-term social process; that is, this trend is not the intended outcome of 
the acts of any single individual or group but, rather, the unintended out
come of the interweaving of the purposive and often conflictual actions of 
the members of many interdependent groups over several generations. In 
his analysis of the 'de-amateurization' of sport, Dunning (1986: 205-23), 
drawing upon an earlier paper by Elias and himself (Elias and Dunning, 
1966), argues that the overall social figuration of pre-industrial Britain was 
not conducive to the generation of intense competitive pressure in sporting 
relations. The relatively low degree of state centralization and national 
unification, for example, meant that' folk -games' , the games of the ordinary 
people, were played in regional isolation, competition traditionally occur
ring between adjacent villages and towns or between sections of towns. 
There was no national competitive framework. The aristocracy and gentry 
formed a partial exception in this respect for they were, and perceived 
themselves as, national classes and did compete nationally among them
selves. However, their high degree of status security - that is, their power 
and relative autonomy - meant that the aristocracy and gentry were not 
subject, in a general or a sporting sense, to effective competitive pressure 
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either from above or below. As a result, the aristocracy and gentry, whether 
playing by themselves or with their hirelings, were able to develop what 
were to a high degree self-directed or egocentric forms of sports participa
tion; put more simply, they were able to participate in sport primarily for 
fun and, in this sense, came close to being amateurs in the 'ideal-typical' 
sense of that term. 

Dunning argues that the growing competitiveness of sporting relations 
since the eighteenth century has been associated with the development of 
the pattern of inter-group relationships characteristic of an urban-industrial 
nation-state. Inherent in the modern structure of social interdependencies, 
he suggests, is the demand for inter-regional and representative sport. 
Clearly no such demand could arise in pre-industrial societies because the 
lack of effective national unification and poor means of transport meant that 
there were no common rules and no means by which sportsmen from 
different areas could be brought together. In addition, the' localism' inherent 
in such societies meant that play-groups perceived as potential rivals only 
those groups with which they were contiguous in a geographical sense. 
However, modern industrial societies are different on all these counts. They 
are relatively unified nationally, have superior means of transport and 
communication, sports with common rules, and a degree of 'cosmo
politanism' which means that local groups are anxious to compete against 
groups which are not geographically contiguous. Hence such societies 
come to be characterized by high rates of inter-area sporting interaction, a 
process which leads to a hierarchical grading of sportsmen, sportswomen 
and sports teams with those that represent the largest social units standing 
at the top. 

Dunning suggests that one consequence of these processes is that top
level sportsmen and -women are less and less able to be independent and to 
play for fun, and are increasingly required to be other-directed and serious 
in their approach to sport. That is, they are less able to play for themselves 
and are increasingly constrained to represent wider social units such as 
cities, counties and countries. As such, they are provided with material and 
other rewards and facilities and time for training. In return, they are expected 
to produce high-quality sports performances which, particularly through the 
achievement of sporting victories, reflect favourably on the social units 
which they represent. The development of the local, national and inter
national competitive framework of modern sport works in the same direc
tion and means that constant practice and training are increasingly necessary 
in order to reach and to stay at the top. In all these ways, then, the social 
figuration characteristic of an urban-industrial nation-state increasingly 
undermines the amateur ethos, with its stress on sport 'for fun', and leads to 
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its replacement by more serious and more competitive forms of sporting 
participation. 

THE POLITICIZA TION OF SPORT 

Although the relationship between politics and sport is by no means 
exclusively a post-World War Two phenomenon - witness the Munich 
Olympics of 1936 - there can be little doubt that sport has become increas
ingly politicized in the period since 1945. To some extent, this process has 
perhaps been associated with the development of independent nation-states 
in Black Africa and elsewhere and with the emergence in many of those 
states of several outstanding athletes whose international successes have 
been a major source of pride in new nations struggling to establish a 
national identity and a sense of national unity. 

Of rather greater importance, however, was the development - although 
they have recently begun to change in fundamental but as yet uncertain 
ways - of state socialist societies in many parts of Eastern Europe and, 
associated with thiS", the emergence of the Cold War and of superpower 
rivalry. Within this context, international sporting competition took on a 
significance going far beyond the bounds of sport itself, for sport - at least 
within the context of East-West relations - became to some extent an 
extension of the political, military and economic competition which char
acterized relationships between the superpowers and their associated blocs. 
Thus comparisons of the number of Olympic medals won by the United 
States and the Soviet Union or the medals won by the two Gerrnanies took 
on a new significance, for the winning of medals came to be seen as a 
symbol not only of national pride but also of the superiority of one political 
system over another. As many governments came to see international 
sporting success as an important propaganda weapon in the East-West 
struggle, so those athletes who emerged as winners came increasingly to be 
treated as national heroes with rewards - sometimes provided by national 
governments - to match. 

SPORT AND COMMERCIALIZATION 

If the politicization of sport has been associated with an increase in the 
competitiveness of international sport, this latter development has also been 
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facilitated by the growing commercialization of sport in the West. Whilst 
the winning of an Olympic medal has doubtless been considered a great 
honour ever since the modern Olympics were founded in 1896, it is in
disputably the case that in recent years the non-honorific rewards - and in 
particular the financial rewards - associated with Olympic success have 
increased massively. For example, successful athletes are not only in a 
position to demand substantial appearance fees for competing in major 
meetings but, much more importantly, they can also earn huge incomes 
from sponsorship, from television commercials and from product endorse
ment. Although this development appears to be a fairly general one within 
Western societies, the financial rewards associated with Olympic success 
are probably greatest in the United States. Dr Robert Voy (,On the Line', 
1990) the chief physician to the US team at the 1988 Seoul Olympics, 
recently estimated that in the US the average Olympic gold medal was 
worth around $1 million in sponsorship, television advertisements and 
product promotion. He went on to point out, however, that such fabulous 
rewards are available only to those who come first for, as he put it, 'second 
place doesn't count'. 

As the rewards to be gained from sporting success have increased, so the 
emphasis placed on winning has also increased. This process has, according 
to the leading US athletics coach, Brooks Johnson (,On the Line', 1990), 
resulted in a situation in which many top-class international athletes 'wake 
up with the desire and the need and the compulsion and the obsession to 
win, and they go to sleep with it. ... Make no mistake about it, an Olympic 
champion is clinically sick.' A not-dissimilar point has been made by 
Angella Issajenko, a world-record-holder over 50 metres indoors who, like 
Ben Johnson, was coached by Charlie Francis and who, also like Johnson, 
has recently admitted to taking steroids. Issajenko (The Times, 14 March 
1989) said she took the decision to use steroids after being beaten by East 
German sprinters and, in explaining her decision ('On the Line', 1990), she 
said that most people 'had no idea of what goes on in the mind of an elite 
athlete. Nobody wants to be mediocre. Nobody wants to be second best.' 

The importance which has become attached to winning was particularly 
clearly expressed in an interview with Zoe Warwicke, a former British' 
bodybuilding champion, following the disqualification of Ben Johnson at 
the Seoul Olympics. Although bodybuilding is not officially recognized as 
a sport, it may be regarded as a sport-like activity which has much in 
common with sport, not least, it would seem, in terms of the importance 
attached to winning. Commenting on Johnson's disqualification, Warwicke 
(The Times, 29 September 1988), who admits to having used anabolic 
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steroids, said: 'I am not going to say whether Johnson did right or wrong. 
He did what he thought was necessary to win for both his country and 
himself and I empathize with that.' Speaking of her own use of steroids, 
Ms Warwicke, who is reported to suffer from kidney and liver disorders as 
a result of her use of the drugs, said that she does not regret taking them and 
would do so "again under medical supervision for 'that one moment of glory, 
that feeling of being blessed all athletes seek'. The experience of winning 
was, she said, 'the best high you can have in life. The moment I won the 
national championship elevated me into something else for ten minutes or 
so. Just to win made it worth all the pain.' Warwicke almost certainly 
echoed the sentiment of a great many athletes when she said: 'I would not 
want to compete unless I had a chance of winning', and she went on to 
suggest: 'What we are asking athletes to do is very unfair. We are asking 
them to get slapped for being clean and losing. No one remembers losers 
even if they were clean of drugs.' 

THE SPORT/MEDICINE AXIS 

At this stage it might be useful to summarize briefly our argument thus far. 
We have suggested that what appears to be a significant increase in the 
illicit use of drugs in recent years has been associated with two major 
processes. The first of these relates to what has been called the 'medicalization 
of life' or 'medical imperialism', whilst the second relates to the increasing 
competitiveness of sport and to a growing emphasis on the importance of 
winning. More specifically, it is suggested that certain developments within 
the medical profession have meant that medical practitioners have been 
increasingly prepared to make their professional knowledge and skills 
available to athletes at the very time when athletes, as a result of other 
developments within sport, have been increasingly eager to seek the help of 
anyone who can improve the level of their performance. The conjuncture of 
these two processes, it is suggested, has been associated with two closely 
related developments. One of these developments - and one which is 
generally viewed as wholly legitimate - involves the emergence of sports 
medicine; the other - which is normally regarded as illegitimate - involves 
the increasing use by athletes of banned substances to improve their per
formance. The close association between these two developments has been 
clearly noted by Brown and Benner (1984: 32), who have pointed out that, 
as increased importance has been placed on winning, so athletes 
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have turned to mechanical (exercise, massage), nutritional (vitamins, 
minerals), psychological (discipline, transcendental meditation), and phar
macological (medicines, drugs) methods to increase their advantage over 
opponents in competition. A major emphasis has been placed on the 
nonmedical use of drugs, particularly anabolic steroids, central nervous 
system stimulants, depressants and analgesics. 

In other words, the very processes which have been associated with the 
development of sports medicine have also been associated with a rapid 
growth in the illicit use of drugs. The relation between illicit drug use and 
processes of medicalization has also been noted by Donahoe and Johnson 
(1988: 126-7): 

we live in a drug-oriented society. Drugs are used to soothe pain, relieve 
anxiety, help us to sleep, keep us awake, lose or gain weight. For many 
problems, people rely on drugs rather than seeking alternative coping 
strategies. It is not surprising that athletes should adopt similar attitudes. 

It should be noted, that since our analysis stresses the conjuncture of 
these two processes, one within the world of medicine and the other within 
the world of sport, it follows that the increasing use of drugs in sport cannot 
be explained simply by reference to the changing patterns of behaviour 
amongst athletes. Indeed, we would suggest that the increasing use of drugs 
has been associated with the emergence, in both the world of sport and the 
world of medicine, of those who may be described as innovators or entre
preneurs. Referring first to the world of sport, it is hardly surprising that, 
given the increased emphasis which has come to be placed on winning, 
some athletes - and almost certainly a growing number - have been pre
pared to innovate by making illicit use of the fruits of medical and pharma
cological research, or by themselves acting as 'brokers' who provide these 
fruits for others. Equally, however, it is a clear implication of the above 
analysis that there are doctors - and again the probability is that their 
number is growing - who may be regarded as medical' entrepreneurs' in the 
sense that they are prepared to stretch the boundaries of 'sports medicine' 
to include the prescribing of drugs with the specific intention of improving 
athletic performance. 

This point is of some importance for it suggests that the increasing use 
of drugs in sport has been associated with the development of a network of 
co-operative relationships between innovators or entrepreneurs from the 
two increasingly closely related fields of sport and medicine. In this respect, 
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our analysis is rather different from that of some other writers. Goodbody 
(The Times, 27 May 1987), for example, has argued: 

Each generation of competitors uses the experience of its predecessors to 
find new illegal methods of improving performances. Each generation of 
administrators and doctors tries to stop every loophole, extend the number 
of banned drugs and become more sophisticated in its testing and trap
ping of offenders. 

We would suggest that Goodbody's argument is far too simplistic, prima
rily because it posits an unreal dichotomy or opposition between two groups 
- competitors and doctors - one of whom, it is suggested, seeks to use and 
the other to prevent the use of illicit drugs. As indicated above, we would 
argue in marked contradistinction to Goodbody, that all too frequently the 
illicit use of drugs is actually premissed upon a significant degree of co
operation between 'innovating' athletes and 'entrepreneurial' doctors. There 
are, we believe, good grounds in support of this contention. 

Donahoe and Johnson (1988: 62), in a phrase which is reminiscent of 
Goodbody's argument, have suggested: 'Athletes are enterprising people; 
as soon as detection methods are developed for one anabolic agent they 
move on to another.' No doubt there are many athletes who are indeed 
enterprising people, though one might reasonably doubt whether many of 
them are sufficiently well-informed about recent developments in medicine 
and pharmacology to devise their own drug programmes - and more par
ticularly, to avoid detection, as many undoubtedly do - without professional 
advice. In this context, it is worth noting that many drug regimens, such as 
those involving 'stacking', are very complex. 'Stacking' is a technique 
which is particularly used by weight lifters and involves the use of several 
different types of anabolic steroid concurrently. A typical 'stacking' pro
gramme has been described as follows (Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: 46): 

The athlete may start a drugs programme by using a low dose of an oral 
anabolic steroid. The dose would be increased after a week or so and 
supplemented with a weekly injection of one of the long-acting steroids 
such as nandrolone decanoate. Over the next few weeks, the doses and 
frequency of these treatments would be increased. A month before 
competition, the athlete might be taking about ten times the therapeutic 
dose of oral steroids, plus about six or eight times the therapeutic dose of 
injectable long-acting steroids. In an attempt to avoid detection, for the 
few weeks prior to competition the synthetic drugs would be dropped, to 
be replaced by testosterone. 
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Without overstating the argument, it seems improbable that complex drug 
programmes of this kind have been worked out by the athletes themselves, 
without access to specialized advice, whilst it seems even more improbable 
that athletes have the specialized technical knowledge required to avoid 
detection, for this necessarily involves keeping one step ahead of what are 
becoming increasingly sophisticated testing procedures. 

The case of so-called 'blood-doping' provides another instance of a form 
of cheating in which the critical technological breakthrough, as well as the 
administration of the treatment, clearly involves medical personnel. Blood
doping involves the removal of a few hundred millilitres of blood which is 
stored for a few weeks and then rein fused into the athlete, a process which 
boosts the oxygen-carrying capacity of the blood, and thus the quantity of 
oxygen available to the muscles. This process once again points to a 
significant degree of co-operation between competitors and doctors for, as 
Donahoe and Johnson (1988: 119) note, blood-doping 'obviously requires 
the aid and skills of medical staff'. 

In addition to the above considerations, there is also a good deal of direct 
evidence relating to the involvement of doctors in the use of drugs in sport. 
We now know, for example, that for several years prior to his disqualification 
at the Seoul Olympics, Ben 10hnson had been taking anabolic steroids 
under the direction of his physician, Dr Mario Astaphan. Giving evidence 
under oath to a Canadian government inquiry, Astaphan (The Times, 26 May 
1989) claimed that 32 athletes representing twelve countries and several 
sports had sought his help. Such examples of medical involvement in 
the use of drugs are not difficult to find. Dr Robert Kerr, a Los Angeles 
physician whose surgery is said to have become a 'takeaway for Olympic 
athletes', has claimed that in the Los Angeles area alone there are between 
60 and 70 doctors who prescribe steroids for athletes (,On the Line', 1990). 
There is also evidence that at the Los Angeles Olympics of 1984 at least 
some team doctors were involved in blatantly exploiting a loophole in the 
doping regulations. Although beta-blockers were not at that time banned by 
the IOC, team doctors had to fill in declarations for all athletes using beta
blockers and state the doses used. If competitors produced a doctor's 
certificate stating that they needed the drugs for health reasons, they would 
not be disqualified if drug checks proved positive. However, when urine 
specimens were screened there were several positives in the modern pen
tathlon contest. To the amazement of officials, team managers came forward 
with doctors' certificates covering whole teams. In October 1984 Colonel 
Willy Grut, the secretary-general of the world body governing the modern 
pentathlon, challenged the IOC to reveal the names of those athletes who 
'clearly took dope, not for medical reasons, but to improve performance' 
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(Donahoe and Johnson, 1988: 85-6). What is of importance in the context 
of the present argument is not the fact that these athletes took drugs but that 
the drugs appear to have been taken with the knowledge of team doctors 
who then protected the athletes against disciplinary action. 

Such examples are not, of course, confined to the Olympic Games or to 
Olympic sports. One of the most celebrated cases in the US involved an 
eminent psychiatrist, Dr Arnold Mandell. Mandell was the founding chair
person of the Department of Psychiatry at San Diego, is a recognized expert 
on neurochemistry, is the recipient of millions of dollars in re6earch grants 
and is the author of several books and hundreds of scientific papers. Mandell 
also worked with the San Diego Chargers in the National Football League. 
In 1974 he was dismissed after the NFL accused him of giving the team 
1750 amphetamine pills over a three-month period. Mandell conceded that 
he wrote very large prescriptions and subsequently carried out research on 
amphetamine use by NFL players; in September 1978 at a national con
ference on amphetamine use he presented a paper called 'The Sunday 
Syndrome', in which he claimed that players typically took a high dose of 
amphetamines once a week during the game on Sunday (Donahoe and 
Johnson, 1988: 28-9). 

Several other examples implicating doctors in the non-medical use of 
drugs could be cited from athletics, cycling and association football (Donahoe 
and Johnson, 1988: 161; The Times, 18 October 1982). These cases all come 
from Western Europe, but it seems probable that in Eastern Europe the 
medical profession is even more closely involved in the illicit use of drugs 
in sport than is the case in the West. There are, as we noted earlier, many 
allegations concerning the organized abuse of steroids, particularly in East 
Germany, some of them based on information from international athletes 
who have defected to the West. There is at least one advantage to what 
seems to be 'official' involvement in the use of drugs: it does mean that the 
athletes concerned do at least get regular and systematic medical monitor
ing. As Donahoe and Johnson (1988: 69) note: 'While official involvement 
in doping is often attacked as state control by Western critics, and certainly 
cannot be condoned, there are probably many American or European 
athletes who would welcome the medical backup that accompanies tacit 
state approval of drug abuse.' 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter we have suggested that if, as seems probable, sportsmen and 
-women have in recent years increasingly turned to the illicit use of drugs, 



62 Sport and Leisure ill the Civilizing Process 

then this development can only be adequately understood by analyzing the 
changing network of relationships in which they are involved. In this 
regard, we have suggested that, as a result of changes within the structure of 
sport - changes associated particularly with structurally generated competi
tive pressures and with political and commercial developments - the pressure 
on sportsmen and -women to win, and the rewards of winning, have greatly 
increased. As a consequence, sportsmen and -women have increasingly 
been prepared to turn to a variety of specialists able to hold out the promise 
of helping competitors to improve the level of their performance. These 
developments within the structure of sport have coincided with another, 
largely autonomous development - the medicalization process - which has 
involved the extension of medical intervention into more and more areas of 
social life and which, particularly from the early 1960s, has increasingly 
involved doctors in the systematic use of medical and pharmacological 
developments in an effort to improve sporting performances. These deve
lopments have resulted in a coming together of two groups, sportspeople 
and doctors, one of whom has increasingly demanded, and the other of 
whom has increasingly been prepared to supply, specialist medical advice 
in the search for improved performances. The conjuncture of these deve
lopments in sport and in medicine has had two closely related consequences, 
one of which is normally seen as legitimate, the other as illegitimate. Thus 
it is suggested that the increasing competitiveness of sport and the 
medicalization process have been associated, on the one hand, with the 
rapid development of sports medicine, but that these very processes have 
also been associated, on the other hand, with the increasing use of prescribed 
drugs. 

This analysis thus suggests that the increased use of drugs in sport in 
recent years is a process which is closely interrelated with a number of other 
major processes of social change on both the national and international 
levels. If this is indeed the case, it suggests that, for as long as those broader 
processes of change continue on their present lines of development, then the 
constraints on sportsmen and -women to use drugs illicitly may also continue 
to grow. If this proves to be the case, and if those sportspeople who use 
drugs are able to continue to rely on the network of co-operative relationships 
with those whom we have described as 'entrepreneurial' doctors, then the 
illicit use of drugs in sport may well prove extremely difficult to control. 
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Notes 

I. It should be noted that since this chapter was written the IOC has added 
marijuana to the list of banned drugs, not because it affects sporting perfor
mance but on the grounds that it is apparently held to be 'damaging to youth 
and a threat to world peace'. This decision is not consistent with the earlier 
position taken by the IOC and it is difficult to see it as anything other than 
part of a 'moral panic' associated with an attempt to 'clean up' the image of 
athletics, particularly in the wake of the Ben Johnson affair. See The Euro
pean, 8-10 June 1990. 

2. We qre aware of the fact that the idea of 'fairness' is one which, in practice, 
is imperfectly applied. The reality of the upper levels of sporting competition 
is that it often involves individuals or teams which are highly differentiated 
in terms of their access to resources and support systems. 
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3 Cleaning up the Game: 
Perspectives on the 
Evolution of Professional 
Sports 
JOHN WILSON 

This essay considers the grounds for claiming that figurational sociology 
provides a distinctive and innovative perspective on sport. After a brief 
review of the general theory of societal development formulated by Norbert 
Elias, the relation of that theory to those formulated by Marx and Durkheim 
is described. I argue that there is much of Marx in the figurational account 
of societal development. However, there is much more of Durkheim, a fact 
I seek to demonstrate by examining the concept of 'interdependency' and 
its relation to the evolution of codes of conduct. I then describe a competing 
theory of the history of manners which, I believe, provides a more accurate 
picture of the civilizing process, at least as it is found in the United States 
today. This competing theory attaches more significance than does 
figurational sociology to the peculiar' logic' of capitalism. The increasing 
regulation of play, I contend, does not so much represent the permeation of 
courtly values as the imposition of a rationality upon play such as to make 
it amenable to commodification. Codes of conduct are thus interpretable as 
a means of imposing order upon activities and thus excluding from those 
activities elements of conduct which would disturb exchange relations. 
These elements include communal and democratic impulses. To explore 
these themes I examine the rise of the 'commissioner system' in American 
team sports. This system of private government introduced an extra note of 
'civility' into the conduct of commercial sports, closely regulating all 
aspects of the game that might impugn its 'integrity', such as violence, 
gambling and cheating, and could therefore be seen, from the point of view 
of figurational sociology, as an 'evolution' in the social organization of the 
game. Figurational sociology accounts for the emergence of this new 
governance structure only partially, however, and a political-economy 
perspective must be used to explain its timing and function. The commis
sioner system was to be expected under the 'franchise' government which 
had formed since the turn of the century as a way of dealing with the 
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conflicting demands of economic freedom for business and political sub
ordination for workers. Democratic rights could be legitimately denied in 
the interest of economic progress. 

The events upon which I have chosen to focus are particularly well
suited to an examination of Elias's theory of sports development because 
they revolve around the issue of gambling. Elias's writings are most often 
associated with a description of breaches in civility which do not have 
strong connotations of moral CUlpability. Their range is limited to what is 
considered 'bad form'. However, figurational sociologists have made serious 
efforts to extend the reach of the theory to account for developments in the 
interpretation and treatment of what we can only consider vices, such as 
drunken brawling at soccer matches and destruction of public property; 
acts, that is, for which people should be held morally accountable. But, as 
shown in the case of the disorderly behaviour of sporting crowds, the line 
between mere incivility and shocking vice is difficult to draw in real life. 
Gambling sits astride this line, for it is characteristically viewed with 
ambivalence, a person enjoying it and deploring it at the same time. Con
trolling gambling in association with sporting events is, in one sense, 
simply 'playing fair'; it is also, in another sense, a means of eliminating vice 
and organized crime. 

THE CIVILIZING PROCESS 

The figurational sociology of sport is part of a larger theory of social 
development formulated by Norbert Elias (1982: 236), who sees human 
history as the story of a more or less continuous 

moderation of spontaneous emotions, the tempering of affects, the exten
sion of mental space beyond the moment into the past and future, the 
habit of connecting events in terms of chains of cause and effect - all 
these are different aspects of the same transformation of conduct which 
necessarily takes place. with the monopolization of physical violence, 
and the lengthening of the chains of social action and interdependence. 
It is a 'civilizing' change of behaviour. 

With increasing structural differentiation, people who were formerly in
dependent of each other become more and more dependent and are thus 
forced to curb their desires and instincts. 'As more and more people must 
attune their conduct to that of others, the web of actions must be organized 
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more and more strictly and accurately, if each individual action is to fulfill 
its social function' (Elias, 1982: 232). A world where other people are likely 
to be dangerous predators gives way to a world where other people are 
dependent on each other. At first, close surveillance and retributive punish
ment are necessary to curb conduct, but self-control gradually becomes 
more deeply internalized, lessening the need for external constraint. It 
might be noted here that the theory simply predicts that the standards of 
violence-control will become stricter. It is a moot point whether actual rates 
of violence will fall, although the implication is that the standards and their 
sanctions will have the desired effect. 

The civilizing process is also the result of the growing monopolization of 
force held by the central authority, which attempts to insure that conflict 
within its own domain will be expressed through peaceful forms. 'Physical 
violence is confined to barracks' (Elias, 1982: 238). Thus, for example, 
during the eighteenth century the 'cycle of violence' that had characterized 
the previous century 'gradually calmed down and political conflicts came to 
be conducted more in terms of a set of non-violent rules and rituals, the 
rules and rituals of Parliament' (Dunning, 1989: 45). The self-same ruling 
groups simultaneously devised means for reducing the violence of their 
pastimes; for example, fox-hunting become more 'civilized' in that the 
hunters no longer killed the fox themselves nor used the carcass for food. 

Rules of conduct are set by powerful elites. They are 'the principal 
standard-setting groups ... from whom standards have subsequently dif
fused' (Dunning, 1989: 43). The 'strict code of manners' promulgated by 
the elite is a prestige symbol, 'but it is also an instrument of power' (Elias, 
1982: 313). Political rule, wherever it occurs, requires a 'civilization of the 
colonized'. Codes of conduct are thus a clue to the 'fears' and 'anxieties' of 
'the custodians' of a society's 'precepts'. Writing in the 1930s, Elias (1982: 
329) explains how the middle class of that time lived among 'tensions and 
entanglements', 'a mounting work pressure and also a profound insecurity 
which never ceases'. This condition gives rise to 'fear of dismissal, of 
unpredictable exposure to those in power, of falling below the subsistence 
level, of loss of prestige and status', fears which 'are particularly disposed 
to internalization'. Elias (1982: 330) associates the rules imposed on sexual 
life and the 'automatic anxieties' now surrounding the erotic sphere with 
'the fear of losing opportunities or possessions and prestige, of social 
degradation, of reduced chances in the harsh struggle of life'. 

Over the course of social development, the transmission of codes from 
the elites to the lower orders changes as the division of labour and inter
dependence become more extensive: 'everywhere small leading groups are 
affected first, and then broader and broader strata of Western society' 
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(Elias, 1982: 248). Civilization thereby spreads 'outward' with democrati
zation as elites come to constitute a larger proportion of the general 
population. Although the History of Manners (the first volume of Elias's 
Civilizing Process) describes a unilinear trend toward 'more civilized' 
societies, there is nothing in the logic of the theory that would deny 
'decivilizing spurts' and 'counter civilizing developments', when the trend 
toward state monopoly, increasing differentiation, or social levelling re
verses itself. 

FIGURATIONAL SOCIOLOGY AND MARXISM 

The relation of figurational sociology to both Marxism and Durkheimian 
sociology is of considerable interest and has generated much debate. In this 
part of the essay I should like to position figurational sociology, with an 
eye to gauging its possibilities for making a distinct contribution to the 
sociology of sport. 

Figurational sociology is structural but sets itself off from Marxism, 
which is also structural, because of the latter's belief in the primacy of the 
mode of production. Unfortunately, this effort to carve out a perspective on 
social development distinct from Marxism is not altogether successful. One 
reason for this is that the figurationists' efforts to avoid what they see as 
'single cause' explanations for social development result in a 'vacuous 
interactionalism', where 'everything is as important as everything else'. 
Dunning's (I986b: 11) answer to this criticism is to assert that 'the question 
of relative importance is an empirical issue' (Dunning, 1986b: 11). This is 
not, however, a theory of society at all, merely a conceptual mapping 
replete with methodological exhortations to observe process and watch 
interaction. As a result, I believe, real theories are smuggled in when actual 
research problems are dealt with. I shall illustrate this below. 

A second reason why I find figurationists' efforts to position themselves 
with respect to historical materialism unsatisfactory is that their portrayal of 
it is a caricature, a highly simplistic vision of society which figurationism 
can then repair. The result, however, is considerable overlap between the 
real Marxism and the theory presented by Elias and his colleagues. Marxists 
need to be told, it appears, that 'the economic sphere and the mode of 
production are manifestly not the same in all types of social figuration'; and 
that the 'political' and the 'religious' spheres vary in their relative autonomy 
from epoch to epoch. Marxists are also reminded that they should not treat 
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'particular societies as if they existed on their own and developed solely 
according to their own endogenous dynamics'. 

It would consume too much space to refute each of these notions in 
sufficient detail. However, a cursory glance at Marxist sociology would be 
enough to remind the reader that the crux of the theory is precisely that 'the 
mode of production' will not be the same in each social formation. Fur
thermore, each social formation will contain several modes of production, 
although one will tend to dominate: 'real capitalist societies always contain 
subordinate modes of production other than the capitalist mode of production 
itself' (Wright, 1978: 74). It will also reveal that Marxist sociology rejects 
a mechanistic notion of economic determinism: Marx notes in Capital that 
there will be 'infinite variations and gradations in appearance, which can 
be ascertained only by analysis of the empirically given circumstances' 
occasioned by the interplay of 'natural environment', 'racial relations' and 
'external historical influences' and the mode of production. As Miliband 
(1977: 8) suggests in connection with the passage just quoted, the mode of 
production must be treated as 'a starting point', and not that to which all 
other aspects of society should be 'reduced'. Furthermore, Marxist socio
logy recognizes that the 'autonomy' of institutions such as politics and 
religion from the economic base will vary historically. One problem here 
seems to be a too-narrow definition of economics on the part of figurationists. 
Marx's political economy sees economic elements as pervaded by political, 
social and even religious elements. If the entire mode of production gives an 
economic cast to the materialist view of history, it is because it is organized 
around the overriding necessity of production, not because economic 
motives or activities dominate all others. Finally, an inspection of Marxist 
sociology, dating back to the writings of Hilferding and Luxemburg, would 
reveal the considerable amount of attention paid to the process of the 
internationalization of capital and its consequences for developed and 
underdeveloped societies. 

The point of these remarks is not to try to demonstrate that Marxist 
sociology is better than figurational sociology. Quite the contrary; for a 
recognition of the true character of Marxist sociology and of figurational 
sociology reveals how much overlap there is between these two approaches. 
When Maguire (1986: 219), in his figurational study of football spectating, 
argues 'that social processes are structural and ... their structure is an 
unplanned consequence of the interweaving of the intended acts of innu
merable interdependent individuals', he does not distinguish himself from 
the structuralism at the heart of Marxism. Marxism's 'relational' approach 
to classes is also replicated in Elias's (1982: 289) contention that codes of 
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conduct 'do not "originate" in one class or another, but arise in conjunction 
with the tensions between different functional groups in a social field and 
between the competing groups within them'. When Maguire goes on to add 
that 'Critical in this regard ... are the ways in which the structurally 
generated balance of power between groups creates pressures and constraints 
on people to modify their behaviour' , he is saying no more and no less than 
would Marx or the current generation of 'critical theorists'. Compare, for 
example, Whitson's (1989: 60) assertion that 'leisure practices are always 
historical products, whose specific character has consistently reflected the 
power of dominant elites to establish their own practices as norms, while 
proscribing or taming practices they consider threatening'. 

Maguire traces variation in the 'respectability' of football crowds between 
1880 and 1985. Until the First World War the middle class was very 
concerned about the rowdy behaviour of football crowds and considered 
many means for bringing these crowds under control. Spectating was per
ceived to be both morally and physically debilitating. Maguire attributes 
this to the growing militancy of the working class and the beginning of a 
loss of status on the part of the middle class, increasing the amount of 
tension between them. Between the wars 'the crowds appear to have grown 
more "respectable"'. With a lessening of class anxiety bourgeois values 
spread throughout society as a whole. The implication here is that the 
working class were rendered passive and quiescent by the Depression (not 
mentioned) and the hegemony of the middle class was reasserted. After 
1945 a process of embourgeoisement divided the working class. The more 
affluent portion adopted a more 'privatized and individualistic outlook' and 
largely ceased attending soccer matches. They reacted in a manner not 
unlike the late-Victorian middle classes to the increasing attendance at 
matches of those working-class groups excluded from the benefits of the 
post-war boom (Maguire, 1986: 233). Class tension was once again 
heightened and with it a preoccupation with rules of conduct among spectators 
as they became, once more, disrespectable. 

This account of the history offootball spectating, reproduced in The Roots 
of Football Hooliganism (Dunning et al., 1988), is plausible and convinc
ing, but what unique insight has the figurational perspective contributed to 
it? Marxist and Weberian accounts of sport all acknowledge the role class 
plays in determining the appropriateness of pastimes. No other groups are 
identified by Maguire. Marxists, in particular, would wish to draw attention 
to resistance 'to middle-class efforts to colonize the leisure of the working 
class in the interest of 'decency' and 'order'. Maguire (1986: 220) likewise 
acknowledges that the working class 'sought to retain their traditional codes 
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of conduct' and notes that they were particularly successful in doing this 
where they could easily escape surveillance, in the 'less gregarious, more 
privatized forms'. 

Dunning and Sheard's (1979: 279) story of the evolution of rugby, 
football and the different path taken by soccer, also uses class analysis. 
Rugby split openly and formally into amateur and professional organizations 
while soccer did so much less cleanly and formally. One reason is that, 
while soccer began to professionalize in the 1880s, rugby's 
professionalization was postponed until the 1890s: the 1880s were a decade 
of relative peace in the class struggle, while the 1890s were less so. A 
second reason is that soccer was run by aristocrats secure in their status and 
relatively tolerant of the working-class professional; rugby was run by 
regional elites and upper-middle-class men less sure of their superiority 
over the working man. 

The overlap between figurational sociology and Marxist analysis is the 
more pronounced because, despite the fact that Elias (1982: 315) believes 
that the 'class model is too narrow; one needs a broader concept to deal with 
the varieties of group oppression and group rise', it is not clear what groups 
he has in mind other than social classes. It is well known that he developed 
his own conceptual distinction between 'established' and 'outsiders' as a 
substitute for class analysis; but that conceptual scheme is so abstract as to 
be meaningless - and useless - for research. Thus, although Elias himself 
has maintained that by 'groups' he does not merely mean classes, his 
followers usually do. 

Only more recently has gender been identified as another axis of tension. 
In his article 'Sport as a Male Preserve' Dunning (1986a: 80) describes the 
interdependency between men and women as being one in which the 'balance 
of power' favours men because of their superior physical strength and 
women's incapacitation during pregnancy. This theory he attributes to Elias 
and contrasts it with that of 'those Marxists who would attribute the macho 
complex largely to the demands and constraints of performing manual 
work'. Dunning goes on to argue that sports such as rugby developed and 
accrued their 'macho' rituals during a time when the balance of power 
between males and females was beginning to shift in the direction of the 
latter. He interlaces his argument with a class analysis: working-class men 
attending their football matches were less likely to degrade women because 
they were less fearful of losing status to them. This analysis is unobjection
able on the face of it. However, it is curious to find a figurationist publishing 
claims in the 1980s that place Elias at the forefront of writing on patriarchy. 
There is also, once again, a caricatured version of the Marxist analysis of 
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the interplay of gender and class in the determination of social relationships 
(cf. Hartmann). 

Despite these convergences between Marxism and figurational socio
logy, I do not wish to argue that they are identical. Take, for example, the 
sociology of time, a subject with which every sociologist of leisure must 
deal. Sociologists agree that the modern age stresses punctuality and syn
chronization, that the tempo of modern life is different from that found in 
pre-industrial societies. Elias, as we might imagine, traces the growing 
importance of synchronization to interdependence. 

This may show itself in the case of an official or businessman in the 
profusion of his appointments or meetings, and in that of a worker by the 
exact timing and duration of each of his movements; in both cases the 
tempo is an expression of the multitude of interdependent actions, of the 
length and density of the chains composed by the individual actions, and 
of the intensity of struggles that keep this whole interdependent network 
in motion. (Elias, 1982: 248) 

Apart from the hint delivered in the last clause of this sentence, there is no 
suggestion made in this account that the new tempo might be unequal in its 
effects, no glimpse of the class struggle over the definition, distribution, 
indeed the ownership of time which ensued with the advent of capitalism 
and the factory system. Therefore no glimpse of the class, and gendered, 
nature of the definition of 'free time' as leisure. Elias's description does not 
deny these facts, it simply fails to introduce them. There is fairly wide
spread agreement among historians (Cross, 1988) that rules governing use 
of free time, and therefore participation in sport, arose in conjunction with 
changes in the industrial and familial order which accompanied the rise of 
capitalism. 

The social integration of sport into the realm of necessity was itself a 
response to the great upsurge of rationalization in late capitalist society. 
That is, the rationalization of work, which emptied it of whatever charm 
it had by uncoupling thinking from doing; the rationalization of the 
family, which transformed it from refuge from economic reality to 
simply another vocational unit; the rationalization of politics, which 
undermined its communicative, consensual basis; and the rationalization 
of leisure, which denounced spontaneous expression in favor of the 
prudential (i.e. productive) use offree time, collectively created the need 
for diversions - for a release from the harsh effects of ubiquitous 
rationalization. (Morgan, 1985: 66) 
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If, as Elias implies, civilization meant the segregation of playtime and 
worktime, then it did not result from 'interdependence' but was intended to 
permit work to go on uninterrupted. It follows that uncivilized behaviour 
remixes worktime and playtime. Thus, those who engage in 'schmoozing' 
(a Yiddish term whose basic meaning is 'nothing talk') at work, those 
workers who engage in idle gossip while on the job rather th,an waiting until 
their break, are disorderly. The 'schmoozers', on the other hand, are re
asserting a holistic definition of life that integrates worktime and playtime. 
'Schmoozers' have no need for breaks. 

FIGURA TIONAL SOCIOLOGY AND DURKHEIM 

I believe, then, that while there is more convergence between figurational 
sociology and Marxist sociology than is pretended by Elias and Dunning, 
some significant differences remain. This is because figurational socio
logists, despite their wish to distance themselves from his work also, are 
much closer to Durkheim than their claim to propound a new theory of 
societal development would lead one to expect. Elias, after all, sees the 
social relations of capitalism as simply an extension of the money economy, 
which lengthens the chain of human interdependency, reflecting a develop
mental tendency toward greater complexity and abstraction. This theory is 
very similar to that of Durkheim, who saw the division of labour, more 
broadly conceived as the differentiation of social functions, as resulting 
from morphological factors (changes in the size and density of the popula
tion), not from changes in the economic structure. Durkheim believed that 
a higher form of human community could be achieved if the various 
functions and the relations among them could be properly regulated and 
adjusted. This would require knowledge, patience and a moderation of 
appetites. Healthy adjustment requires self-mastery. 

Figurational sociologists would be reluctant to accept this imputed kinship. 
They have dismissed Durkheim's vision of organic solidarity as 'Utopian' 
(Dunning and Sheard, 1979: 278). Dunning (1986b: 56) points out that the 
concept of interdependence 'is used in a nonharmonistic sense and without 
a connotation of equality; that is, interdependencies tend to involve a 
conflictual element and they can vary along a symmetry-asymmetry con
tinuum'. This disclaimer notwithstanding, the very same essay repeats the 
idea that the 'functional democratization' accompanying structural differ
entiation results in 'decreasing power-differentials within and among groups' 



74 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

and a society of 'multipolar controls'. The performers of specialized roles 
are dependent on others and can, therefore, 'exert reciprocal control'. In 
short, 'the division of labour exerts an equalizing or democratizing effect' 
(Dunning, 1986b: 53). 

It is also worth pointing out here that Dunning (1986b: 54) subscribes to 
the view enunciated first by Durkheim and then by Parsons that the division 
oflabour is associated with 'a tendency for roles to be allocated on the basis 
of achievement rather than ascription'. Parkin (1979: 71) tartly comments 
on this line of reasoning: 

For many sociologists it would seem that the shift from ascription to 
achievement values is tacitly understood as a mark of moral progress, 
heralding the arrival of the good society. But to refer to the reward 
system of modern capitalism as one stressing the virtues of individual 
achievement shows an alarming confusion of thought, by suggesting as 
it does that a fairly close relationship exists between the level of personal 
effort and the level of reward. Clearly, a girl from the black ghetto who 
succeeds via high school and college in becoming a junior school teacher 
will have demonstrated far more in the way of individual achievement 
and effort than, say, the son of a doctor who enters the medical profes
sion. Yet every' achieving society' will lavish more benefits and honours 
on the latter than on the former. 

Not only do Durkheim, Parsons and Dunning underestimate the importance 
of a quasi-ascriptive credentialism in reproducing social inequalities, they 
also overlook the manner in which a sexual division of labour is replicated 
in the economic division of labour. When women become caught up in the 
increasing division of labour they are very likely to do the kinds of jobs they 
used to do at home, such as food preparation and service, cleaning of all 
kinds, caring for other people and so on. The division of labour does not 
abolish the connection between ascription and work but exploits it all the 
more efficiently. In the United States today, four categories of female 
workers (those in peripheral manufacturing industries, in retail trade, in 
clerical occupations, and in the health and educational sectors) account for 
95 per cent of all female employment. 

Figurationists might argue that further structural differentiation will 
eliminate these vestiges of ascription. Not only does this argument ignore 
the manner in which ascriptive criteria such as sex and race are used to put 
the division of labour into effect (less-skilled jobs can be created if there is 
a cheap, low-skilled labour force ready to fill them), it also overlooks the 
fact that no amount of functional specialization and rationalization of the 
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division of labour will overcome the sexual division of labour in the family. 
The consequences of these debates for the sociology of sport are obvious. 
Sport has ostensibly banished ascription; but it is a sham meritocracy, 
where blacks and women were for many years excluded from participation 
altogether and where today they are confined to the most menial positions. 
Sport also continues to be governed by rules of conduct which privilege 
white males and make it difficult for other groups to be taken seriously as 
athletes: 

Despite their disclaimers, then, figurationists use a functionalist theory 
of the division of labour very similar to that of Durkheim. They appear to 
confuse the social division of labour, the distribution of tasks, crafts or 
specialities of production throughout society with the division of labour in 
detail, the manufacturing division of labour. Specialization of occupational 
roles takes on very different forms if it occurs within an organization and 
under the control of others instead of among self-employed, autonomous 
actors. 'While the social division of labour subdivides society, the detailed 
division of labour subdivides humans' (Braverman, 1974: 73). The latter is 
inevitably hierarchical. The subdivision of humans does not simply occur as 
the result of the increasing density of society: 'in a society based upon the 
purchase and sale of labour power, dividing the craft cheapens its individual 
parts' (Bravennan, 1974: 80). This in turn creates not equality, but a 
structure that polarizes those whose time is infinitely valuable and those 
whose time is worth almost nothing. Figurationists, however, insist on the 
power of density alone when explaining the popularity of sports like 
wrestling, football and boxing: given the size and complexity of modern 
states people find themselves in competition with adversaries whom, 'if 
they are aware of them at all, they recognize only dimly' (Dunning and 
Sheard, 1979: 276); the 'aggressive fantasies' stimulated by the resulting 
anxiety are acted out vicariously in 'the mimetic sphere'. It is the 'sheer 
number of people involved' in modem sport that leads to one of its most 
striking features: the 'high achievement-motivation, long-tenn planning, 
strict self-control and renunciation of short-tenn gratification'. 

These undeniable trends are not, however, the result of increasing den
sity. The rationalization of sports participation is the result of the 
commodification of the body and the logic of capitalist production. It has its 
analogue in the scientific management of the labour process. The division 
of labour alienates men from one another and from themselves; the division 
of labour creates a condition in which men are unfree, defonned mentally. 
The new 'affect economy' which rewards high achievement-motivation and 
strict self-control is the result, not of the gradual spread of court behaviour 
to wider and less exclusive circles as interdependency chains lengthen, but 
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of a new mode of production which requires not only self-control and 
asceticism but also rationalization and the systematization of social rela
tions in a way fundamentally different from the regulation of relations at 
court. This new epoch does indeed foster self-development, but it is a form 
of development restricted and distorted by the needs of capital. Only mar
ketable skills are developed. Modern sports, indeed modern leisure in 
general, provide myriad ways in which people are exploited psychologically 
and emotionally as well as physically. Elias (1986: 23) acknowledges that 
modern competitive sport can lead to self-abuse through over-exertion, 
specialization and drug-abuse, but he sees this as an aberration, part of a 
'long-term trend in the course of which the swing of the pendulum, instead 
of remaining moderate, sometimes reaches an extreme form'. It is curious 
that figurationists, who claim for their perspective a particular sensitivity to 
historical context, here ignore the historical specificity of the nature of the 
division of labour and write about it as if it were something that varies only 
in quantity and not quality. But the differentiation of structures in the 
interest of efficiency begs the question of whose efficiency is meant, for it 
is always bound up with specific preference structures and the power 
resources of the actors variously affected by differentiation. 

In his later formulations of the figurational sociology of sport, Dunning 
(1986b: 47; 1988: 236) seems to want to acknowledge that, not only has the 
actual occurrence of violence in sport not fallen, but that violence can take 
many forms, such that Elias's theory might well account for the decrease of 
certain kinds but seems unable to account for the persistence, or increase, of 
others. Thus he distinguishes between 'affective' or 'expressive' and 'ra
tional' or 'instrumental' violence. 'This distinction hinges on whether 
violence is rationally chosen as a means of securing the achievement of a 
given goal, or whether it is engaged in as an emotionally satisfying and 
pleasurable end in itself.' This quite Weberian notion is then tied to the 
Durkheimian distinction between mechanical and organic solidarity. Ex
pressive violence is more characteristic of societies in which bonding is 
'segmented'. Instrumental violence is more characteristic of societies in 
which bonding is 'functional'. The more differentiated societies, according 
to Dunning, generate intense competitive pressures. In the presence of a 
state that has monopolized the legitimate use of physical force, this com
petition 'generates a tendency for illegitimate violence and other forms of 
rule violation to be used rationally in specific social contexts, such as in 
highly competitive combat sports'. Rational violence is, presumably, more 
civilized in that it depends upon and calls for greater self-control foresight 
on the part of the individual. Leaving aside what this says about the concept 
of civilization, Dunning's modification of the theory, while perhaps 
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phenomenologically accurate, does not meet the criticism that his theory of 
the causes and consequences of the division of labour is wrong. The concept 
of 'rational' violence brings the theory closer to that of Marx or Weber 
without, however, using their more plausible theories of the nature of the 
division of labour and its causes. 

My argument against figurational sociology, then, does not hinge upon 
the notion that the division of labour has been increasing and that this has 
had an effect on ideas of the self and on codes of interpersonal conduct. This 
much is undeniable. Rather, I assert that the codes of conduct are shaped by 
a capitalist division of labour and by the sUbsumption of social relations to 
the logic of the commodity form. I can illustrate the difference this makes 
by drawing on the work of Richard Sennett. Like Elias, Sennett sees the 
modern world as one of increasing interdependence, but its chief result, for 
him, is to 'mystify' that world such that social relations become ideologi
cally opaque. 

At issue here is the image of modernity propounded by Durkheim as 
opposed to Marx. For the latter, the modern world brings not so much the 
solidarity of 'interdependence' as 

a constant revolutionizing of production, the uninterrupted disturb
ance of all social relationships, everlasting uncertainty and agitation . 
. . . All fixed, frozen relationships ... are swept away .... All that is 
solid melts away, all that is holy is profaned. . .. (Marx, quoted in 
Berman, 1982: 95) 

The result is an impersonal world, from which people flee into a private 
sphere, seeking solace in an ideology of intimacy: 'social relationships of 
all kinds are real, believable, and authentic the closer they approach the 
inner psychological concerns of each person' (Sennett, 1976: 259). In 
assuming that civilization will see people govern overt emotional display, 
Elias miscalculates the 'affect economy', for in the United States at least, 
'warmth is our God'. As a consequence, he overlooks the profound political 
consequences of this ideology of intimacy, the way in which it transmutes 
political categories into psychological categories. 

Sennett, describing the death of public culture, agrees with Elias that 
people have become fearful of betraying their emotions to others involun
tarily, that people don a mask of self-control and circumspection. But he 
recognizes, as Elias does not, that we attempt to liberate ourselves from this 
repression not by challenging the conditions that cause it but by intensifying 
the terms of personality, by being more straight, open and authentic in our 
relationship with others. This recourse has consequences that are especially 
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important for the sociologist of leisure. It means that we lose all self
distance and, with it, the ability to play. We cannot imagine playing with 
our environment because we have internalized it. 'This ability to play with 
social life depends on the existence of a dimension of society which stands 
apart from, at a distance from, intimate desire, need and identity' (Sennett, 
1976: 267). The more people think their social position in life is a product 
of their personal qualities and abilities, the harder it is for them to conceive 
of changing that condition. 

Dunning's theory of sport does not so much explain as replicate this 
ideology. In his view, sport is part of the private sphere, an escape that 
offers us mimetic excitement to compensate for its lack in everyday life, 
especially work. For its heavily male participants, sport also compensates 
for the loss of opportunities to express and validate masculine ideals of 
aggressiveness and physical prowess. Sport is thereby relegated to a 
secondary position in social life, much as religion might be were that 
portrayed solely as compensation for deprivation. What is lost is any prospect 
of sport leading to social change, or sport being an opportunity for 
groups to escape or overthrow the conditions which induce the need for 
compensation. 

Sennett's theory of civilization, written from the Left and by a writer 
exposed to American codes of conduct, is thus almost exactly the opposite 
of Elias's, although their analyses of nineteenth-century developments are 
quite similar. Sennett believes that the interdependence of which Elias 
writes has indeed led to a refinement of manners, but this, in turn, has led 
to a flight into the private sphere and a denuding of the public sphere. The 
resulting effort to measure social reality in psychological terms actually 
robs society of its civility. If 'civility has as its aim the shielding of others 
from being burdened by oneself' and incivility is 'burdening others with 
oneself', then our age is less, not more, civil. The reason is that capitalism 
has robbed us of 'impersonal space', of a public sphere where people can be 
judged by their actions rather than their feelings (Sennett, 1976: 264). The 
public world is now one in which people encounter each other as buyers and 
sellers. The market has replaced the forum as the focus of public life. The 
shopping mall has replaced the town hall. Public life is treated as merely the 
pursuit of private gain. At the same time, the older conception of the public 
realm as a source of moral inspiration and enlightenment has disappeared. 
Conversely, capitalism's competitiveness impels us to believe that people 
will be fully human only at home, and we come to look upon the private 
sphere as the place where meaning truly resides in the revelation of one's 
innermost emotional secrets. This does not mean that the private sphere is 
a shelter, however, for when intimacy takes on unprecedented ethical 
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importance, it becomes the object of the same attention formerly reserved 
for public life. The daily maintenance of life, formerly assigned to the 
household, is now an important object of public policy (Lasch, 1985). 

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF SPORT 

In this second part of the essay, I should like to point out some of the ways 
in which a sociological analysis of sport and leisure must address the issues 
raised by figurational sociologists. I would also like to argue, however, that 
their perspective does not focus sharply enough on the interplay of economic 
and political forces in the construction of modern leisure ideas and practices. 

Sport and the Economy 

Despite their voluminous writings on sport, figurational sociologists are 
curiously silent about the business of sport. For example, in his account of 
the evolution of the soccer crowd in England and increasing concerns 
among the middle class about its conduct, Maguire does not point out that 
the enemy of the middle-class reformers of the late Victorian and Edward
ian era was not so much the working-class spectator as 'professionalism' or, 
more accurately, commercialism. The enemy, in other words, was another 
segment of the bourgeoisie, the entrepreneur anxious to exploit the interest 
of the working class in sports for the purposes of profit. Maguire (1986: 
225) notes that the founder of the Football League, William McGregor, 
sprang to the defence of football against what he probably saw as old
fashioned critics. Maguire, in common with other figurationists, pays little 
attention to the capitalization of sport and the attendant changes in the 
economy - such as transportation and communications - which made the 
sports industry possible. 

Figurational sociology is by no means ignorant of the impact of a 
different business ethos on sport rules. Dunning and Sheard (1979: 271) 
remark on the greater commercialization of sport in the United States and 
use class analysis to account for it: 'industrial capitalism in Britain deve
loped within the framework of an established system of dominance by the 
aristocracy and gentry, whereas, in the United States, no serious or lasting 
barriers to the establishment of bourgeois dominance existed'. In this sec
tion, I should like to take this argument much further than they choose to do 
and argue that, to the extent that civilizational changes have occurred, they 
have done so in such a way as to make the activity more predictable and less 



80 Sport alld Leisure ill the Civilizing Process 

offensive for the purpose of sale. This need not be consciously done. The 
marketplace has its own logic which rises above the interest of this or that 
person or group. What is good for General Motors probably is good for the 
country, so long as the general standard of living, people's employment 
prospects and the fiscal health of the state are tied to the profitability of 
major corporations. 

It is the economic constraints of the market under the conditions of 
competitive capitalism that demand rationality and the control of instincts 
on the part of human beings. The terms of civilization are thus set by a 
capitalist logic, by capitalists seeking an orderly market, the exact meaning 
of this phrase depending on the activity in question, those participating in it, 
that fraction of capital most threatened and offended by it and the success 
with which capital can mobilize the forces of local and national states to see 
the activity as wrong. The introduction of weight classes into boxing, for 
example, might well coincide with the rise of greater sensitivity, but the cry 
went up for 'greater equality of chances' in boxing because managers 
desired to protect their investment, because customers expected to see their 
money's worth, and because most gamblers wanted a sporting chance. 

Civilization, in the sense of orderliness, rationality and forward plan
ning, could mean a number of things in sport and leisure, but capitalism 
emphasizes one of them. It could mean that people at leisure are encouraged 
to think of themselves as 'members' with an active commitment to the 
institution which is run on their behalf and over which they exercise collective 
control; as 'customers' with some kind of contractual relationship with the 
provider of the leisure experience; or as 'consumers', who look to the 
institution to provide immediate satisfaction but have no commitment to it. 
Capitalism, of course, encourages people to adopt the third role. In this case 
the sanctions they possess are entirely negative - the option not to buy. 
Condemned to the role of consumer, individuals soon lose faith in their 
ability to judge, their sense of themselves as active forces. They will cease 
to be witnesses and become spectators (Sennett, 1976: 261). The logic of 
capitalism sees 'membership' as costly and inefficient, and is likely to 
encourage codes of conduct that inhibit 'membership' -type behaviour. 
Unbusinesslike conduct is not respectable conduct. Thus Clarke and Critcher 
(1985: 105) interpret the 'civilization' of the English public house, the 
modernization of the decor and interior layout, the standardization of beers 
offered for sale (touted as means of making the pub more respectable), as 
simply a means to yield additional profits by promising no surprises. This 
example suggests that, in the logic of the market place, 'uncivilized' be
haviour is a mismatch between producers, product and consumer. 
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The connection between a certain kind of civility and capitalism's ra
tionality is revealed in the modern city and its efforts to deal with disorderly 
life. Urban planners, city officials and merchants have been for some time 
seeking to bring order to street life. Much of this effort focuses on leisure 
and sports. Parks have been built to encapsulate play, ordinances passed to 
regulate noise and obstruction of sidewalks. Buildings and thoroughfares 
have been designed to regulate the flow of traffic and prevent congestion 
and milling. Many of these efforts have been successful: the downtown 
areas of many American cities, at street level and especially after work is 
over, are barren of life. 

William H. Whyte, in his book City: Rediscovering the Cellfer, laments 
the declin~ of street entertainment, the phoney pitchmen for good causes, 
the three-card-monte players and their skills, the prostitutes and their pimps, 
the drug dealers, the actors. Most are students, unemployed actors and the 
like, working part-time for voluntary contributions. The street becomes a 
kind of disorderly vaudeville. There is 'lots of life to see'. According to 
Whyte, it is largely owing to the complaints of merchants that city councils 
have passed repressive ordinances against street entertainment. It is now 
legal only if not much noise is made, the sidewalk is not obstructed and 
there is no solicitation of money. Whyte comments on the oddity of these 
champions of the free marketplace being so opposed to the pure expression 
of it. The street performers are the true entrepreneurs, the true risk-takers, 
dwelling in a world of extreme uncertainty. It actually helps if the goods 
they sell are thought to be stolen. 

Whyte puts forward the heretical idea that 'disorder' on the street, a 
'lively street life', might even be good for the merchants' business, did they 
but know it. Of course, they themselves know little about street life and 
exaggerate its threat and chaos. It is of little comfort to them that the street 
people are very frequently recent immigrants or of 'strange ethnic stock'. 
To Whyte, street people are a harmless sign of urban vigour. Ironically, 
raids by the police help demonstrate this vitality, for they succeed in 
dissipating this threat only temporarily, frequently for no more than 20 
minutes. Whyte reminds us that street entertainment has in the past been 
caused by the actions of the very city officials who now seek to exterminate 
it. The construction of faceless office buildings, complete with inutile 
plazas, left a vacuum that the vendors were quick to fill. Gone, too, are the 
low-priced delicatessens, the cafeterias with occasional music, the bars, the 
small theatres, the front stoops. The entertainers and hucksters, in a revenge 
of the street, restore disorder. Berman (1982: 318), following the same 
logic, calls for a halt to slum clearance, freeways, suburbs, parks and malls, 
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all of which are more civilized but all of which equally impose a barren and 
inhuman order on city life and constitute barriers to face-to-face communi
cation and communion. 

Sport and the State 

An important feature of the figurational sociology of sport is that civiliza
tion is made possible by the centralization of power, and particularly the 
monopolization of the legitimate use of physical force, in the hands of the 
state. The powerful state, in conjunction with the interdependencies created 
by structural differentiation, induces people to restrain their impulses and 
behave civilly toward each other. The role of the state is portrayed in neutral 
terms. Thus, Dunning (l986b: 54) believes that structural differentiation 
leads to increased rivalry and aggressiveness in social relations. However, 
in modern societies this 'cannot be expressed in the form of openly violent 
behaviour because the state effectively claims a monopoly on the right to 
use physical force'. The state does not directly control sport in this theory, 
but exercises its civilizing role indirectly. Thus, in the growth of modem 
rugby an important development is the legitimation not only of referees or 
umpires but also a governing body to set and oversee the rules, including 
eligibility to play. 

Dunning cannot be unaware of the social determination of the state's 
powers and functions and must, therefore, have speculated on their effect on 
the structure of modem sport. But there is no development of this theme in 
the work of figurational sociology. How is control of sport shaped by the 
larger governmental unit within which it must operate? To what degree 
does a theory that anticipates the centralization of fiscal and physical power 
in the hands of the state and the increasing division of labour in society 
explain the modem governance of sport? 

One immediate problem is that figurational sociology has no theory of 
the state as such. We are simply led to assume that population growth and 
the growing division of labour will be accompanied by the growth of the 
state. Nothing is said about which groups in society might play the major 
role in forming the state and filling its positions: nothing is said about the 
state being structurally or politically beholden to one group or another. 
Nothing is therefore said about the state perhaps seeing some acts as 
disorderly and others not; or being more severe on some kinds of disorder 
than others. 

The perspective of political economy provides an alternative view of the 
relation between sport and politics. It assumes that political forces are 
continuously impinging upon the operation of the sports economy. Further-
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more, it does not regard the state as a passive reactor to sports deve
lopments but, rather, assumes that government policy toward the regulation 
of the economy has its own dynamic which necessarily affects the conduct 
of sport. For example, regulatory policy changes continuously with 
swings of political mood and fortune, each time with important con
sequences for sport. 

Modem capitalist societies seek the twin goals of individual freedom and 
democratic decision-making, of liberty and equality. Liberty can be realized, 
however, only at the expense of equality. Historically, democracy stands for 
participation in decision-making; capitalism requires a state prepared to 
remove encumbrances to the market, especially the market for labour
power. While one emphasizes equality, the other emphasizes liberty. So 
long as a society remains capitalist, the state must ensure the liberties (with 
respect to property) believed to facilitate capital accumulation, at least to 
some degree; but at the same time, in order for capitalist decisions to be 
acceptable to the citizenry at large, democratic desire must in some way be 
taken into account. 

In the United States the market system, or capitalism, is more powerful 
and democracy is 'vowed to the cause of liberty'. The egalitarian tradition 
in democracy has been subordinated to the libertarian. Furthermore, liberty 
has been defined principally in terms of freedom to engage in trade, establish 
enterprises, to move about, to keep one's earnings and assets, and to be 
secure 'against arbitrary exactions' (Lindbloom, 1977: 164). Public policy 
is chiefly concerned with issues of fostering individual initiative, removing 
economic bondage, avoiding coercive monopolies. 

The relation between sport and government in the United States, since 
the formation of this relationship one hundred years ago, is that which 
would be expected in a liberal democratic regime. By and large, the sports 
entrepreneurs have favoured policies which guarantee capital accumulation. 
Politicians (and judges) have also favoured liberty over equality. In their 
eyes the purpose of government, and the need of government itself, is to 
promote economic growth and opportunity. For example, businessmen 
lobbying for a tax reduction or arguing for exemption from government 
statutes do not appear as representatives of a special interest but as function
aries performing socially indispensable tasks whose welfare is paramount. 
The egalitarian impulse has not been completely stifled: the electorate and 
their representatives are quite capable of reasoning that justice is sometimes 
served by placing curbs on individual freedom (for example, to close a 
plant), that some' goods' (such as clean air) are in their nature collective and 
must be secured collectively, that some things (for example, beaches) 
should not be regarded as private possessions, that some inequalities place 
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insuperable burdens on people's abilities to enjoy basic human rights. 
Accordingly, in conjunction with, and in reaction to, the commercialization 
of sport there has arisen the idea that sport is a 'public trust', a collective 
good, subject to political as much as economic detelmination. 

This tension between liberalism and egalitarianism might be said to 
underlie virtually every sports policy debate. The sides in these debates tend 
to have occupied different positions with respect to this tension, one side 
defending (or seeking more) liberty while the other seeks more (or defends) 
equality. An increase in liberties might well imply less equality; just as 
more equality typically means restrictions on liberty. Granting individual 
professional athletes more contractual freedom - a liberty issue - might 
well make it more difficult to perform 'public' functions of, for example, 
ensuring franchise stability. On the other hand, granting leagues monopoly 
privileges in the interests of industry profitability might make it harder for 
individual athletes to enjoy rights of participation that other workers take 
for granted. For one party the cause to be championed is that of liberty, for 
the other equality is in danger. They disagree not about the solution so much 
as the problem. There is a general tendency for owners (and their political 
supporters) to favour policies to protect and enhance liberties and for 
players, excluded groups and fans (and their advocates) to favour policies to 
protect and enhance equality. 

Of course, the institutional gulf between sport and the state is quite wide, 
but the state does not stand above sports developments in quite the way 
figurational sociologists imply. The development of sport and of politics 
(itself closely allied with powerful economic interests) go hand in hand. 
Thus Riess (1974: 42) shows how professional baseball was in many ways 
the creation of local political elites: 

Ball clubs with political allies secured preferential treatment from city 
governments with regards to assessments and various municipal serv
ices; inside information about real estate and traction developments; and 
protection against competition and community opposition. Politicians 
benefited because the ball clubs were fine investments which provided 
them with sources of honest and dishonest graft, patronage for their 
supporters, traffic for their traction routes, and favorable publicity. 

Politicians came to believe that a city with a baseball franchise would 
appear progressive and modern. As Riess points out, while the public image 
of baseball's business side was that it epitomized the free-wheeling 
entrepreneurialism of 'the American Way', its success depended heavily on 
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the support of elected, but often corrupt, politicians. These politicians, 
ironically, had quite a strong vested interest in civilizing baseball. They 
worried about crowd control and about gambling. But these were political 
concerns. The utility of baseball for political purposes declined the costlier 
it became to control and the dirtier its image became. Here, owners and 
political allies spoke with one voice, concerned above all that fans would 
believe that the product was tainted. 

The political economy of sport, then, demands that we examine closely 
the relation of the governance of sport, its eqmomic base and the larger 
structure, or configuration, within which it is located. In the United States 
this configuration has been liberal democracy at both local and national 
levels. The industrialization and urbanization which provided the raw 
material for the growth of sports occurred in the context of an economic and 
political system which emphasized above all individual freedom in the 
marketplace. Thus far, this account looks very much like that given by 
figurational sociology. The division of labour and democratization go hand 
in hand. To the extent that the division of labour civilizes play, it will 
therefore democratize it. From a Marxist perspective, of course, the division 
of labour means hierarchy and a lack of democracy. When play becomes 
sport levelling ceases. The kind of argument to which the second perspective 
leads can be seen if we examine the growth of the commissioner system in 
professional sports in the United States. We shall see that the commissioner 
system was a form of private government that, in the name of order, 
defended the liberties of the owners and denied those of the players. 

Sociologists agree that sport assumes some kind of regulation - rules of 
eligibility, of play and of means of determining championships. To move 
beyond this rather vacuous level, however, we must ask what kind of 
regulation sport is subject to. Western democracies, for a variety of reasons, 
relegate sport to the private sphere, outside the pale of acceptable govern
ment interference. The issue, therefore, is not whether sports activities 
should be regulated but whether the regulation should be public or private. 
The very first national baseball league was unregulated in either respect 
since players could leave teams at the conclusion of the season. However, 
owners soon imposed their own regulation on trade in players (and compe
tition with non-league teams) thus imposing a system of private regulation. 

The line drawn between the private and the public sphere is not fixed but 
is the object of considerable and often bitter conflict. Sports are caught up 
in this struggle as much as any other sphere of life such as entertainment or 
family matters. In the United States the tendency has been to restrict the size 
of the public sphere and guard very jealously the sanctity of the private. 
Private associations, ranging from the family to multinational corporations, 
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still have large claims to autonomy from public regulation. Those advocat
ing greater accountability are met with opposition from those who see a 
threat to individual liberty, economic efficiency and other values. 

Throughout the nineteenth century it was taken pretty much for granted 
that private activity, including the right of association, should be free of 
government restraint, subject only to the boundaries set by the law of 
property, contract, tort, crimes and similar legal categories. These private 
associations were touted as a valuable counterbalance to government and to 
each other. Nor was there much fear that they would be undemocratic. 
Being essentially voluntary associations, the threat of exit would be enough 
to constrain leaders to temper authoritarianism. The government thus adopted 
a 'hands-off' posture, on the understanding that private institutions were 
basically good for society and should be left to run themselves except under 
the most unusual circumstances. 

With the rise of the welfare state and government intervention into the 
working of the capitalist economy, the state began to playa more intrusive 
role in the private sphere, gradually redefining its boundaries. Although 
private enterprise was still sacrosanct, public regulation was to be used as 
an adjunct to help it reach its societal goals. At the same time, private 
associations, most notably business corporations, began to grow in size and 
economic strength, assuming what to many people seemed to be public 
functions, thus blurring the line between the private and the public. 

With this tendency, the distinction between private and public organization 
shifted again. A business corporation, despite the fact that it was privately 
owned, might be regarded as public. This led people to place their confidence 
more in the distinction between non-profit and for-profit organizations. 
Thus, the anti-trust Sherman Act was not seen as applicable to non-profit 
entities. It would not have been considered appropriate, for example, to 
apply this law to the National Colleges Athletics Association (NCAA). 
Profit-orientated entities, on the other hand, were considered liable to 
regulation and inspection because of their intricate involvement in the 
welfare of the economy and their effect on the national interest. Govern
ment dealings with professional sports leagues have tended to emphasize 
issues of 'public trust'. As the status of the NCAA has changed - that is, 
toward a more profit-oriented body - its treatment by the state has changed 
commensurately. 

It is no accident that the growth of sports coincides with the emergence 
of a large number of professional groups. In the 1890s there was a great rush 
to pass occupational licensing laws: for plumbers, barbers, lawyers, phar
macists, midwives, nurses and the like. Greater competition for 'turf' placed 
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a premium on getting the state to 'franchise' control over some of that turf 
so that others could not occupy it. Thus arose the idea of voluntary associa
tions undertaking non-public action, thereby wielding considerable power 
in the name of public policy. While a sports league might not look much 
like the American Bar Association or the Chicago Board of Trade, in law 
and politics it did operate in much the same way. In certain respects, then, 
a sport came to resemble a franchise granted by the state. An essentially 
public power had been granted to an essentially private agency. They were 
granted in areas which, although in reality heavily politicized, were popu
larly considered nonpolitical. Franchises became the watchdogs of the 
national conscience in their respective areas. In return for acting in a mature 
and responsible manner, and on condition that it conduct its internal affairs 
with circumspection and some consideration for constitutional rights, the 
franchise was granted a mandate to provide services on a monopolistic 
basis, to make available collective goods for the purposes of private profit. 

The idea of the franchise makes a lot of sense when discussing utilities, 
but professional sports leagues would not at first glance appear to fit into 
this category. The leagues, however, have never hesitated to claim special 
powers - a public mandate - because of the peculiar role of sports in 
American life. The state, for its part, has been willing to grant sports special 
privileges on these grounds, rights which lack the force and reach of those 
granted to professional associations, but which nevertheless had a major 
impact on the profitability of professional sports and the distribution of 
sports opportunities. 

A franchise is rather like a private government. In the idea of 'private 
government' we assume that sports are essentially private but we ac
knowledge that they enforce government-like powers which are effective 
only in so far as they have the tacit backing of the 'real' government. As 
early as 1913 the state court of New York was approving the state Athletic 
Commission's power to ban a boxer, Robert Fitzsimmons, in 'the best 
interests of the game'. Fitzsimmons had become, in the opinion of the 
commission, too old to fight and had to be protected from himself. The 
courts thus set a precedent for state action in the case of sports (Sammons, 
88: 66). The powers of private government are crucially dependent on this 
mandate from the state. For example, the politics of allowing sports leagues 
to operate as virtual monopolies gives them much greater internal control 
over member teams and players. 

In professional team-sports in the United States, the private government 
is known as 'the commissioner system'. Originating in baseball, it worked 
so well that it has been imitated in football, ice hockey and soccer. Where 
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a sport lacked a commissioner, such as boxing or tennis, its problems were 
sure to be traced to the absence of such a position. Professional baseball 
developed quite early the model of a powerful and energetic President of the 
League: 'Ban' Johnson, creator of the American League, is the best known. 

In the National Agreement, signed in 1903, organized baseball (that is, 
the National League, the American League and the Minor Leagues) insti
tuted the National Commission to regulate the sport, a troika consisting of 
the two league presidents and a third person. The true commissioner system 
did not come into force, however, until 1921, when a new agreement 
provided for a single Commissioner with the broadest authority over the 
game, backed up by 'the power to take punitive action, including fining or 
blacklisting, against Leagues, clubs, officers or players found guilty of ... 
detrimental conduct' (Seymour, 1971: 322). Most important of all, the 
Commissioner was publicly charged with preserving the integrity of the 
game: it is not without significance that, although many of the Commis
sioner's powers would be whittled away after the Second World War, this 
one responsibility has remained. 

The first Commissioner, Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, had a deep 
affection for baseball and looked upon the players more as heroes than as 
employees. However, he brought to baseball 'a disdain for law and due 
process' (Tygiel, 1983: 31). He banned for life the seven Chicago White 
Sox players accused of throwing the 1919 World Series, despite the fact that 
the players were acquitted in court of all charges of fraud, thus 'completely 
ignoring the players' civil liberties' (Sullivan, 1987: 8), and included for 
good measure two other players who were not even indicted but who, 
Landis became convinced, had known about the fix in advance and failed to 
warn the authorities (Seymour, 1971: 338). Landis actually used the acquittal 
of the accused players to argue that the Commissioner's extraordinary 
powers were necessary. 

With the development of the commissioner system it might be said that 
professional team ,sport entered the modern age. Did it signal the kind of 
equalizing trend the figurationists would have predicted or the kind of 
increasing inequality and hierarchization that Marxists would have pre
dicted with the increased capitalization of the industry? Did baseball, and 
those sports that imitated its system of private government, become more or 
less democratic with the development of the commissioner system? Although 
the system did not cause the players to be denied the freedom to choose 
where they worked (this had been effectively prohibited by collusion between 
the owners), once it was in place the players were bound to find it more 
difficult to obtain more equality. Although the commissioner system did not 
cause baseball to be exempted from the anti-trust laws, the fact that the 
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sport had a judge to look after it made it all the more difficult for opponents 
to break up the cartel. Although the commissioner system did not, by itself, 
forestall unionism, the fact that the Commissioner claimed to speak for the 
'good of the game', all the while being in the pay and serving at the mercy 
of the owners, made the formation of unions that much more difficult. 

It could be argued, of course, that the setting up of the commissioner 
system and the appointment of Landis signalled a desire to clean up the 
game and defend its integrity. It was a civilizing spurt, part of a more 
general effort to retain the image of baseball as a pastoral pastime despite 
the fact of its increasing commercialization. Through the commissioner 
system baseball could become a thoroughly capitalized industry and yet 
appear to have no capitalists and no proletarians. It could cleverly produce 
and package a product and yet, with the Supreme Court's imprimatur, not 
appear to be commerce at all. In short, it could retain much of the 'civility' 
of the amateur tradition while at the same time becoming thoroughly 
professionalized. 

The new single commissioner system, as practiced by Landis, was 
something in the nature of a purity crusade. From the perspective of 
figurational sociology, it represented a 'civilizing spurt' because it articu
lated and enforced higher standards of conduct for both owners, players and 
fans. These standards had been seriously undermined by the Black Sox l 

scandal because the fixing of a sporting event seemed to undermine fatally 
the integrity of the game. Sporting News columnist John Sheridan could not 
believe the rumours that the 1919 World Series had been fixed. It was not 
credible that such core values of personal conduct could be violated. For a 
player to throw a game would be 'a terrible thing'; such a man would die 'of 
his own self-contempt' (Crepeau, 1980: 10). The grand jury that indicted 
the Black Sox players saw an equally potent threat to the game's 'civility'. 
Baseball, it wrote, is a game that 'promotes respect to proper authority, self
confidence, fair-mindedness, quick judgement and self-control' (Crepeau, 
1980: 42) and must be defended from those who do not share this code of 
conduct. 

Figurational sociology prompts us to look at the wider society for an 
increase in tensions which might have prompted this crusade. There is no 
doubt that the period following the First World War was one in which inter
group tensions were very high. The decline of a way of life associated with 
traditional American Protestantism and of the social status of those most 
closely associated with that life, caused a backlash. Lipset and Raab (1970: 
110) refer to a 'quickening of the monistic impulse' during the 1920s, 'the 
last desperate protest of a nineteenth-century Protestantism in the course of 
eclipse'. 
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In the period immediately following the war, drastic limitations were 
imposed on the immigration of nationality groups of non-WASP origin; 
legislation to outlaw the teaching of evolution was introduced in many 
states; the Prohibition Amendment was passed; laws were enacted to restrict 
the rights of political dissent; and membership in nativist movements such 
as the Ku Klux Klan rose dramatically. Anti-Semitism reached unprecedented 
heights. Jews were blamed for everything from socialism to jazz. 

It is not a trivial matter, then, that Henry Ford's Dearborn Independent 
ran a headline, 'Jewish Gamblers Corrupt American Baseball', blaming the 
fixing of the 1919 World Series on Jews. Nor is it without significance that 
the Sporting News initially described the gamblers behind the fix as 'a lot of 
dirty, long-nosed, thick-lipped, and strong smelling gamblers' (Asinof, 
1963: 21). Public reaction also betrayed status anxieties. Many fans wished 
to believe the national pastime incorruptible precisely because it was the 
national pastime, and allocated the blame to the high-rolling gamblers. 
These gamblers were not, of course, 'true Americans', but were of 'ethnic' 
stock: Irish, Italian or Jewish. The gamblers symbolized the threat to the 
'American way' of playing the game, an approach to sport that placed good 
clean competition for its own sake at centre-stage. The commissioner 
system, a method of policing the sport more stringent than any seen before, 
would get the message across that the old values were still important, and 
that an 'instrumental' approach to the game would not be tolerated. 

The figurationists' focus on the use of rules of conduct as prestige 
instruments during periods of societal upheaval and tension therefore seems 
warranted here. The new commissioner would clean up the game from the 
excesses of commercialism and greed that had entered by the back door. 
There is another perspective on the origins of the commissioner system, 
however, that does not attribute quite so much importance to the defence of 
status as such. First, the owners' cries of outrage at the immediate cause of 
the restructuring, the fixing of the 1919 World Series, must be taken with a 
pinch of salt. While there can be no doubting the sincerity of the owners' 
desire to distance baseball from gambling (they refused to allow boxing 
contests at baseball stadiums because of the bad reputation of the sport), it 
is also true that many owners were themselves notorious gamblers. Gambling 
had been a part of baseball for many years, and 'some owners thought 
[betting] pools stimulated interest in baseball' (Seymour, 1971: 280). Their 
greatest fear with respect to gambling was not that it infringed some abstract 
principle of fair play but that they would lose money. If there was something 
crooked about the national pastime, 'Who, then, would pay to see a game?' 
(Asinof, 1963: 14). 
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The owners had fears other than gambling on their mind. The 1918-21 
period was one of considerably heightened union activity. It is possible to 
see the commissioner system as a movement against organized labour in a 
time of considerable capital-labour struggle. Union membership doubled 
between 1913 and 1920 (Gordon et al., 1982:'154). Baseball owners were 
apprehensive about the possibility of the unionization of professional 
athletes. Not without cause, for the Fraternity of Professional Baseball 
Players, first organized in 1912, managed to enlist 1215 members by its 
peak in 1916. The Fraternity secured recognition from the National Com
mission by exploiting the on-going competition with the 'outlaw' Federal 
League. While the Fraternity's accomplishments were minor and while the 
union lost most of its leverage with the collapse of the Federal League in 
1915, the lesson was not lost on the owners. 

Many owners and not a few others connected to the game must have 
known how great was the temptation not to respect the game's 'integrity'. 
Although the better players did earn more than the average working-class 
man, most, especially those in the minor leagues, did not. Furthermore, the 
relative rewards of the players declined steadily as baseball became more 
commercially successful. Throughout this period, the relative position of 
players worsened; players' salaries comprised a declining proportion of 
clubs' outgoings, falling from 50 per cent in 1890 to 35 per cent in 1929 
(Seymour, 1971: 174). Chicago White Sox owner, Comiskey, was 'tight
fisted and penny-pinching', his men the worst-paid in baseball. It is no 
wonder they were 'embittered by financial ill-usage' (Seymour 1971: 334). 
1918 had seen baseball attendances fall because of the war, and the owners 
had agreed to cut the ballplayers' salaries 'to the bone' (Asinof, 1963: 15). 
The White Sox players, whose salaries were about 40 per cent less than 
those of players in other clubs, had threatened to strike at the beginning of 
the 1919 season. 

Landis had a reputation as a foe of labour. A vocal opponent of unionism 
who had handed down harsh verdicts against International Workers of the 
World (IWW) members accused of hindering the war effort, Landis had 
been one of several prominent figures to be sent a parcel bomb in 1919, 
allegedly by anarchists (Leuchtenberg, 1958: 72). 'Landis is reported to 
have referred to the IWW as scum, filth, and slimy rats' (Crepeau, 1980: 
21). He was a supporter of the' American Plan', a campaign by business to 
bust the unions, that was eventually successful enough virtually to eliminate 
such gains as were made by labour during the First World War. 

Landis launched an immediate campaign of his own to bring the players 
into line. He refused to reinstate the players acquitted in the Black Sox trial, 
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expressing his scorn for 'the verdict of juries'. He was later to ban players 
accused of crimes (such as auto theft), even though they had been acquitted 
(Spink, 1974: 89) and he permanently blacklisted others for negotiating 
with leagues that had not signed the National Agreement. Three years after 
taking office Landis had placed 53 players on the ineligible list (Seymour, 
1971: 388). In setting up the position of Commissioner and appointing 
Landis to fill it, the owners 'rescued the ballplayers from the clutches of the 
law, only to make victims of them on their own terms' (Asinof, 1963: 275). 

The class nature of this conflict is suggested by the reactions to the court 
verdict in the Black Sox trial. When the indicted players were found not 
guilty by a court of law, the owners and many sports reporters expressed 
their dismay. But the ties between the media and the clubs were very close 
during this period: 'newspapermen were Comiskey's boys' (Asinof, 1963: 
22). The decision was greeted in the courtroom, however, with 'a bedlam of 
rousing cheers' (Asinof, 1963: 272) in which the judge joined. There was 
considerable popular support for those suspected of throwing the games. 
'Cleaning up the game' seems to have been more important to the owners 
than to the players or the fans. The targets of public anger and blame were 
the gamblers who fixed the games and the owners. People saw baseball 
as increasingly taking on the antidemocratic values associated with the 
organization of industrial firms, where democracy, and democratic rights, 
were surrendered at the factory gates. 

The intensification of class conflict within the sport would not have been 
so threatening to the owners had they been more united. But the downfall of 
the old National Commission was prompted by 'a series of unpleasant 
disputes' among major league executives, chiefly over the rights to ball 
players (Seymour, 1971: 259). The National League had been riddled with 
disunity for some time, caused by owners not respecting each other's 
'reserve' of players, but the end of the First World War saw the American 
League also in a state of 'armed truce' as owners fought with each other and 
with League President Johnson (Seymour, 1971: 270). In 1919 the Minor 
Leagues withdrew from the National Agreement. The Black Sox scandal 
might thus have provided the proximate cause of the restructuring and 
functioned as a convenient symbol, but it 'very likely would have come 
about in some form anyway' (Seymour, 1971: 312). 

It is no coincidence that this restructuring took place in the shadow of the 
court decision handed down in 1919 by the District of Columbia Supreme 
Court, which marked baseball as a combination in restraint of trade. This 
decision was currently under appeal, and it does not take much imagination 
to see its impact on organized baseball's desire to have some dramatic 
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means of getting its own house in order. Ironically, of course, the restruc
turing was to have the effect of solidifying the cartel. It did so, however, by 
making baseball appear to be a 'natural monopoly' in which complicit 
action was necessary for the existence of the game. 

While it is often supposed, then, that the commissioner system was an 
outgrowth of the Black Sox scandal, the collapse of the National Commission 
preceded, if not the occurrence at the 1919 World Series, at least the public 
charges that the Ser.ies had been fixed. The crisis was used by American 
League President 'Ban' Johnson's foes to render him powerless and, in 
turn, Landis used the scandal to establish power and become the first czar 
of sport. In so doing, the owners secured a strong mandate from the gov
ernment to police a very important social institution according to their own 
standards, including those governing management-labour relations. 

In creating a Commissioner to rule over them, the owners in effect 
established the first 'industrial doctor' in America (Seymour, 1971: 323). 
Soon after Landis's appointment, the movie industry hired Harding's Post
master-General, Will Hays, to be 'the Judge Landis of the movies' 
(Leuchtenberg, 1958: 169). The motive appeared to be the same in both 
cases, both industries seeking to head off closer government regulation. The 
sports industry was plagued with gambling, the movie industry accused of 
purveying obscenity. In both cases the governance structure was to prove 
troublesome and unstable. But perhaps more revealing than the analogy 
with the movie industry was another model for the commissioner system 
that was explicitly used when it was being devised, the juvenile justice 
system. The juvenile courts had only recently emerged in recognition of the 
special rights and protections flowing to children by virtue,of their special 
status in society. Invoking this model, 'Landis treated players not as adults, 
able to make intelligent decisions on their own, but as PINS, persons in need 
of supervision and fatherly guidance' (Rosenberg, 1987: 142). The new 
code of conduct would be a patrimony, where players would be 'boys' well 
into the I 960s. 

Note 

1. 'White Sox' and 'Black Sox' both refer to the Chicago White Sox baseball 
team. The 'Black Sox' label was attached to them following a scandal 
involving bribery and match-fixing in 1919. 
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4 Towards a Sociological 
Theory of Sport and the 
Emotions: A Process
Sociological Perspective} 
JOE MAGUIRE 

Sociological explanations both of social life in general and of sport in 
particular have failed to take seriously the task of finding an analysis which 
integrates 'social structure', 'social relations' and the 'emotions'. There are 
a number of reasons why this should have been the case and these will be 
discussed in due course. But for now I am more concerned to spell out the 
value that a sociological theory of emotions can be to the study of social 
life, sport and leisure. Two main advantages spring to mind. The develop
ment of a sociological theory of emotions will arguably help to ensure that 
human beings are studied' in the round', capturing them as 'whole selves' 
and not as isolated physiological or psychological units who happen to live 
their lives out in 'society' (Goudsblom et al., 1979). It will be argued here 
that there is an urgent need to study people 'in their totality', be it in a 
'sports setting' or, indeed, elsewhere. The idea of viewing people 'in the 
round' stands in stark opposition to the dominant conception of 'sports
people' provided by the sports sciences, and indeed, by the mainstream 
of the disciplines on which that group of subjects draws (Maguire, 1991). 
It seeks to avoid decomplexifying human beings by eschewing both 
biological and/or psychological determinism. But in doing so, it does 
not intend to replace one form of determinism by another. Cultural deter
minism can be just as misleading in the problem under investigation. It is 
in this connection that the other advantage in adopting the approach ad
vocated emerges. 

In going beyond some narrow vision of the sociology of sport and 
leisure, clarification of what Norbert Elias has termed 'the hinge' (Elias, 
1987: 35) may prove possible. That is, a probing of the connection between 
biological changes and social development could be undertaken. Indeed, as 
will be argued, by adopting the approach proposed by Elias not only would 
the incremental knowledge of the sub-disciplines of the sociology of sport 
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and leisure be increased but also our understanding of social life would be 
based on a more adequate footing. What Elias has to say with regard to this 
connection is worth quoting at some length: 

The dominance of learned over unlearned characteristics in humans 
provides a biological framework for a social development which can 
occur without any biological changes, that is to say, independently of 
the process of evolution. The two concepts refer to processes which are 
different in kind. At present they are frequently confused. It has become 
customary to use the term indiscriminately for both. S~me people present 
social development in the monistic manner as part of the unitary biolo
gical process. Others, dualistically, present biological evolution on the 
one hand and social development under the name of history on the other, 
without giving any thought at all to the problem of the hinge. to the 
question of their connection with each other .... Starting from the 
postulate that humans not only can but must learn in order to become 
fully human I have clarified the problem of the hinge. (Elias, 1987: 
351-2) 

This is not to suggest that the exploration of 'the hinge' in analyses origi
nating in the sociology of sport or leisure could be pursued in isolation from 
more conventional 'problems' such as political economy, stratification or 
deviance. Far from it. Studies of the emotions and the political economy of 
culture need to proceed in conjunction with each other. But the question 
arises of how best to conduct an exploration of 'the hinge'? 

Elias suggests that monistic and dualistic thinking have prevented a clear 
grasp of 'the hinge' emerging (Elias, 1987). Let me discuss this in a little 
more detail. For Elias, in the human sciences there exist two opposing 
tendencies. In one, the focus is on the properties which human beings share 
with other species. Ethologists, for example, overlook the evolutionary 
innovations characteristic of the human species and select as relevant what 
they regard as unvarying human characteristics shared with other species. A 
form of 'reductionist monism' thus pervades in which there is an over
emphasis on the similarities with other species. The uniqueness of human 
beings is lost. In contrast, for Elias, in almost all the social sciences a 
dualism is evident: its subject matter is set apart from nature. The emphasis 
is on the uniqueness of humanity. No attempt is made to show how these 
uniquely human characteristics are connected with those which humans 
share with other species. Such opposing tendencies are no less evident in 
the study of the emotions. In physiological and psychological research 
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human beings are treated as 'isolated units' with no past or present (Kemper, 
1981; Scheff, 1983). Humans' 'thoughts' are cut off from their 'feelings'; 
their 'bodies' are cut off both from their 'consciousness' and from the 
'society' in which they reside. Much the same tendency is evident when 
sport and the emotions have been examined (Biddle, 1985). 

Though opposing this tendency, much social scientific research on the 
emotions also rests on dualistic thinking. The probing of the self and the 
'lived consciousness' leads to a deliberate eschewing of the need to study 
human beings' physiological make-up. It also leads to the adoption of what 
Elias describes as a 'homo clasus' model. That is, the emphasis in symbolic 
interactionist and phenomenologically inspired research is on the 'subject', 
a single thinking mind inside a sealed container, from which she or he looks 
out at other 'subjects' in the 'external world' (Shott, 1979; Denzin, 1984). 
The 'agency' of the individual, distinct from the 'society' in which he or she 
is located, underpins this position. Again, such thinking has found expres
sion in the study of sport and the emotions (Zurcher, 1982; Gallmeier, 
1987). While research conducted within this latter tradition is not without 
value, and indeed, further discussion of a symbolic interactionist perspec
tive on the emotions will be undertaken in the concluding section of this 
chapter, it has to be stated at this point that such work is still locked into the 
dualistic trap which Elias (1978a; 1987) has effectively critiqued. The 
question remains, therefore, how best to conduct the discovery of 'the 
hinge' and the sociological study of the emotions? 

In order to map out the approach on which the present chapter rests, a 
number of steps need to be undertaken. Initially, a review of the Eliasian 
perspective on the emotions will be attempted. Reference will be made in 
this connection to the work of its originator, Norbert Elias, and to one of 
Elias's more recent advocates, Cas Wouters. Next, the application of this 
perspective to the study of sport and leisure will be considered. Here, 
reference will be made to the collaborative work of Elias and Dunning. On 
this basis an overall assessment of the value of this perspective will be 
attempted. Having both noted the fruitfulness of such a perspective and 
suggested some areas of deficiency, the chapter will conclude by outlining 
some future lines of enquiry and dialogue with other work on the emotions 
and the body in consumer culture. In tackling the issue in this way, what is 
recognized is the need for a 'detached' critique, rather than one ideologi
cally predisposed to reject the Eliasian approach outright (Hargreaves, 
1982; 1986). 
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In his work, 'On Human Beings and their Emotions' (1987), Elias argues 
that the process-sociologists' concern with human emotions centres on both 
the emotional characteristics which humans share with non-human species 
and on others which are uniquely human and which have no equivalent in 
other species. In addition he argues that, while this does not imply any 
disregard of the evolutionary continuity linking humans to their non-human 
ancestors, it does represent a 'determined break with a tradition which 
induces human biologists and psychologists either to disregard or to blur 
structural differences between human emotions and those of non-human 
species' (Elias, 1987: 339). Existing accounts, he argues, tend to dichotomize 
the study of the emotions. Both tendencies, he suggests: 

suffer from an inability to understand the nature of processes. They are 
still trapped by a powerful conceptual heritage which forces people to 
represent in static terms sets of events that can be recognised and under
stood only if they are perceived as parts or aspects of processes, as events 
in a condition of continuous structured flux. (Elias, 1987: 341) 

In contrast to these tendencies, Elias proposes three interconnected hypo
theses regarding a theory of human beings and their emotions. These 
hypotheses have to be located within the discussion which Elias is trying to 
promote, namely, how can the fact that the human species has certain 
unique characteristics be reconciled with the continuity of the evolutionary 
process? 

First, he argues, human beings as a species represent an evolutionary 
breakthrough; that is, the balance between learned and unlearned conduct 
tilted decisively in favour of the former as the human species evolved. 
Secondly, human beings not only can learn far more than any other species, 
they also have to learn. The repertoire of unlearned ways of behaviour has 
become so softened and weakened in Homo sapiens that human beings cannot 
orientate themselves or communicate with others without acquiring a great 
deal of knowledge through learning. Thirdly, no emotion of a grown-up 
human person is ever an entirely unlearned, genetically fixed reaction 
pattern. Puman emotions result from a merger of an unlearned and a 
learned process. 



100 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

On the basis of these hypotheses Elias argues that the steering of human 
conduct is always the result of an intimate interweaving of learned and 
unlearned processes. This, he suggests, raises the problem of 'the hinge', 
the need to explore the 'connectedness' or interweaving of learned and 
unlearned processes. An important task facing the human sciences is, ac
cordingly, to find out more about the way in which the uniquely large 
unlearned human potential for learning is activated and patterned by the 
learning process itself (Elias, 1987: 347). As Elias observes, a child's 
learning of a language is made possible by the intertwining of two processes: 
a biological process of maturation and a social process of learning. Indeed, 
for Elias (1987: 348): 

The dovetailing of a biological process of maturation and a social pro
cess of learning in a human child brings to light the hinge connecting 
human nature with human society, human culture and other aspects of 
what is traditionally set apart from nature as a second world existing in 
isolation from it. 

On this basis, Elias proceeds to clarify further the concept of the emo
tions. He argues that, as with most attributes and properties of a human 
being, emotions must be understood in relation to people's relationships 
with existences other than themselves. While noting that emotions contain 
three component aspects - a physiological, a behavioural and a feeling 
component - Elias emphasizes the need to recognize the importance of the 
latter, but not to the preclusion of the other components. Noting that the 
'feeling vocabulary' may be more differentiated in one country than an
other, Elias argues that such differences in the vocabularies of different 
peoples also confirm the hypothesis that learning plays a part in the feeling 
component of emotions. Interestingly, Elias's observations in this regard 
are supported by the work of Harre (1986) when the latter argues for a 
social constructionist view of the emotions. Elias (1987: 360-1) summed up 
his own approach to the study of emotions in the following way: 

the study of the emotions must remain unproductive as long as their 
connection with other aspects of human beings is not clearly taken into 
account. In the case of human beings, unlearned emotional impulses are 
always related to a person's learned self-regulation, more specifically to 
learned control of emotions. The changeable balance between emotional 
impulses and emotion-controlling counter-impulses shows itself in a 
person's movements, in their gestures and in their facial expressions 
which are signals by means of which people communicate involuntarily 
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or with intent the condition of the self-regulation of their emotions to 
other people .... Emotions and the related movements or 'expressions' 
are, in short, one of the indications that human beings are by nature 
constituted for life in the company of others, for life in society. 

Cas Wouters (1989) argues in similar fashion. In taking exception to 
much of the symbolic interactionist and phenomenological work on the 
emotions, Wouters uses Hochschild's (1983) work on the 'managed heart' 
as illustrative of the problems associated with such approaches. Wouters 
argues that Hochschild hardly considers learned, internalized controls of 
emotions. She has overlooked the fact that, while human beings are born 
with very little natural self-regulation, they do have a natural disposition to 
learn to regulate themselves, but they also have to learn to regulate them
selves according to the social habitus. On every level, therefore, this learned 
self-regulation takes the form of a tension balance between emotional 
impulses and emotion controlling counter-impulses (Wouters, 1989: 103). 
With regard to mapping out a process-sociological theory of the emotions, 
the importance of Wouters's observations lies not only in his implicit 
critique of recent work on the sociology of the emotions, but also in his 
stress on how emotions are both ingredients and instruments for managing 
life and how closely intertwined this is with the civilizing process. This 
observation also relates to the study of sport and leisure. 

Elias's work on the emotions is complemented by research he conducted 
with Eric Dunning in the 1960s (Elias and Dunning, 1986). Again, the 
details of their analysis need not detain us at this point. Further discussion 
will be attempted shortly. What in essence they are arguing is that it is not 
possible to work out an adequate theory of leisure, or indeed, the emotions, 
within the framework of any single human science, whether it be human 
physiology, psychology or sociology. What they write on this issue is worth 
citing at some length: 

The problems of leisure, in fact, belong to that large class of problems 
which, at the present stage in the development of scientific specializa
tion, fall not merely between two but between several stools. They do not 
fit wholly into the frame of reference of anyone of these sciences as they 
are at present constituted, but rather belong to the unexplored no-man's 
land between them. If sociology is considered as a science which ab
stracts from the psychological or the biological aspects of human beings, 
if psychology or human biology are regarded as sciences which can 
proceed on their own without taking account of the sociological aspects 
of people, the problems of leisure will be left out on a limb. In fact, they 
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indicate in the clearest possible manner the limitations inherent in the 
compartmentalization of human beings as a subject of scientific 
study. (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 108) 

At the present stage in the development of the scientific study of sport 
and leisure, disciplinary analyses suffer from the defect that they deal with 
aspects of people as if they in fact exist independently of each other. A 
relative advance in the adequacy of the scientific study of sport and leisure 
would be gained if an overall framework within which to place both dis
ciplinary and multidisciplinary analyses could be devised. 

It is therefore suggested that aspects of leisure, and people's experience 
of it, require a multidisciplinary synthesis. The study of socially structured 
processes and that of emotions cannot be pursued in separate compart
ments. To argue this is not to advocate the dissolving of sociological 
questions into biological and psychological ones. In this n;!gard, as Elias and 
Dunning observe, sociology'S struggle for autonomy for its own problems 
has been well justified. What is required is a thinking-through of the 
problems which need to be tackled and the relative contribution that existing 
disciplines can make in the collective endeavour. For Elias and Dunning 
(1986: 110): 

The study of leisure ... is one of the many instances in which it is not 
possible to disregard the problem of the actual relationship between 
phenomena on the sociological level and those on the psychological and 
physiological levels. Here, one cannot escape from the task of a multi
level analysis, from the task of considering, at least in broad outlines, 
how in the study of leisure the three levels - the sociological, the 
psychological and the biological - connect. 

At this stage it is appropriate to discuss the perspective which Elias and 
Dunning offer on sport, leisure and the emotions in greater detail. 

TOWARDS A THEORY OF SPORT AND THE EMOTIONS 

Based on this general model of human relations - with what Elias (in Elias 
and Dunning, 1986) terms the civilizing process at its core - the sportization 
of English folk pastimes was, he argues, an example of the 'civilizing spurt' 
which occurred during the eighteenth century. From an Eliasian perspec-
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tive, examination of this process is seen as crucial to understanding present 
day patterns of sport and leisure. That is because, in order to understand the 
present, the analysis has to trace how it emerged out of the past. The 
principal question which Elias (in Elias and Dunning, 1986) asks in this 
connection appears at first sight to be deceptively simple. Why, he asks, did 
modern sports - that is, highly regulated contests requiring physical exer
tion and skill - make their appearance first of all during the eighteenth 
century among the English upper classes, the landed aristocracy and gentry? 

In examining the sports of cricket, fox-hunting and the early forms of 
modern football, Elias and Dunning (1986) conclude that all these cultural 
forms mark attempts to prolong the point-like pleasure of victory in the 
mock-battle of a sport and are symptomatic of a far-reaching change in the 
personality structure of human beings and that this in turn was closely 
connected with specific changes in the power structure of society at large. 
For Elias, these changes were bound up with the civilizing process to which 
he has directed our attention (Elias, 1978b; 1982). 

But why did this 'civilizing' of game contests and the restraint on 
violence to others through social rules which required a good deal of 
individual self-contml develop first in England? For Elias, the emergence 
of sport as a form of physical combat of a relatively non-violent type was 
connected with a period when the cycle of violence which had characterized 
English society in the seventeenth century had begun to calm down. This 
same period allowed groups to settle conflicts of interest increasingly by 
non-violent means, for example, the party rituals of parliamentary govern
ment began to emerge. For Elias it is not a question of whether 
parliamentarization caused sportization. Rather, his explanation is that the 
same people were caught up in two aspects of a broader process of deve
lopment. As he himself expresses it: 

It was simply that the same class of people who participated in the 
pacification and greater regularization of factional contests in Parliament 
were instrumental in the greater pacification and regularization of their 
pastimes .... Sport and Parliament as they emerged in the eighteenth 
century were both characteristic of the same change in the power struc
ture of England and in the social habitus of that class of people which 
emerged from the antecedent struggles as the ruling group. (Elias and 
Dunning, 1986: 40) 

For Elias and Dunning (1986) it is no surprise that it was the aristocracy 
and gentry who were central in the sportization of traditional pastimes. 
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Among the upper classes it became a mark of distinction to refrain from 
using violence in certain spheres. The development of cricket between the 
owners of landed estates was symptomatic of this (Brookes, 1978). While it 
is not necessary to examine this process in detail, it should be observed that 
this sportization process was connected both to a civilizing spurt and to the 
right of assembly, that is, the ability of sections of the population to form 
their own clubs and associations, privileges which were denied even to the 
members of ruling groups in absolutist France. 

The importance of these observations lies in the fact that the early stages 
of this sportization process set the tone of future sporting developments. 
Indeed, the fact that the demand for such activities arose in the first place 
and continued to command the interest of an increasing number of people 
was a sign of changes taking place within English society as a whole. It is 
here that the function of sport and leisure forms becomes more evident. 

For Elias and Dunning (1986) a principal function of leisure is the 
'arousal of pleasurable forms of excitement'. One feature of the civilizing 
of English society in this period was a marked narrowing of what was 
acceptable in public life. As a direct corollary of this, the need for a social 
enclave in which socially approved moderate excitement could be aroused 
and expressed increased. That is, the function of leisure activities has to be 
assessed in relation to the ubiquity and steadiness of excitement control. 
What is the significance of this? 

The function which sport and leisure are seen to serve, from an Eliasian 
perspective, is based on a view of people whereby they have a socially 
conditioned psychological need to experience a kind of spontaneous, ele
mentary, unreflective yet pleasurable excitement. The precise function of 
leisure activities is assessed in relation to a number of interrelated criteria. 
These include: the degree of controlled decontrolling of emotions that is 
evident; the degree to which emotions flow freely; the degree of eliciting or 
imitating excitement akin to that which is generated in 'real-life' situations; 
the nature of the tension-balances created; and the degree to which the 
activity serves to counteract stress tensions. Here we are dealing with 
tension-balances of varying blends. But the perpetual tension between 
routinization and deroutinization within leisure activities is the principal 
source of their dynamics: this is the 'shift to risk' which is integral to the 
activity being experienced (Gaskell and Pearton, 1979). Indeed, as society 
grows 'more serious', the cultural centrality of leisure sport increases. 

In rejecting conventional work-leisure analyses, Elias and Dunning (1986) 
map out what they term the spare-time spectrum. The details of this need 
not concern us here. Rather, it is important to note that leisure activities are 
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seen to fall into three forms: purely or mainly sociable activities; activities 
involving motility; and 'mimetic' activities. While sociable activities have 
the potential to serve important gemeinschaft functions, an examination of 
which would also prove fruitful in an overall study of the emotions, in this 
context; attention will focus on 'mimetic' activities. 

'Mimetic' activities vary considerably both in terms of their intensity 
and style but have basic structural characteristics in common; that is, they 
provide a 'make-believe' setting which allows emotions to flow more easily 
and which elicits excitement of some kind imitating that produced by real
life situations, yet without its dangers or risks. 'Mimetic' activities thus 
allow, within certain limits, for socially permitted self-centredness. Excite
ment is elicited by the creation of tensions: this can involve imaginary or 
controlled 'real' danger, mimetic fear and/or pleasure, sadness and/or joy. 
This controlled decontrolling of excitement lies, for Elias and Dunning 
(1986), at 'the heart of leisure sport'. The different moods evoked in this 
make-believe setting are the 'siblings' of those aroused in real-life situa
tions. This applies whether the setting is a tragedy enacted at the Old Vic or 
a soccer match played at the Stadium of Light. They involve the experience 
of pleasurable excitement which is at the core of most play needs. But 
whereas both involve pleasurable excitement, in sport, but especially in 
'achievement sport', struggles between human beings playa central part. 
Indeed, some sport forms resemble real battles between hostile groups. 

For Elias and Dunning, sport-games need to be understood as a 'single 
configuration' in which the configuration on one side and that of the other 
are interdependent and inseparable. It is the fluctuating configuration of 
players itself upon which, at any given point in the game process, in
dividuals base their decisions and moves. Sport-games are therefore con
ceptualized as figurations which have a hierarchy of several 'I', 'Me', 'We' 
and 'They' relationships. Sport-games involve a complex of interdependent 
polarities built into the game pattern which provide the raison d' etre for game 
dynamics. Each of these polarities contributes to the maintenance of what 
Elias and Dunning call the 'tone' or 'tension-balance' of the game. The 
details concerning these polarities need not concern us here. It is important 
simply to recognize that these polarities are not mutually exclusive. Rather, 
they form a matrix of cross-cutting tensions within the fluctuating network 
of interdependencies of a game, and it is upon them that the decisions and 
moves of individuals depend. There are, however, additional polarities, 
notably between the interests of players and those of spectators and other 
powerful outsiders and between 'seriousness' and 'play'. For Dunning 
(1979: 334) tension-balances in games are: 
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Partly a consequence of the relatively autonomous dynamics of specific 
game-figurations and partly a consequence of the manner in which such 
figurations are articulated into the wider structure of social 
interdependencies. 

The tension-balances to which Dunning is drawing attention here are 
also closely connected to the socially conditioned psychological need to ex
perience the kind of spontaneous, elementary, unreflective yet pleasurable 
excitement referred to earlier, and the 'quality' of the tension-balance, the 
ebb and flow of the game dynamics, influences the nature of the partici
pants' emotional experience. 

Reference also needs to be made to several other key features of the 
Eliasian perspective on leisure, sport and the emotions. The mimetic sphere, 
though creating imaginary and staged settings, forms a distinct and integral 
part of social reality. It is no less real than any other part of social life. The 
manner in which this quest for enjoyable excitement finds expression in 
social institutions and customs also varies greatly over time and space. 
Nevertheless, the 'mimetic' sphere does contain elements which are inte
gral to all leisure forms, namely sociability, motility and imagination. There 
is no leisure activity where all these elements are absent; more usually two 
or three elements combine with varying intensity. 

In studying the problems of leisure, therefore, attention must focus on 
two interdependent questions: what are the characteristics of the personal 
leisure needs developed in the more complex societies of our time, and what 
are the characteristics of the specific types of leisure events developed in 
societies of this type for the satisfaction of these needs? Analysis of these 
dimensions and questions requires a multidisciplinary approach. The study 
of social structure and that of the emotions cannot be pursued in separate 
compartments. According to Elias and Dunning (1986) biological, psycho
logical and anthropological research as well as sociological research is 
required. 

AN EV ALVA TION OF THE ELIAS IAN PERSPECTIVE ON SPORT, 
LEISURE AND THE EMOTIONS 

There is much to commend this approach. In adopting a developmental and 
. comparative perspective, and not simply tacking on a 'historical' dimension 
in the manner which is characteristic of some so-called 'historical sociology', 
the figurational approach allows for the substantive exploration of how 
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leisure forms have assumed their characteristic patterns in modern societies. 
In addition, by formulating the idea of the 'spare-time spectrum', the rigid 
work-leisure dichotomy so beloved of both the 'conventional wisdom' in 
leisure studies and the neo-Marxist alternative promoted by Clarke and 
Critcher (1985), is thoroughly shredded.2 Furthermore, the notion that lei
sure is synonymous with 'freedom' is also seen as inadequate. Instead, it is 
argued that modern leisure is characterized by a historically specific 'affect 
economy' (Affektshaushalt) of balances and restraints which have both 
enabling and constraining elements. For Elias and Dunning, leisure does not 
fulfil a 'compensatory function' associated with some general need to 
release tension. Rather, it involves the creation of tension as well as its 
release and the 'function' which leisure serves for individuals or social 
groups has to be viewed from the perspective of the long-term figurational 
shifts in patterns of economic, political and emotional bonding (Rojek, 
1985: 164). 

This point needs emphasizing, given the apparent confusion in the minds 
of some researchers who have encountered the work of Elias and Dunning. 
What Ferguson (1981) and Gallmeier (1987) have written on the emotions, 
for example, fundamentally misunderstands the figurational perspective 
when they suggest that the expression of emotions by players or spectators 
is interpreted by Elias and Dunning as a release for personal frustrations or 
social strains. Let us hope that the review so far provided in this chapter has 
laid to rest that particular portrayal of Elias and Dunning's work. 

Of crucial importance to Elias and Dunning's analysis of sport, leisure 
and the emotions is the theory of the civilizing process. For Rojek (1985), 
who argues that leisure relations today are more privatized, individuated, 
commercialized and pacified than ever before, it is the concept of the 
civilizing process which draws all these themes together. It also provides, in 
Rojek's words 'a powerful rationale for explaining why [sport and leisure] 
have assumed their characteristic form in modern society' and a 'unifying 
problematic for leisure studies'. The present chapter does not argue with the 
overall thrust of Rojek's evaluation, though certain re-emphases will be 
detailed in due course. What I want to restate at this stage is that the concept 
of the mimetic sphere is interwoven with the rationale referred to and is of 
particular significance in developing a sociology of the emotions. It is this 
sphere that provides an enclave within which a controlled and pleasurable 
decontrolling of restraints on emotions is both possible and socially 
permitted. 

Elias and Dunning are also to be commended for providing an analysis 
of sport-game dynamics and tension-balances in leisure activities more 
generally, which avoids the dichotomy between the 'micro' and 'macro' 



108 Sport alld Leisure in the Civilizilll? Process 

dimensions of emotional experience. Such a fault characterizes symbolic 
interactionist work on sport and the emotions (for example, Gallmeier, 
1987). By virtue of the elasticity and fixity of rules, written or otherwise, 
quasi-autonomous networks of interdependent action emerge. Yet these 
networks can only be fully understood if it is recognized that they form 
interdependent parts of a wider social structure. In teasing out the nature 
and extent of the emotional experiences involved, reference to the inter
connections between game-dynamics, the mimetic sphere and the civilizing 
process thus becomes essential. 

The observation which Elias and Dunning (1986) make regarding the 
striking similarity between modern sport and the functions of religious 
customs of earlier periods is of relevance in this connection. An examina
tion of this dimension is crucial to understanding both the emotional 
experience of sport for individuals and for assessing sport's social signi
ficance. The emotions engendered may be amplified and/or controlled both 
through processes of ritual and taboo and through the excitement generated 
by sports encounters and can thus lead to the experience of sport as 'sacred' 
and radically separate from the flow of 'profane' life. Durkheim's (1976) 
examination of Australian Aboriginal rites, for example, highlights not only 
the element of excitement in these activities but also the quest for sacred 
significance. 

While I have concentrated in this section on detailing what I regard as 
the strengths of the Eliasian perspective, a number of re-emphases are also 
arguably necessary. The insights provided by Elias and Dunning regarding 
the sportization of folk-customs have undoubtedly broadened our under
standing of the emergence of modern sport. Unfortunately, however, Elias 
and Dunning have tended to focus mainly on specific sports, particularly in 
their detailed studies, and have neglected others. Of course, there is only a 
certain amount that anyone group can do and indeed a call is being made 
here for further substantive analyses of other sport and leisure forms. But 
the re-emphasis required is more than simply a question of more work 
needing to be done. 

The sports that Elias and Dunning have focused on have tended to be 
those which best confirm the linkages with their theoretical model of sport. 
That is, sports where a high degree of 'battle excitement' is recurrently 
generated and where the emphasis of identity formation is on forms of 
manliness. The relevance of this for an analysis of the balance of gender 
power is not doubted. It has proved useful, for example, in teasing out the 
significance of different forms of manliness over time (Maguire, 1986). 
However, this does not exhaust the identity formation qualities of sport. 
This requires spelling out. 
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The functions which Dunning (in Elias and Dunning, 1986) attributes to 
sport, with his emphasis on the quest for excitement and manly identity, 
capture only a part - albeit an important part - of the character of the sports 
and leisure experience. My point is that sport involves the quest for 'excit
ing significance'. This is not merely a question of semantics. Such an 
assertion is based on are-reading of Elias's own work on the emotion~ and 
on research which probes the 'symbolic' nature of sport. To repeat, in the 
Eliasian scheme the three main elements of leisure are identified as socia
bility, motility and imagination. As we also noted earlier, there is no sport 
form where all these elements are absent; more usually, two or three 
elements combine with varying intensity. Significantly, however, while 
Elias and Dunning (1986) note that sport and art-forms share the same 
mimetic function in producing an enjoyable and controlled decontrolling of 
emotions, they distinguish between them in terms of the fact that sport has 
the character of a battle which resembles real battles fought between rival 
groups. The quest is for battles enacted playfully in a contrived context 
which can produce enjoyable battle excitement with a minimum of injuries 
to the human participants. Compared with the arts, the scope for the exer
cise of the imagination involved appears to be of a rather restricted and 
heavily rule-bound kind. 

This observation relates to a rethinking of how the Eliasian concept of 
the emotions has been applied to sport. In sport as elsewhere we are dealing 
with the social construction and presentation of emotions. Emotions are 
seen to involve cognitive and affective dimensions. An understanding of 
how various emotional vocabularies are used and how some aspects of 
emotions are culturally relative and others culturally universal is required. 
Our ability to describe feelings varies between cultures and may be more 
sophisticated than the actual physiological processes involved. Although 
Elias and Dunning (1986) are right to point to differences within and 
between mimetic events, in doing so they appear to have overlooked, or at 
least to have underplayed, the fact that identity formation in sport also 
involves the quest for self-realization and the presentation of self (Goffman, 
1961; Kaelin, 1968; Gerber, 1972). 

The omission by Elias and Dunning (1986) to consider the self-realization 
aspects of identity-fOlmation in sport appears to stem from two sources. 
First, from their interpretation of the relative mixture of the elements of the 
mimetic sphere which characterize sport, though not leisure more generally; 
and secondly, I suspect, from the type of psychological and physiological 
research used to support their analysis. While they are right to point to the 
need for multidisciplinary research, the form in which they have envisaged 
it is too narrow; that is, they have tended to utilize forms of Freudian 
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psychology and physiological evidence which examine the 'elemental' 
make-up of humans. In my view, however, there is a need to conduct a 
dialogue with those forms of humanistic psychology which probe such 
issues as 'altered states' (Murphy and White, 1978), 'peak experiences' 
(Maslow, 1968), and the cognitive dimensions of the sports experience 
(Nideffer, 1976). The psychology of happiness or pleasure, in short, is not 
exhausted by Freud (Argyle, 1987). In addition, there is now a growing 
body of literature which examines the physiological concomitants of these 
psychological dimensions (Riggs, 1981; Glasser, 1979). Here, interdisci
plinary work examining the role of endorphins and encephalin in the lived 
experience of sport may be of benefit, but would require reference to an 
overall theory such as that provided by Elias and Dunning in order to help 
'make sense' of the substantive data. 

A major problem facing the symbolic interactionist and phenomenological 
research which has examined the self-realization dimension of the identity
forming qualities of sport is that it does so without any reference to the other 
dimensions which Elias and Dunning correctly highlight. Furthermore, 
such research is more concerned with 'micro-worlds' than with teasing out, 
as Elias and Dunning do, how specific interdependencies are interwoven 
with other sets of interdependencies. As a consequence, such research fails 
to grasp that 'self-realization' is not achieved alone: one does so in the 
company of 'others'. Furthermore, the very quest for this 'self-realization' 
is indicative of both the point in the civilizing process so far reached and of 
the main features of leisure relations to which Rojek draws attention. 

But if such research has overlooked the fact that this quest is contoured 
by, for example, the commodification of modern culture, there is a case to 
be made that Elias and Dunning have also paid insufficient attention to this 
process and its effects when examining sport and the emotions. In addition, 
the dimension of sport and leisure experiences referred to by symbolic 
interactionists does deserve greater consideration than that so far given to it 
by Elias and Dunning. These observations lead me on to consider some 
lines of enquiry and areas of dialogue from which the figurational or 
process-sociological perspective could benefit. 

SPORT AND THE EMOTIONS: LINES OF ENQUIRY AND 
DIALOGUE 

In this final section I wish to examine three lines of enquiry and dialogue 
which may assist the general task of providing a more adequate sociological 
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theory of emotions. These are: symbolic interactionist research on sport and 
the emotions; research on the commodification of pleasurable emotions; 
and studies of the body in consumer culture. I will argue that, while 
accepting the general model of sport, leisure and the emotions outlined by 
Elias and Dunning, reference to each of these areas can enhance the nature 
and range of that model. Let us discuss these areas in more detail. 

While it is not appropriate to detail to any great extent the basic assump
tions on which symbolic interactionism rests, a number of key points need 
stating. According to this position, meaningful behaviour emerges out of 
interaction with others. Meaning, say its adherents, constructs the social 
world of the individual. Social life is also a kind of drama which individuals 
act out and thus everyday interaction involves the presentation of self. 
Working within this tradition, Shott (1979: 1323) has argued for a symbolic 
interactionist theory of emotion which assumes that: 

Within the limits set by social norms and internal stimuli, individuals 
construct their emotions: and their definitions and interpretations are 
critical to this often emergent process. Internal states and cues, necessary 
as they are for affective experience, do not in themselves establish 
feeling, for it is the actor's definitions and interpretations that give 
physiological states their emotional significance or nonsignificance. 

Considered in this light, emotions involve a 'performance' situated in 
time and space. Primarily concerned with the construction of emotion by 
the actor, symbolic interactionist research focuses on the actor's definitions 
and interpretations and on the emergent, constructed character of much 
human behaviour. Both are seen by Shott as central to the actor's experi
ence of emotion. Similarly, for Zurcher (1982: 2) 'the performance of 
emotions is enacted by individuals in terms of their understanding of appro
priate emotional behaviours in a particular situation'. Sets of emotions are 
engendered by specific situations. They are also co-produced and, while 
they are an essential part of the presentation of self, they also reflect 
structured events. 

Utilizing this overall framework, Zurcher (1982) views sports events as 
involving the orchestrating of emotions. This orchestration entails a scripted 
phasing which begins with the arousal of expectations for an emotional 
experience. These expectations generate a diffuse emotional state which is 
directed into a series of discrete and identifiable emotional displays. Zurcher's 
study of American football was followed by Gallmeier's (1987) study of 
professional ice-hockey which reached similar conclusions. 
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Their work is not without value. It clearly demonstrates the need for a 
theory of the emotions to pay greater attention to the construction and 
performance of emotion by people. From an Eliasian perspective there are, 
however, two main problems. Though Shott (1979: 1320) correctly ac
knowledges that 'there is a social framework that modifies the actor's 
experience, interpretation, and expression of emotion', in the accounts 
which have dealt with sport the emphasis is on the 'micro-world'. No sense 
of how such small-scale interaction is, at one and the same time, part of 
more long-term and enduring social interdependencies is evident. In addi
tion, though Shott (1979: 1318) argues that physiological arousal and cog
nitive labelling 'are necessary components of the actor's experience of 
emotion', in symbolic interactionist work on sport the need to dovetail this 
level of the problem into the analysis is not usually recognized. Zurcher 
(1982: 3), for example, writes: 'I will not address the physiological bases of 
the emotions 1 describe, but will assume that for sociological purposes a 
consideration of emotions can be abstracted from physiology.' As a conse
quence, symbolic interactionist research again compartmentalizes the social 
actor. In this way, such research stands in one of the traditions examining 
the emotions critiqued by Elias. Attention is paid to the cognitive side of the 
person rather than examining people' in the round'. 

Nevertheless, the emphasis placed on dramaturgical analysis in the work 
of symbolic interactionists does afford the opportunity to examine both the 
construction and the performance dimension of human emotions and the 
identity-forming qualities of sport. As such, analysis along these lines 
would enhance the exploration of the experience of emotions in the mimetic 
sphere. This should not be taken simply as an injunction that ethnographic 
work needs to be done. The construction and performance elements of 
emotionality certainly need careful consideration, but ethnographic work 
alone will not suffice in that connection. Probes into the construction and 
performance of emotions need to be tied in with analyses of how such 
everyday interaction is part of wider, longer-tenD chains of interdepend
ency. It is the probing of the interconnectedness of 'micro' and 'macro' 
worlds that the Eliasian perspective is better placed to examine than re
search within a symbolic interactionist framework as it has been conceived 
of and conducted up to now. 

The study of the commodification of pleasurable emotions does, in some 
ways, link in with the research conducted from a symbolic interactionist 
perspective on the emotions. For example, Arlie Hochschild, one of the 
most-noted writers in the study of this area, has utilized work drawn from 
that tradition. Her work is of particular relevance in the present context 
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because Cas Wouters (1989), one of the leading Dutch exponents of the 
Eliasian approach, has critically compared and contrasted her perspective 
on emotion management and the commodification of feeling with that of 
Norbert Elias. By examining her work in a little more detail, it will be 
possible to consider the more general issue of the commodification of 
pleasurable emotions. 

Hochschild (1983) sets out to develop a 'social theory of emotions' and 
utilizes both a form of Marxism and the dramaturgical perspective derived 
from Goffman. Hochschild argues that commercialization threatens the 
'real self' by organizing and structuring behaviour and feeling and by 
demanding of the person that they· 'emotion manage' their 'self'. In probing 
this issue, Hochschild focuses on the 'costs' of emotion management and 
how such 'costs' are exacerbated by the commercialization of feeling. In 
detailing the 'costs' involved, she distinguishes between the 'true' and the 
'false' self and the 'public' and the 'private' self. The 'public' self becomes 
processed, standardized, subjected to hierarchical control and corresponds 
to the 'false' self. In contrast, the 'private' self focuses on the preservation 
of personal wellbeing and pleasure and is, in fact, the 'real' self. It is not 
necessary, in this context, to go into the the details of Hochschild's argu
ment; it is enough to note that Wouters sees such a conception as based on 
a false dichotomy. In reality, Wouters (1989: 98) argues, public and private 
selves are located on a continuum. By avoiding such a crude dichotomy, the 
analyst is better placed to grasp that there exist enabling and constraining 
features at both ends of this continuum. 

For Hochschild, however, in the public world - particularly of work -
individuals have to emotion-manage themselves in the light of the corporate 
needs of the organization they work for. She examines the work experiences 
of flight attendants and notes how one visible expression of this is the 
'company smile'. But Wouters demonstrates how Hochschild has once 
again introduced a false dichotomy into her analysis. In proposing such a 
rigid differentiation between a 'company' and a 'private' smile, Wouters 
argues that Hochschild fails to recognize that workers, customers and 
managers do, to some extent, have common interests and that her overall 
model ends up depicting workers as perfect 'company robots' (Wouters, 
1989: 100). But Wouters does not only take exception to such substantive 
aspects of Hochschild's work. In addition he suggests that the 'social theory 
of emotion' developed to explain the issues examined is as artificial as the 
dichotomies between private and public selves. Because Hochschild's argu
ment is based on the idea that the public world exploits the private world, 
she develops a theory of 'transmutation' in which the 'private emotional 
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system' comes to 'fall under the sway of large organizations, social engi
neering and the profit motive' (Hochschild, 1983: 19, cited in Wouters, 
1989: 101). 

In critiquing her theory of emotions for its failure to consider the learned, 
internalized control of emotions, Wouters offers three additional points 
which have implications for the study of sport, culture and the emotions. 
First, while the issues raised by Hochschild require serious consideration, 
such consideration is blocked if only short-term time-scales are adopted. A 
developmental and comparative dimension is required. Secondly, develop
ments in standards of behaviour and feeling do not stop at the borders of 
either private or public life. There is an overall pattern of self-regulation and 
emotion management. Thirdly, changes in personal and social standards of 
behaviour and feeling are not exclusively determined by commercial 
factors. Processes of individuation and pacification, for example, playa part 
as well. 

Despite the shortcomings of studies such as that of Hochschild, the study 
of the commodification of pleasurable emotions does require greater atten
tion than has so far been given it by Elias and Dunning in their analysis of 
the controlled decontrolling of emotions in the mimetic sphere. Notwith
standing Wouters's criticisms of Hochschild's case study of Delta's flight 
attendants, a study of how elite sports-people or musicians involved in, for 
example, the global pro-tennis circuit or a concert tour, emotion-manage 
their lives in a highly commercialized setting, would be of use in adding to 
our cumulative knowledge of sport, leisure and the emotions. Having said 
that, any such study which did not take on board Wouters's observations 
regarding KLM flight attendants, might well be characterized by the same 
weaknesses as those which have been identified in Hochschild's work. 

Research conducted on sport subcultures also highlights a number of 
issues which are relevant in this connection. Studies of professional wres
tling, for example, while revealing the 'identity work' needed to become a 
successful member of the subculture, are complemented by studies of ice
hockey and baseball which emphasize the existence of 'back-regions', the 
non-pUblic aspects of subcultures, in which those involved can find ways in 
which to humanize potentially alienating work situations (Donnelly, 1985). 
Work on subcultural responses would complement the general framework 
on sport, leisure and emotions being proposed here. 

If studies of the spare-time spectrum and, in particular; of the mimetic 
sphere have so far neglected the need to consider in detail the 
commodification of pleasurable emotions so, too, have Elias and Dunning 
overlooked the need to give due attention to an examination of the use of the 
body in consumer culture. In one sense, this omission is rather surprising. In 
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Elias and Dunning's analysis (1986: 96), reference is made to one aspect of 
the spare-time spectrum as involving the 'routinized catering for one's 
biological needs and care of one's body'. Unfortunately, this point is not 
developed and its connections with the mimetic part of the spare-time 
spectrum are not explored. Let me spell out why a study of the body in 
consumer culture is relevant both to this issue and to the task of developing 
a theory of sport and the emotions. In considering the .body in consumer 
culture, Featherstone (1983: 18) remarks: 

Consumer culture latches onto the prevalent self-preservationist concep
tion of the body, which encourages the individual to adopt instrumental 
strategies to combat deterioration and decay ... and combines it with the 
notion that the body is a vehicle of pleasure and self-expression. Images 
of the body beautiful, openly sexual and associated with hedonism, 
leisure and display, emphasize the importance of appearance and the 
'look'. 

In consumer culture, the emphasis placed on 'body maintenance' and 
'appearance' suggests to Featherstone two basic categories, namely, what 
he calls the 'inner' and the 'outer' body. Within consumer culture these 
basic categories become 'conjoined', that is, the 'prime purpose of the 
maintenance of the inner body becomes the enhancement of the appearance 
of the outer body' (Featherstone, 1983: 18). 

The implications of this observation for the study of sport and the 
emotions are considerable. It suggests, for example, that activities in the 
'spare-time spectrum' devoted to 'body maintenance' and those involving 
'mimetic' events may not solely be devoted to a controlled decontrolling of 
emotions, but are also bound up with the tendency in consumer culture fOf 
the maintenance of the inner body to be undertaken primarily in order to 
contribute to the enhancement of the appearance of the outer body. This 
appearance is, in fact, contoured and shaped by images derived from con
sumer capitalism. What we may be witnessing is a shift to 'display' in 
which, as Featherstone remarks, the 'performing self' plays a crucial part. 

Clearly, recognition of bodily appearance also has implications for the 
study of the forms of emotion management which people perform in tune 
with the tone of consumer lifestyles. The staging of emotions thus involves 
not only the creation of tension-balances in which a pleasurable controlled 
decontrolling of emotions takes place but also reflects the concomitant need 
to enhance appearance and thus maintain one's status within the main
stream of consumer culture. Within the logic of consumer culture, 
Featherstone (1983: 25) argues: 
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fitness and slimness become associated not only with energy, drive and 
vitality but worthiness as a person: likewise the body beautiful comes to 
be taken as a sign of prudence and prescience in health matters .... Body 
maintenance is firmly established as a virtuous leisure activity which 
will reap further lifestyle rewards resulting from an enhanced appear
ance; body maintenance in order to look good merges with the stylised 
images of looking good while maintaining the body. 

Featherstone also correctly argues that these images 'do not merely serve 
to stimulate false needs fostered onto the individual'. As Elias and Dunning 
observe with regard to their study of sport, leisure and the emotions, such 
needs are 'genuine'. What needs to be grasped in a more embracing analy
sis, however, is that the mimetic activities which exist to allow the expres
sion and fulfilment of such emotional needs are, in late-twentieth-century 
Western societies, bound up in the consumer culture to which Featherstone 
directs our attention. We need studies of how contemporary cultural tastes 
and desires are created and sustained and how they relate to genuine bodily 
needs and desires. But up to now, the work of Elias and Dunning and, in the 
main, that of other researchers working within a figurational or process
sociological perspective, has focused more on long-term changes. Expo
nents of this perspective now need to complement such research by pushing 
the time frame forward and dealing with issues of continuity and change in 
sporting and leisure tastes as we approach the twenty-first century. 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter an attempt has been made to highlight the distinctive contri
bution that a process-sociological perspective on sport, leisure and the 
emotions can make. In doing so, however, this contribution has also been 
evaluated in a relatively detached manner, highlighting where greater clari
fication and refinement are required. Reference has hence been made in this 
connection to other work on the emotions. While certain criticisms have 
been offered, most notably with regard to symbolic interactionist research 
and of work that examines the commodification of the body and pleasurable 
excitement, I have also argued that the process-sociological perspective 
must take on board some of the issues raised by these other approaches. In 
concluding, let me highlight two points which I feel the process-sociologi
calor figurational perspective must pay greater heed to. These two points 
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reflect the need for theoretical and substantive work to probe both enabling 
and constraining features of the structured processes in which sport and 
leisure are located. 

In examining the identity-forming qualities of sport, I have argued that 
the manner in which Elias's theory of the emotions had been applied to 
sport is rather lop-sided: while due attention had been paid to the affective 
dimension, insufficient prominence had been given to the 'self-realization' 
dimension involved in identity-formation in sport. By probing the issue of 
the construction and presentation of emotions, in which, up to now, sym
bolic interactionist research has been exclusively involved, a more adequate 
grasp of the emotional experience of sport would be possible. Howper, as 
I also argued, such research on its own is not without weaknesses. Refer
ence was therefore also made to the need to examine how the body and the 
quest for and experience of pleasurable excitement are constrained, hemmed 
in and contoured by commodification processes. There is a need to probe 
how, for example, consumer culture penetrates the terrain of the mimetic 
sphere, but also, at one and the same time, to examine how specific sub
cultures have the potential to provide 'back-region' resistance to such 
penetration. An examination of the dynamics of contemporary cultural 
relations is needed, with an especial interest paid to the formation of taste. 
In this regard what is needed above all is a radical critique of culture which 
avoids both the cultural elitism of 'mass society' theory and the blindness 
of 'critical' theory to the fact that 'insider' consumption in the mimetic 
sphere can involve active appropriation of meanings and not just passive 
surrender to the meanings imposed by powerful 'outsider' groups (Maguire, 
1990). 

The need for a theory of the emotions and a form of historical sociology 
in order to come to terms with the issues raised in this chapter is crucial, and 
Elias and Dunning are to be complemented for providing an overall frame
work within which to begin. It is necessary to examine how the present 
emerged out of the past and how the present is continuing to change. But it 
is also necessary to probe how the modern quest for exciting significance is 
enabled and constrained by more recent figurational developments. As has 
been argued here, reference needs to be made to three interrelated aspects. 
First, to the body as a vehicle for pleasure and self-expression; secondly, to 
face-to-face interactions in which the presentation of self and the management 
of impressions are central; and thirdly, to the organization, technologizing 
and surveillance of disciplined bodies (Hoberman, 1988). Such a re-empha
sis, however, also requires one to recognize that the modern quest for 
'exciting significance' is bounded and contoured both by interdependency 
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chains inherited from the past and by contemporary cultural relations. 
Eliasian writers have pointed to long-term trends such as pacification, 
privatization, commercialization and individuation (Rojek, 1985). The task 
now is to demonstrate substantively how these trends find expression in the 
present day. Common ground can be made in this respect with other writers 
who offer a radical critique of contemporary culture. 

Emotions are not something abstract, some steady-state or reified 
phenomenon. There is, for example, a sociogenesis, and not simply a bio
genesis or psychogenesis, of grief or anxiety. When we examine grief
stricken or anxiety-ridden people what we need to do is to locate them in the 
context of a funeral or of parents anxiously pacing outside the room of their 
sick child. We need to examine both the culturally relative and the cultur
ally universal aspects of emotions, patterned as they are along class and 
gender lines. 

Let me conclude by saying that we are dealing here with a relatively 
unexplored landscape. What I have attempted to do in this revision of the 
work of Elias and Dunning is to suggest some promising routes to follow. 
The analysis seeks to open up a dialogue between different perspectives in 
the sociology of sport and leisure. But it does so on the basis of a striving 
for detached critique, not one ideologically predisposed to dismissal of 
alternatives. Therefore, while the analysis presented here remains attached 
principally to the figurational perspective, it takes Elias at his word and sees 
what has been accomplished so far as nothing more than a 'symptom of a 
beginning' . 

Notes 

I. This is a revised version of a paper presented at the ninth annual conference 
of the North American Society for the Sociology of Sport, Cincinnati, Ohio, 
9-13 November 1988. 

2. Moorhouse (1989) makes a similar point, but in mapping out the alternative 
to the work-leisure dichotomy favoured both by Parker and by Clarke and 
Critcher, he fails to recognize that Elias and Dunning have provided a far 
superior conceptualization of the issue than that of Pahl and that the explora
tion of pleasure he identifies as being central has been an integral part of the 
study of sport and leisure which Elias and Dunning have undertaken over the 
past twenty years. This observation will also lay to rest the idea proposed by 
some of those reviewers who assert that a Glasgow-Leicester axis somehow 
exists. 
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5 Sports and Civilization: 
Is Violence the Central 
Problem? 
RUUD STOKVIS 

INTRODUCTION 

In sociological discussions on sports, defining the term 'sport' remains a 
recurring problem. In general, it is best not to deliberate upon the matter for 
too long and to raise the specific subject one has in mind. After all, each and 
everyone of us understands what we are talking about. 

However, when I disagree with the interpretation of the term implied in 
the studies of Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning, I must question its meaning. 
In 'The Genesis of Sport as a Sociological Problem' (Elias and Dunning, 
1986) Elias compares the terms 'sport' and 'industry'. Both terms can be 
used in a wider and a narrower sense (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 129). In the 
narrower sense they are used in relation to the specific characteristics 
developed by industry and sport during the last two centuries. According to 
Elias, these characteristics of sports consist in the fact that the violence in 
game contests is 'relatively restrained' and 'representative of a comparatively 
high sensitivity against playfully inflicting serious injuries on others for the 
delight of spectators' (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 131; see also 19,20). In 
other words, modern sports represent a specific stage in the process of 
civilization and their development can be understood in terms of Elias's 
theory of the civilizing process. 

I do not believe this view of modern sports to be totally wrong but I 
should like to demonstrate that it is too limited, and because of this, it leads 
sociological research on sports too often to matters of violence and its 
control, whereas more important areas for research, such as its formal 
organization and standardization, its diffusion in national societies and 
throughout the world, its professionalization and commercialization, remain 
beyond its scope. A viewpoint on sports will have to be found which will 
enable us to understand changes in their levels of violence as well as these 
other important developments. 

In the first part of this chapter I shall demonstrate how misleading it can 
be when we fix our attention exclusively on the control of violence in 
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sports. In the second part I shall in more general terms expound my objec
tions to Elias's and Dunning's ideas on modern sports and outline a wider 
viewpoint. I shall argue that the main characteristics of modern sports are 
their organization on national and international levels and their accompany
ing standardization. These are also the main differences between modern 
sports and traditional sport-like pastimes. Based upon this viewpoint, the 
third and final part of the chapter offers a short evaluation of Elias's and 
Dunning's work on sports. 

PARLIAMENTARIZATION AND FOX-HUNTING 

In 'An Essay on Sport and Violence' (Elias and Dunning, 1986), English 
fox-hunting is discussed in terms of the theory of the civilizing process. 
According to Elias, the development of fox-hunting is relevant to our 
understanding of the interpretation by the English upper class of the term 
'sport'. From the eighteenth century onwards, fox-hunting became their 
most favourite 'sport'. Characteristic of this form of hunting is, as Elias 
states, the restriction of violence which is implied by the way the hunting is 
performed. Hounds are used that have been trained to chase only the 
specific fox to whose scent they have been introduced and no other animals 
they may come across. The hunters are unarmed and are restricted to riding 
behind the hounds. They get their pleasure from riding the countryside and 
from the tension arising from the hounds hunting the fox. The killing of the 
fox is left to the hounds. The thought of eating the quarry would not enter 
the hunters' minds. During the eighteenth century the development of this 
restrained way of hunting was related to other changes in English society, 
according to Elias. In that same period, as far as political decisions regard
ing English society as a whole were concerned, Parliament became the 
dominating institution. Elias calls this a process of 'parliamentarization'. In 
his view, this process had a civilizing influence on the aristocracy since they 
were the most involved. They were forced to regulate their conflicts, not by 
using physical violence but by party formation and debate. This contributed 
to a process of personality formation characterized, among other things, by 
a taste for pastimes that were less violent than they had previously been; 
that is, a taste for non-violent competition. Before the eighteenth century 
English hunting was much more violent, according to Elias. In those days 
the actual killing of the quarry offered the climax of excitement, whereas in 
fox-hunting the pleasure and excitement were aroused during the time the 
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hounds were chasing the fox. Besides this, the earlier forms of hunting were 
less restricted as to the kinds of animal being hunted. 

If we take a closer look at the development of hunting in England, we 
shall see that the civilized traits in fox-hunting to which Elias refers existed 
long before the process of parliamentarization began. In fact, they devel
oped in France dqring the rise of the absolute monarchy independently of 
any form of parliamentarization. During the reign of James I (1603-25), 
English hunting practices were adapted to the French model. I shall briefly 
describe the civilization of hunting in France and demonstrate how the 
development of English fox-hunting fits into this process. 

In France, the civilization of hunting partly corresponds with Elias's 
depiction of the process of state-formation and its connected changes in 
behaviour, attitudes and feelings. Hunting, as described in an early source 
from 1375, Les Livres du roy Modus et de ta /'Oyne Ratio, still had many of 
the uncivilized traits that Elias attributes to all forms of hunting before the 
process of parliamentarization in England had begun: it was 'crude' and 
warlike and the meat of the hunted animal was used for food. Nearly 200 
years later, in 1561, Jacques du Fouilloux published his book La Venerie. 
This was the first written codification of courtly hunting practices. It was 
meant for those who did not hunt for the sake of obtaining food, but who 
liked hunting for its art (Duchartre, 1973: 549). tnstead of the earlier crude 
slaughtering of, mainly, deer the favourite form of hunting consisted of 
selecting a deer by its scent by a special hound. The deer was then chased 
by a pack of hounds trained for this purpose, while the hunters, male and 
female, followed on horseback until it became exhausted or the hounds had 
lost its scent. The hunters had to be able to ride their horses well and 
anticipate the ruses of the chased animal. The pleasure was gained from the 
able performance of these 'tasks'. In France, and later in England, this style 
of hunting - the hunting 'par force' - became the general way in which the 
elite hunted. 

The typical sport-like characteristics Elias observes in English fox
hunting can already be seen in this way of hunting. It was considered the 
most 'courtly' form of hunting, because the animal had a chance of surviving 
if it possessed enough endurance and intelligence (Duchartre, 1973: 172, 
173). The 'chasse par force' as developed in France during the sixteenth 
century offered the hunters enjoyment and tension gained from the com
petition between the hounds and the deer, while the violence involved in the 
killing of the deer was reduced to a minimum. 

As we have said, this way of hunting was adopted in England during the 
reign of James I at the beginning of the seventeenth century. James had no 
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liking for the 'unmanly slaughter of released animals in enclosed parks' 
which had been common practice during the reign of his predecessor, 
Elizabeth I (1558-1603) (Brailsford, 1969: 28, 110). Its diffusion from 
France to England may be explained in the same way by which English 
sports were adopted in other countries some centuries later. In the seventeenth 
century France became the dominant power in Europe. Manners of the 
French elite became a prestigious model to be followed by the elites of 
neighbouring countries. James I hired French riding masters and specialists 
in hunting to teach the French techniques. French hounds were imported 
and,just like the French, the English elite went hunting 'par force' (Cuddon, 
1980: 436). As in France, their favourite quarry became the deer. 

However, in England deer became scarce during the seventeenth century. 
After the Civil War wild deer could be found in only five areas (ESS, 1968: 
557). So few deer were left that, in the 1660s, Charles II brought deer across 
from Germany to restock the royal parks. He encouraged other landowners 
to do the same (Cuddon, 1980: 437). This scarcity was a result of the 
extension at' arable land and of the production of timber. Lack of order and 
control during the Civil War probably encouraged poaching and contributed 
to the reduction in deer numbers in England. This situation might also 
explain the many complaints made at the time about foxes killing lambs 
(ESS, 1968: 557). Several kinds of fox-hunting had already been practised 
in England during the sixteenth century (Longrigg, 1977: 52), sometimes 
even using hounds specially trained for hunting foxes (Carr, 1986: 36n). 
When deer had become scarce, the obvious alternative quarries were hares 
and faxes, of which there were plenty (Thomas, 1983: 164). Consequently, 
the English elite was forced to transpose their civilized French way of 
hunting deer into hunting hares and faxes. During the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries most of the hunts were probably for hares (Longrigg, 
1977: 131; Carr, 1986: 25). To adapt the 'chasse par force' to the typical 
behaviour of hares and, later, faxes, all kinds of technical changes had to be 
made in the practice of hunting. These changes, however, had nothing to do 
with levels of violence and restraint and sport-like or 'courtly' behaviour 
towards the quarry. Just like the deer, the hares and faxes also received a 
fair chance if they possessed enough endurance and intelligence. 

In the late eighteenth century English fox-hunting was adopted in France. 
This adoption might be explained by a change in the balance of power 
between England and France at the time. Whereas France was the dominating 
power and the cultural centre of Europe in the seventeenth century, England 
took over its position in the following century. 

The interest of the English aristocracy in the French way of hunting 
during James I's reign demonstrates that they had already acquired a taste 
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for pastimes in which the level of violence was relatively restrained before 
Parliament acquired its leading role in politics. The watershed in the history 
of mediaeval and modern England should be placed between 1580 and 
1620. In this period, the central government firmly established its monopoly 
on violence and the aristocrats lost the last traces of their past as practically 
independent warriors (Stone, 1965: 15, 16, 200). There is no indicatioll that 
the experience of non-violent competition between opposing parties in 
Parliament had anything to do with the development of the typically English 
way of fox-hunting. This conclusion is an argument against the kind of 
relationship that Elias suggests exists between parliamentarization and fox
hunting. It has, however, little bearing on the more general theory of the 
civilizing process. 

Comparison of developments in the different forms of hunting in European 
countries shows us a very complicated and interesting picture. They are 
worthy of receiving far more historical and sociological attention than they 
have so far been given. One line of development seems to be the stylization 
of cruelty in hunting in societies with a dominating royal or princely court. 
It is evident that the relatively sport-like 'chasse par force' first developed 
in France during the sixteenth century. However, during the reign of Louis 
XIV (1643-1715) the 'chasse royale' became less sport-like. The etiquette 
that came to control all aspects of life at court was extended to the way in 
which hunting was practised. It became much more ceremonialized and 
ritualized. This was probably not easy to combine with the uncertainty of 
success inherent in the 'chasse par force'. In the 'chasse royale' the in
volvement of many servants was required to ascertain that the quarry, 
usually a deer, was driven to a particular spot in the wood which had been 
specially prepared and surrounded by nets, where it could be killed in the 
presence of the king and his courtiers. 

Gelman princes and their courtiers had an even crueller taste. Whereas in 
the 'chasse royale' some elements of the 'chasse par force' were main
tained - in particular, the identification of the animal one wanted to kill -
German aristocrats amused themselves by having all the animals in a 
certain area driven before their guns or into an enclosed area where they 
could be slaughtered easily (Cuddon, 1980: 436). 

This tendency to have relatively cruel forms of hunting in societies with 
dominating courts may also, as I have already stated, be observed in 
England during the reign of Elizabeth I. In England in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries the prominence of the relatively sport-like hunting 'par 
force' for deer, and later for hares and foxes, might be related to the 
relatively independent position of English aristocrats vis-a-vis the royal court 
after the reign of Elizabeth I. This position also influenced the process of 
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parliamentarization, but in order to understand the evolution of fox-hunting 
and other sports in England, one should look at this position more generally. 

If the interpretation of the origin of English fox-hunting I have given 
proves correct and refutes that of Elias, how is his misconception to be 
explained? In my opinion, it might be related to too much reliance upon a 
well-proven theory, in this case, his own theory of the civilizing process. 
One may be too easily satisfied with a few facts about a certain phenomenon 
that will fit the theory. Elias's sources of his statement on fox-hunting are 
two nineteenth-century encyclopaedias and one more-or-Iess contemporary 
source: a book by a very rich and famous non-aristocratic huntsman, Peter 
Beckford, written in 1796 when fox-hunting had been fashionable for some 
time (Longrigg, 1977: 120). From sources such as these one can hardly 
hope to obtain a reliable view of the development of fox-hunting. 

A related risk in using a well-established theory is selective perception. 
According to Elias and Dunning, the predominant characteristic of the 
development of popular pastimes into modern sports was the restraints on 
the violence of the participants involved in the activities. Their favourite 
example is the development of hurling. They could also have chosen box
ing; and in sixteenth-century France, hunting would be a good example. Yet 
there are many other sports that were once popular pastimes which deve
loped into modern sports without ever having had any problems concerning 
violence. I shall comment on this in the next section. As to fox-hunting, it 
was not changes in the level of its violence that made it an early example of 
modern sport, but the formation of clubs and great aristocratic hunts which 
came to use a standardized version offox-hunting, the so-called Meynellian 
system (Carr, 1986: 45-65). 

FORMAL ORGANIZATION OR CONTROL OF VIOLENCE? 

Not all popular pastimes had a violent character before they were trans
formed into modern sports. Violence was only involved in those pastimes 
whose competition brought the participants into close physical contact. 
Besides hurling and boxing, one might think of wrestling and fencing. 
Violence - according to modern standards we should say cruelty - was 
involved in a great many pastimes involving animals, such as cock-fighting, 
dog-fighting, bull baiting and so on. Nearly all these sports were suppressed 
during the nineteenth century; they either entirely disappeared or were 
illegally practised in obscure places. Most of the pastimes that evolved into 



Sports and Civilization 127 

modern sports, such as cricket, golf, bowling, tennis, archery, horse-racing 
and all the other sports involving racing, did not have a violent character. 

The reader of Elias's essay 'The Genesis of Sport as a Sociological 
Problem' (Elias and Dunning, 1986) who is aware of the non-violent 
character of most of the pastimes that turned into sports, will share my 
disagreement. As I have stated before, his essay makes a distinction between 
the broader and the narrower sense of the word 'sport', and then begins to 
demythologize the idea that modern sports can be interpreted as a revival of 
ancient Greek sports. The argument is that the level of violence in Greek 
sports was incomparably higher than in modern sports. The difference can 
only be explained by taking into account the virtually constant state of war 
between the various cities in Greece. As a matter of fact, this part of the 
essay is, on its own, very interesting and valuable indeed. However, it 
strongly suggests that the main difference between modern sports and other 
pastimes is a matter of the control of violence. Given the fact that so many 
modern sports evolved from non-violent pastimes, this simply cannot be 
true. Changes in the level of tolerated violence observed in some sports 
should be interpreted as aspects of a more general development of pastimes 
into modern sports. 

The need for a more general interpretation certainly does not imply that 
the theory of the civilizing process and its underlying figurational approach 
become superfluous. One should merely avoid the tendency to restrict 
observations on the development of sports to changes in the control of 
violence. Looking at Elias's study of the civilizing process, we see that the 
basic phenomena he examines are networks of interdependency. In Europe, 
from the Middle Ages onwards, these networks became larger and more 
complex. Changes taking place on the level of the personality of the people 
involved must be related to the developments of these networks. The 
development of nation-states, being pacified and centrally governed terri
tories, and the accompanying changes in attitudes and feelings towards 
violence are one concrete manifestation of the general process of the increase 
in scale and complexity of interdependencies between people. My proposal 
is to regard the development of modern sports as another manifestation of 
this same general process. 

The difference from Elias's and Dunning's approach to sports is that its 
development is not predominantly interpreted as an aspect of the process of 
state formation and the control of violence. Of course, one must take these 
processes into account, but the rise of modern sports should, however, 
primarily be interpreted as another manifestation of the increase in the scale 
and complexity of social life in Europe and the USA. 
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What does this mean for the explanation of the rise of modern sports? 
The approach I propose directs attention first of all to the development of 
interdependencies in the field of pastimes and sports. Then the main trend 
becomes one from locally organized pastimes varying from place to place, 
to internationally standardized sports. An important initial stage in this 
development was the organization on a national level of some local pas
times in England during the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centu
ries. This took place in Newmarket, when the great horse-races were first 
organized (1605) and later when the Jockey Club was founded (1751). Also 
in the eighteenth century cricket clubs and golf clubs were established to 
regulate these games nationally. As for rowing, the organization of the 
Henley Regatta in 1839 was of national importance. Restraining violence 
was not an issue in the organization and standardization of these sports at a 
national level. A violent sport such as boxing also became somewhat more 
standardized during the eighteenth century. But the rules Jack Broughton 
proposed in 1743 had just as much to do with the standardization of the way 
matches had to be organized as the control of its violence. Only one out of 
the seven rules he introduced concerned the regulation of violence in this 
sport (Fleischer and Andre, 1966: 12). Here, standardization and the control 
of violence went together. 

As Dunning and Sheard point out (1979: 85), in the case of football the 
main problem for the pupils of each public school was to agree common 
rules for their school game. When the contacts between the schools became 
more frequent, the problem of standardization ar~se at the interschoollevel. 
The control of violence, in the form of whether or not to accept 'hacking', 
became an issue, not on its own, but in relation to the more fundamental 
dispute between the proponents of the dribbling and the handling game 
(Green, 1953: 33, see para. 4). It contributed to the division of football into 
soccer and rugby. But this issue was only one, although an important one, 
among many to be decided upon, in order to arrive eventually at nationally 
standardized versions of soccer and rugby. 

The relatively early increase in the scale and complexity of life in 
England could also be seen in the fields of trade, industry, politics and 
cultural life. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries England became 
the wealthiest and most powerful country in the world. Everything that 
furthered this development stimulated the increase in scale and complexity 
in the field of sports also. This showed itself in early organization and 
standardization on a national level. 

This lengthening of the chains of interdependence (Elias) did not stop at 
the frontiers of England. Especially during the nineteenth century, relations 
between the European countries intensified. They all had to cope with the 
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competition from England, the first industrializing nation (Landes, 1969: 
126). Wanting to strengthen their countries, the e~ites of the other European 
nations were orientated towards the way of life of the English elite: they 
thought it was one of the secrets of the economic and political power of 
England (MacAloon, 1981: 80). Sports clubs were established according to 
English examples. These clubs formed national organizations and, in a 
surprisingly short period, international organizations were also established, 
among them the International Olympic Committee (1894). The leaders of 
these organizations were responsible for the world-wide standardization of 
sports. 

It is unlikely that anyone will dispute that certain of the origins of 
modern sports are to be found in England. But it was the process of national 
and international organization that made sport the internationally standard
ized phenomenon that we know today. As part of this process the restraining 
of violence took place in some sports but not in all of them. 

Returning to the origins of sport in England, one can ask why, if 
parliamentarization was not an important influence, were aristocrats the 
first to organize local pastimes into nationally standardized sports? To 
answer this question one has to consider the social position of the English 
aristocracy in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Elias 
makes the same point. But if organization and standardization on a national 
and international level are regarded as the central characteristics of modern 
sports, different aspects of this position become of interest. A relevant 
aspect of their position was their greater autonomy, compared with France, 
in relation to the king and the central government (Stone, 1965: 503). The 
king did not force them to live at his court and did not undermine the 
regional power of the landowners. In England there was no official like the 
non-aristocratic intendant in France, who represented the central government 
at regional level and usurped the administrative and juridical powers that 
were once held by the big landowners. In England, as Elias also observes, 
many aristocrats lived for part of the year on their estates and for part of the 
year, during the 'season', in London. The 'season' was linked with parlia
mentary sessions. This is probably the only connection between 
parliamentarization and the origin of sports. It is unnecessary to speculate 
about its possible influence on the increase in aristocratic preference for 
relatively non-violent competition. The 'season' was associated with sport
like activities and aristocrats from all the different regions of the country 
had to agree on the rules of these events. This is one side of the English 
setting in which nationally standardized sports were realized. 

The other side is the relation between the aristocrats and the people of 
their region. As the regional position of the nobility was defunctionalized to 
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a lesser extent than that of their French counterparts they were in closer 
contact with the regional population (Carr, 1986: 49). They had no need to 
separate themselves from the population because their social position had 
been firmly established. In this situation they could learn to appreciate local 
pastimes and could afford to participate to some degree without risking 
their prestige. They also organized some of these pastimes when they were 
in London. Here they had to agree on a common version. These agreements 
led to the rise of the first nationally standardized pastimes: sports. 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the relatively restrained 
violence and cruelty in English hunting practices compared with those in 
countries having dominant courts is probably related to the position of the 
aristocrats in their regional environment. The absence of a very exclusive 
court society that encompassed their whole lives probably made the English 
aristocrats susceptible to the opinions of 'well-to-do townsmen' and 'edu
cated country clergymen'. During the seventeenth century these groups 
were the first to develop a new compassion for animals (Thomas, 1983: 
183). 

Without doubt, this analysis needs more elaboration. The English land
owners formed a well-differentiated class. The smaller landowners, the 
squires, probably played an important role in the relationship between the 
big aristocratic landowners and the common people. How these relations 
were structured and what role sports and hunting played in them should be 
researched more fully. 

If we take the development of clubs, national and international organi
zations and the accompanying process of standardization as fundamental to 
the rise of modem sports, the question remains: how should we interpret the 
restriction in the level of tolerated violence which can indeed be observed 
in some sports? According to the ideas presented so far, the answer is that 
as long as sports remained local pastimes no important objections were 
raised against their possible brutality. Hurling games, boxing and wrestling 
matches were not frequently held. They were generally one among many 
events at some local festivities. In these local situations the division of 
labour was not yet very complicated. Many people worked for themselves 
or were involved in work which did not crucially depend on that of others. 
People could be absent without impeding the work of others. These pastimes 
were standardized when they came to be practised by wider groups of 
participants on a more regular basis, independent of local activities. In the 
process of standardization measures were taken to control the violence. 
These activities came to be practised by people with interdependent jobs in 
organizations who could not afford to get regularly hurt (Dunning and 
Sheard, 1979: llO). These developments should be interpreted as aspects of 
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a general process of social change to which employers, churches and the 
police made active contributions (Bailey, 1978: 17 passim). Of course, Elias, 
Dunning and their co-authors do realize this, but in restricting their attention 
to attempts to suppress the violence in some sports, they do not notice the 
much more important processes of organization and standardization in most 
sports. 

FIGURATIONAL SOCIOLOGY, CIVILIZATION AND SPORTS 

It will be clear that these critical remarks and proposals for an alternative 
view of sports remain completely within the assumptions of the figurational 
sociological approach. They are also in accordance with the theory of the 
civilizing process. But they are directed against a too-narrow focus on the 
development of sports in which the restriction of the level of tolerated 
violence takes a central place. What is only one aspect in the development 
of some modern sports is considered the defining characteristic of modern 
sports in general. Before I trace the consequences of this misconception in 
Elias's and Dunning's work, it is only fair to say that it does not blemish all 
their work on the subject. 

In 'The Quest for Excitement' (Elias and Dunning, 1986) some concepts 
are offered that are essential to the understanding of spectators' interests not 
only in sporting events but also in other kinds of amusements that try to 
attract a mass public. The idea of a tension-balance, which was first developed 
in 'Dynamics of Sport Groups' (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 200), is a sen
sitizing concept that directs attention to the way in which tension is built up 
in different kinds of sport. Connected with this is the concept of mimesis as 
the agreeable sensation evoked by the tension of amusements. Mimesis is a 
well-known term and in this chapter is connected with the theory of the 
civilizing process. An increasing control of nature, of interpersonal rela
tions and of individual affects makes people's lives become routine and 
dull. The function of all kinds of amusements is to evoke a pleasurable 
tension and to present opportunities to let these tensions flow freely into 
spontaneous, but harmless behaviour (catharsis). 

This is a much more realistic account of the functions of amusements 
and the needs of the public than its Marxist alternative which hypothesises 
that people become frustrated because of the exploitation and alienation of 
everyday life. They release the aggression evoked by this frustration (their 
version of catharsis) as spectators (Vinnai, 1970: 83). The strong point of 
Elias's and Dunning's ideas on this subject is that they do not only apply to 
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soccer or other mass sports but to all kinds of amusements. These ideas 
enable us to understand the behaviour of people in soccer stadiums as well 
as of those in concert halls and theatres. This behaviour is not easily 
interpreted as a release of aggression. So why should this be the case with 
spectators at sporting events. 

The main critical remarks I have made in this chapter deal with the 
excessive concentration on violence in Elias's and Dunning's work on 
sports and the empirical mistakes resulting from it. This criticism obviously 
becomes irrelevant to all those issues in which violence does playa central 
role. One of these is the phenomenon of football hooliganism. In my 
opinion, the work of Dunning and his colleagues Murphy and Williams 
offers an important contribution to the sociological understanding of these 
remarkable forms of disturbance at soccer games. This is a result of their 
long-term perspective and the emphasis they put on the interdependence of 
social events. As to this last characteristic, they follow Becker's advice 'to 
look at all the people involved in any episode of alleged deviance' (Becker, 
1973: 183). The long-term perspective makes it possible to find out what is 
specific and needs to be explained about the period under investigation. As 
regards hooliganism, Dunning and his colleagues point to the attention 
given to fights and riots by the mass media after the World Cup Finals of 
1966. They trace its consequences and the way in which it influenced 
hooliganism. Compared with Taylor's work, they do not need to introduce 
an unresearched and idealized past in which spectators and players were 
intimately related to analyze the present. 

Yet from a more international perspective, the historical analysis of 
Dunning seems to be incomplete. In the whole of Europe until the twentieth 
century fighting used to be an unavoidable activity related to festivities of 
the lower and rural classes (Burke, 1978: 183). With the diffusion of soccer 
this custom was continued in the regular fights between supporters of 
soccer clubs from neighbouring communities. Today's hooligans seem to 
continue this custom in the modern setting of the matches between pro
fessionallarge-city soccer teams. This agrees with the ideas of Dunning and 
his colleagues that some parts of the working classes have not been incor
porated as fully in 'civilized' society as most other classes (Dunning et al., 
1988: 227), and have continued to adhere to the older behavioural patterns 
of supporters. The precise way in which this continuation was brought 
about is still a problem for research. Increasing opportunities for groups of 
supporters to travel probably contributed to it (Dunning et at., 1988: 75). In 
the analysis of Dunning et al. this line of inquiry could have been elaborated 
more thoroughly. Furthermore, it is remarkable that some of the useful 
concepts on spectator behaviour developed in Quest for Excitement are not 
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used in the studies on hooliganism. As Elias and Dunning have indicated, 
mimetic characteristics of matches always involve the risk of pleasurable 
tensions becoming really threatening (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 80). This 
seems to be the case in many of the incidents in which the public attacked 
either the referee, players of the visiting team or each other. One should 
make a distinction between these cases and the behaviour of more-or-Iess 
organized groups which, with a certain degree of premeditation, aim at 
disturbing order before, during and after matches (Stokvis, 1,989: ISO). 

Concentration on violence is of some use for an understanding of the 
initial stage of the development of sports in public schools. Relationships 
between general social changes, reform of the public schools and the role of 
team games are well analyzed in the first five chapters of Barbarians, 
Gentlemen and Players (Dunning and Sheard, 1979). But in order to un
derstand how soccer and rugby became organized and standardized on a 
national level, in other words, how they became sports in the modern sense, 
one has to study the way in which these sports diffused, how their practi
tioners became more interdependent and how this resulted in their wish to 
organize the sports on a national level. 

From the 1840s onwards, problems of standardizing football games from 
different public schools became the most important force behind changes in 
the rules (Green, 1953: 15). Questions related to the violence of the game 
formed one of many problem areas on which a consensus had to be reached. 
Dunning and Sheard do not neglect the organizational issues, but these 
serve merely as a background for their description of the debate on 'hacking', 
which was connected with the separation of soccer and rugby. In the case of 
these sports, the question about the level of tolerated violence was indeed an 
issue. In spite of this, to understand their development, the whole process of 
national organization should be made the central focus of study, even in the 
case of football. In the present state, Dunning's and Sheard's account of 
relations between the most influential opponents during the founding years 
of football is not very convincing. 

One uncertainty concerns the relative importance of the issues of 'hacking' 
and the use of hands in football. In 1863 (the year in which the Football 
Association was founded) and 1871 (when the Rugby Union was founded) 
the fundamental dispute seems to have been between the proponents of the 
'kicking' and of the 'handling' game. Those who favoured 'hacking' were 
generally also in favour of 'handling'. When the issue of 'hacking' entered 
the talks on the founding of the Rugby Union, those who had argued in 
favour of it and had lost when the Football Association was founded now 
pleaded against it (Harris, 1975: 108; Green, 1953: 33). This suggests that 
it was not such a fundamental issue as Dunning and Sheard consider it to be. 
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Dunning's and Sheard's view on the earlier stages of the relations 
between public schools is also debatable. They do not take into account that 
one of Thomas Arnold's predecessors at Rugby, Thomas James, was an 
Etonian who had introduced the rules of the Eton 'field game' there (Green, 
1953: 12). In this game carrying the ball was not allowed. This kicking 
game was predominant at traditional elite public schools such as Eton 
(Green, p. 13). At Rugby around 1840 it became permissible to carry the 
ball (Harris, 1975: 123). Perhaps this innovation should be seen in the light 
of the competition between the public schools. But then, contrary to what 
Dunning and Sheard wrote, it was not the Etonians who tried to distinguish 
themselves from Rugbeians (Dunning and Sheard, 1979: 99). It was the 
other way around. The suggestion that efforts to be more civilized than the 
lower classes played a role at Rugby (Dunning and Sheard, 1979: 86) only 
cause unnecessary complications in understanding what actually happened. 
For example, in the interpretation offered by Dunning and Sheard it remains 
unexplained why at Rugby, where non-violent middle-class values had the 
strongest support, rugby football became established as a relatively violent 
sport, whereas the more traditionally orientated Etonians developed a less
violent variety of football. 

The theory of the civilizing process is certainly useful in explaining the 
general trend towards the restriction of violence in football. But in order to 
understand the development of relations between the public schools and its 
consequences for the early development of football, the interdependences 
between these schools and the struggles concerning the standardization of 
the game in general should be the central focus of study. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The basic distinguishing characteristic of modem sports is their inter
national organization and standardization and not, as Elias suggests, the 
relatively low level of tolerated violence. The process of controlling vio
lence is only an issue in some sports and often not an important one. Even 
in boxing, the central problems had more to do with the organization of the 
sport - for example, the control of corruption - than with the control of its 
violence. In the case of hooliganism, the emphasis on violence is justified 
because violence is central to the phenomenon. But it already becomes 
questionable in Elias's and Dunning's interpretation of the development of 
football. Elias's speculations on the relationship between parliamentarization 
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and fox-hunting show to what misconceptions this exclusive concentration 
on violence and its control in sports can lead. 

This critique is not, as I have previously stated, intended to be a denun
ciation of the importance of figurational sociology or of the theory of the 
civilizing process in research on sports. Emphasizing the interpretation of 
phenomena as phases in long-term processes and their comparison in dif
ferent periods is an essential contribution to the sociology of sport. So is the 
attention given to the interdependence of phenomena and the way in which 
social developments are manifested in the personality of the people involved. 
My critique concerns only the tendency to reduce civilizing processes in 
sports to restrictions in the levels of tolerated violence. 
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6 Chariot Races, Tournaments 
and the Civilizing Process* 
ALLEN GUTTMANN 

AVAILABLE PARADIGMS 

To the many halls, chambers, nooks and crannies of historical experience 
there is no single theoretical password. For some rooms, one says 'Marx' 
and the door swings open. For others, one says 'Weber' or 'Durkheim' or 
'Freud'. For some, the magic name seems to be 'Elias'. This, at least, has 
been my experience. The reference to my own experience is intentional. 
Although positivistic social science frowns upon the use of personal pro
nouns, it is salutary to recall a remark by Henry David Thoreau: 'We 
commonly do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person that 
is speaking.' In this introductory section of my four-part essay, I shall 
comment on the role that Norbert Elias and other theorists have played in 
my own research in sports studies. 

When I turned, nearly twenty years ago, from research in American 
history and literature to sports studies, I began a monograph that was 
supposed to demonstrate, in a manner reminiscent of Alexis de Tocqueville, 
that American sports are uniquely American. I concluded my research with 
the opposite conviction, that is, that the cultural differences between American 
and European sports, while undeniably real, are quite superficial compared 
to the extraordinary differences between modern sports and the sports of 
preliterate, ancient and mediaeval cultures. It was impossible for me to 
contemplate the cultic associations of the Greek periodos or the stickball 
games of the American Indians and not see in our modern sports a confir
mation of Max Weber's theories about the Entzauberung (,disenchantment') 
of the world. It was equally impossible for me to overlook the obvious 
similarity between the Verwissenschaftlichll!lg (,scienticization') of sports 
and the modern mania for rationalization in all its many forms - including 
bureaucratization. How can one !lot recognize in the specialization, stand
ardization and quantification of sports an instance of the larger Weberian 
movement from traditional to modern society? 

Before I sat down to write From Ritual to Record (1978), I had read Eric 
Dunning's brilliant essay 'The Structural-Functional Properties of Folk
Games and Modern Sports' (1973), which I found extremely helpful for the 
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kinds of distinctions I wished to make. Dunning's primary focus, however, 
was on ball games as they evolved from the mediaeval to the modern 
period. My goal was a paradigm that strove to include a wider spectrum of 
sports across a longer span of time. While I took notes on what Dunning had 
to say about Uber den Prozess del' Zivilisation (Elias, 1976) and bought a 
copy of the Suhrkamp edition, I laid the book aside for some months. From 
Ritual to Record appeared with references to Dunning's essay and to one of 
the essays he wrote in co-operation with Norbert Elias, 'The Quest for 
Excitement in Unexciting Societies' (Elias and Dunning, 1970), but it was 
Henning Eichberg's masterpiece, Leistung, Spannung, Geschwindigkeit 
(1978) that finally brought home to me the fact that Norbert Elias had 
produced a sociological classic that was clearly indispensable for the 
monograph I intended to write on sports spectators. This realization was 
intensified when I read Barbarians, Gentlemen and Players, the landmark 
study which Eric Dunning and Kenneth Sheard published in 1979. 

Before I was able to concentrate on my historical study of the spectators, 
however, I had to finish a project already underway; namely, a study of 
A very Brundage and his role as president of the International Olympic 
Committee (1952-72). Although I read Norbert Elias at this time and 
discussed his work with a number of historians and sociologists, it was 
Emile Durkheim's paradigm of mechanical and organic solidarity that lay 
behind my speculations about the communal forms and rituals that give the 
Olympic Games their extraordinary fascination. Durkheim's name never 
appeared in the text of The Games Must Go On (1984), an intentionally 
untheoretical book, but I emphasized Pierre de Coubertin's and Avery 
Brundage's efforts to constitute the modern games as a secular religion. In 
Brundage's case if not in Coubertin's, the games were perceived as a 
substitute for Judaism, Christianity, Islam and other faiths, all of which had, 
in Brundage's view, failed to provide an ethical basis for life in the twen
tieth century. 

Having satisfied my desire to write a biography, I concentrated my 
research on the spectators, modestly detetmining to write a history of sports 
spectatorship from antiquity to the present. It was clear to me even before 
I began the intensive research, that Norbert Elias had provided the most 
useful theoretical framework and that Eric Dunning and his Leicester 
associates had done valuable historical and sociological work on football 
hooliganism and related topics. 

That the figurational model is more than a methodology seems clear. 
Methodologically, the figurational approach concentrates upon 'historically 
produced and reproduced networks of interdependence' (Rojek, 1985: 158). 
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The stress on interdependence signals the determination to avoid 'crude 
economic determinism', 'prime movers' and the misguided quest for some 
single explanation for all social phenomena (Dunning and Sheard, 1979: 8). 
The historical stress indicates an equally important determination to eschew 
the 'snapshot at a moment in time' analysis which greatly diminishes the 
usefulness of many sociological studies. Employing this multi-causal his
torical approach, the 'figurationists' have demonstrated the applicability of 
their methods to empirical research by analyzing 'the civilizing process' as 
it occurred through various moments in European history. These demon
strations have involved Elias et al., implicitly if not explicitly, despite their 
desire to avoid determinism, in speculations about causation. The modem 
centralized state, for instance, looms as a force behind 'the civilizing pro
cess', and the commitment of young working-class males to a traditional 
conception of masculinity explains a good deal of today's 'soccer 
hooliganism' . 

With both the methodological and the explanatory aspects of figurational 
sociology in mind, I sought to understand the spectators. One of my purposes, 
therefore, was to see how well the Elias-Dunning approach fits the historical 
facts for the distant past. Specifically, how much sense does it make to 
speak of a 'civilizing process' in antiquity and in the Middle Ages? Can the 
Elias-Dunning model help us understand the chariot races of Rome and 
Byzantium and the tournaments of mediaeval Europe? 

CIRCUS FACTIONS 

Like Tocqueville, Marx and Weber, Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning are 
historical sociologists whose magna opera are filled with precisely noted 
historical data. I If we are to consider the chariot races of the Roman circus 
and the Byzantine hippodrome as a test case of figurational sociology, we 
have to bear in mind the basic historical facts. Fortunately, like the exam
ples that make Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation such a wonderful 
sourcebook, the facts have an intrinsic interest quite apart from their useful
ness as evidence. 

It is impossible to state flatly that chariot races were the most popular 
Roman and Byzantine sport. Although fewer days were devoted to the races 
than to the munera (human combats) and venationes (man-animal com
bats), the populace may well have lusted for more gladiators and fewer 
charioteers. In the middle of the fourth century the Roman calendar had ten 
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days of gladiatorial games and 66 days of chariot races, but this ratio of 
nearly seven to one may not have reflected the public's preferences (Balsdon, 
1969: 244-52). If we assume that sports facilities are constructed, to some 
degree, in response to the builder's conception of popular demand, archi
tecture is a clue to popularity. The Colosseum, that symbol of the Roman 
holiday, held about 50,000 spectators while the Circus Maximus - one of 
Rome's five hippodromes - may have had room for five times as many 
spectators (Carcopino, 1940: 214-15). 

That the chariot races were extremely popular is unquestionable. The 
fourth-century AD historian Ammianus Marcellinus (quoted in Harris, 1972: 
221-2) was astonished at the passion for chariot races: 

Now let me describe the mass of the people, unemployed and with too 
much time on their hands .... For them the Circus Maximus is temple, 
home, community centre and the fulfilment of all their hopes. All over 
the city you can see them quarrelling fiercely about the races .... They 
declare that the country will be ruined if at the next meeting their own 
particular champion does not come first off the starting-gate and keep his 
horses in line as he brings them round the post. Before dawn on a race 
day they all rush headlong for a place on the terraces at such speed that 
they could almost beat the chariots themselves. 

In this account, of course, one detects the intellectual's puzzlement at 
plebeian enthusiasms. 

From the written record and from archeological remains scattered around 
the entire Mediterranean basin, John H. Humphrey (1986) has been able to 
write an architectural history of the Roman circus which is also a splendidly 
detailed account of exactly what happened in the typical race, but his 
magisterial book, Roman Circuses, provides more technical information 
than we need for our present purposes, which is to look not at the drama of 
the four-horse chariot race but at the attendant drama of spectator behav
IOUr. 

A word about the charioteers is relevant, however, because they, not the 
horses and certainly not the chariots, were the focus of the spectators' 
interest. Many of the charioteers were slaves who eventually purchased 
their freedom with their prize money (Cameron, 1976: 219). Those who 
were free men, by birth or by manumission, were officially of low status, 
like the gladiators, but were actually lionized by the sports-mad Roman 
populace. The first-century satirical poet Martial complained comically -
perhaps jealously as well - about the ubiquitous portraits of a certain 
SCOl'PUS: Aureus ut SCOIpi IUlSUS ubique micet (,The golden nose of SCOl'PUS 
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twinkled everywhere') (quoted in Carcopino, 1940: 219). Golden because 
he was richly rewarded in monetary terms? There is no question about the 
rewards reaped by the sixth-century Byzantine charioteer, Porphyrius, one 
of antiquity's most famous athletes. The idol of Constantinople, he was 
honoured by at least 32 epigrams in the Creek Anthology (Cameron, 1973: 
I). His stone figure, towering over the four horses of his quadriga, is still 
visible on a monument in the hippodrome (Hoenle and Henze, 1981: 103, 
PI. 71). Behind him one can see the carved figures of the enthusiastically 
cheering spectators. 

At the chariot races, as at the gladiatorial games, specific categories of 
people were allotted specific sections of the hippodrome. At the Circus 
Maximus in Rome, Augustus and the other members of the imperial family 
observed the races while reclining upon their pulvinar (a large couch). The 
first-century emperor Claudius provided special stone seats for senators; his 
infamous successor, Nero, installed seats for the equestrian class (Carcopino, 
1940: 214; Balsdon, 1969: 260). (Nero's love of the circus races was so 
excessive that he murdered his wife, Poppaea, because she chided him on 
his late return from a day at the races (Harris, 1972: 215). As long as they 
did not usurp the seats of the senators and knights, first-century plebeians 
sat wherever they pleased. With the emperor in his imperial box, 'surrounded 
by representatives of all ranks and classes seated in due order, the circus 
was indeed a microcosm of the Roman state' (Cameron, 1976: 231). Here, 
visibly, was a social figuration. 

In the Circus Maximus in Rome, the partisans of the Blues and the 
Greens - the 'circus factions' discussed in Alan Cameron's (1976: 50, 79) 
authoritative book of that title - probably had their own sections, very much 
like the football fans of modern Britain. In Constantinople the partisans in 
their distinctive blue and green jackets sat in two sections on the north-west 
side of the hippodrome, directly opposite the emperor ensconced in his 
grand kathisma (the imperial box). 

We can be certain that men and women sat together and that the races 
were an opportunity for sexual adventure. In his Life of Sulla, Plutarch, the 
gossipy second-century historian, tells how the dictator's wife first attracted 
his attention by sitting behind him at the games and plucking a thread from 
his toga. The poet Ovid (1957: 109-10), a contemporary of Augustus, 
giving tips to lovers in his Ars Amaforia, advised women to display their 
good looks at the races: 'Nothing is gained if you hide'. In the Amores, the 
poet (Ovid, 1957: 69) described the erotic possibilities of a rendezvous at 
the circus: 'You watch the races, and I watch you - what a wonderful 
system! Each of us feasting our eyes on the delights that we prize.' The 
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satirist Juvenal (1958: 35), writing in the second century AD, had a different 
view of flirtation. His verses flayed 'the tarts who display their wares at the 
Circus', which is the attitude one might expect from the poet who bequeathed 
us the phrase, panem et circenses. luvenal's reference to 'tarts' was meant 
literally; prostitutes commonly sought customers at the races and led them 
to brothels conveniently located in the arcades of the Circus Maximus 
(Balsdon, 1969: 253). Ovid's female spectators are more interested in am or 
than in the outcome of the races. The sixth-century historian, Procopius, 
was also sarcastic about female motivation, noting that the female fans 
sometimes joined the circus factions in their riots' although they never even 
went to the games' (Cameron, 1976: 273). 

Quite apart from this perennial male suspicion about female commitment 
to spectator sports, one can turn the tables on Ovid and Procopius and ask 
whether or not the men were well informed about the fine points of 
charioteering. Pliny the Younger (1963: 236), whose letters are a major 
source for first-century Roman life, portrayed the fans of the first century AD 

as a mindless mob. He professed surprise that 

so many thousands of adult men should have such a childish passion for 
watching galloping horses and drivers standing in chariots, over and over 
again. If they were attracted by the speed of the horses or the drivers' 
skill, one should account for it, but in fact it is the racing colours they 
really support and care about, and if the colours were to be exchanged in 
mid-course during a race, they would transfer their favour and enthusi
asm and rapidly desert the famous drivers and horses whose names they 
shout as they recognize them from afar. Such is the popularity and 
importance of a worthless shirt. 

All we need to be convinced of the similarity of ancient and modern 
spectators is to hear the Romans shout 'Numerus Unus Sumus'! 

Tertullian, writing in the late second or early third century, was even 
more appalled by the irrationality of the fans. 

Look at the people, in a state of frenzy when they arrive at the spectacle, 
already disordered, already blind, already maddened! For them the praetor 
[a Roman official] is too slow. Their eyes are already on the urn from 
which the jumbled lots will be drawn [to determine starting positions]. 
And then they wait in anxious tension for the start - one scream, one 
insanity! (Weber, 1983: 105) 
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The circus, thought Tertullian, was no place for a good Christian. 
The 'childish passion' of the chariot-race spectators has sometimes been 

construed as political apathy, but this is a false conclusion. The sports 
spectators of the Roman Empire were politically involved but not in the 
forms presently institutionalized in modem political democracies. It was, in 
fact, the very absence of political parties which necessitated substitute forms 
of political expression. The political functions of the eighteenth-century 
English and French crowd, studied by George Rude and others. were 
fulfilled - to some degree - by the sports spectators of Rome and Byzan
tium. In the absence of political parties, Roman sports became a mechanism 
for the expression, and also for the manipulation, of popular opinion (Hardy, 
1977). They were, writes Traugott Bollinger (1969: 71), a 'safety-valve for 
dissatisfaction and a substitute for democratic assemblies'. In an age that 
lacked modem means of mass communications, the hippodrome brought 
together a significant fraction of the capital's total population and allowed 
for immediate symbolic interaction between the rulers and the ruled. 

Sports spectators, like theatre spectators, were expected to greet emperors 
with worshipful shouts of acclamation. The emperors often used the circus 
to present heirs to the throne. The circus was also used for the punishment 
of criminals and for the public humiliation of cowardly soldiers. Although 
the emperors and their consorts lay upon the pulvinar (in Rome) or sat in the 
kathisma (in Constantinople), visible symbols of power and authority, they 
were nonetheless accessible to petitioners. They were also exposed to 
expressions of discontent. Since the emperors were often as partisan as 
anyone else, spectators voiced their political displeasure by jeering at the 
faction the emperor favoured and cheering for the opposition. This was not 
always without risk. Caracalla, who ruled from 211 to 217 AD, responded to 
such adverse partisanship by sending soldiers to assault the offenders 
(Cameron, 1976: 179-80). 

The second-century AD historian Dio Cassius reports several occasions 
when the circus was the site for political protests. During the reign of 
Commodus, for instance, the plebeians were convinced that the official 
Cleander was hoarding grain. The races gave them the opportunity to 
articulate their anger: 

There were chariot races. As the horses were about to begin the seventh 
race, a crowd of children stormed into the Circus. They were led by a 
large, angry maiden, who was later thought to be a goddess. At the same 
time, the children cried out bitterly [against Cleander], and the people 
assembled in the Circus took up the insults and screamed all sorts of 
invectives. At length, the crowd stormed down from their seats and 
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approached Commodus, crying his praises but shouting condemnations 
against Cleander. (Weber, 1983: 234). 

The excited crowd took to the streets of Rome, threatened the emperor's 
villa and finally succeeded in 'persuading' Commodus to dismiss Cleander. 

The protests were not always limited to shouts of disapproval and demands 
for the redress of grievances. The public was often violent, and this, of 
course, is what has attracted the attention of modern scholars anxious to 
understand the sports violence of the twentieth century. In Constantinople 
the circus factions rioted at a level that makes twentieth-century mobs seem 
almost non-violent. In the fifth and sixth centuries, spectator violence 
increased and troops were repeatedly called upon to halt the mayhem and 
restore some kind of order. The fans of the capital set the city's wooden 
hippodrome on fire in 491, 498, 507 and 532 AD, whereupon the emperor 
Justinian constructed a stone stadium (Guilland, 1948). After a victory by 
Porphyrius in 507 in the circus at Antioch, the jubilant Greens ran wild and 
burned the local synagogue (Malalas, 1940: 111; Cameron, 1976: 150). The 
worst of these many riots took place in Constantinople in January 532 when 
supporters of the Blues and the Greens made common cause. Prisoners 
about to be executed on the 13th were rescued by the mob, which sub
sequently ignored Justinian's attempt to appease them with the promise of 
additional games. On the 14th the emperor acceded to demands that he 
dismiss the unpopular John of Cappodocia. By 18 January the still unpacified 
mob proclaimed a new emperor to whom a number of senators quickly paid 
homage. They had cause just as quickly to regret their lack of faith in 
Justinian. He summoned Belisarius with enough soldiers put an end to the 
riots - at the estimated cost of 30,000 lives (Cameron, 1973: 277-80). In 
comparison with this bloodbath, the worst modern outbreaks of British and 
Latin American football fans, which have left as many as several hundred 
dead, seem relatively innocuous. 

In his masterful book Circus Factions, Alan Cameron has shown that 
the unruly charioteer fans of Rome and Constantinople were neither organ
ized into political parties nor representatives of theological positions (as 
earlier historians had maintained). Whether the hardcore adherents of the 
Blues and the Greens were 'simple supporters' clubs' and essentially non
political can, however, be debated (although at least one reviewer of Sports 
Spectators seemed to feel that any disagreement with Cameron was an act 
of unwarranted temerity) (Kyle, 1987: 209-14). Cameron asserts that the 
'circus factions deserve no prominent mention in any history of popular 
expression'. In his view, politics merely provided a pretext for behaviour 
which he, drawing upon the work of Ian Taylor but not that of Dunning and 
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his associates, compares with that of twentieth-century 'soccer hooligans'. 
In the civil war of 609-10, for instance, 'the political conflict became a 
convenient facade for the colours to fight each other openly and with 
impunity' (Cameron, 1976: 20,77,284,311). 

Although Cameron's authority is generally acknowledged, his insistence 
that the violence committed by the circus factions was essentially non
political is not completely persuasive. Not all political expressiol) is insti
tutionalized into parties. Today, no scholar believes that the circus factions 
were remotely similar to modern political parties, but there is good reason 
to agree with Bollinger's (1969: 24) contention that the spectacles were 
often 'gatherings of a political character'. In rec~nt years feminists have 
extended the term 'politics' to cover all sorts of activity, including the 
sexual intercourse of a married couple. To apply the word 'political' to the 
spectators' cries for changes in official government policy does not seem 
excessiv9· 

One of Cameron's (1976: 101) arguments is that 'partisans of both 
colours really moved in much the same world: young men with time on 
their hands - the jeunesse doree rather than a representative cross section 
of the whole population'. To this assertion two objections can be made. The 
first is that the alleged upper-class status of the Byzantine spectators is 
unusual. Dunning and his associates at Leicester, Gunter Pilz and his 
associates in Germany and a number of American sociologists all agree that 
the football hooligans of the modern era are the socially deprived rather 
than the socially privileged (Dunning, 1981; Dunning et al., 1981; Guttmann, 
1986: 168-74). Modern playboys misbehave, sometimes violently, but they 
rarely form mobs and seldom rampage through the streets. 

A second criticism of Cameron's bold assertion is that he demolishes a 
straw man. No one maintains that the factions or the faction-led mobs were 
a representative cross-section of the Byzantine population. Moreover, 
Cameron (1976: 101) himself concedes that there may have been 'differences 
in behaviour and even social class' among the faction members. If there 
were differences in social class, and it seems to me incredible that there 
were not, then differences in behaviour were inevitable and it is quite 
impossible to believe that such class-based differences were wholly 
unpolitical. To assert that they were is to narrow unreasonably the definition 
of political. 

What explains Cameron's failure to detect the behavioural differences 
inevitably motivated by differences in social class or - to choose a related 
term popularized by Pierre Bourdieu - habitus? One explanation is that the 
ancients had little interest in the question and have, therefore, provided us 
with little documentary evidence. Among contemporaries, neither the 
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notoriously unreliable John Malalas nor the somewhat more trustworthy but 
still partisan Procopius showed the concern for the relationships among 
sports, social class and political behaviour that are routine preoccupations 
for modem sociologists. It is also clear that Cameron, like most classicists, 
has only a minimal interest in social theory. That he read some of the work 
of Ian Taylor is unusual; that he did not ponder the theories and familiarize 
himself with the empirical investigations of Elias and Dunning is not 
surprising. Finally, one has to suspect that Cameron fell into the trap that 
lies in the path of all revisionists - the tendency to go from one extreme to 
another. 

It is a great pity that Cameron seems not to have encountered work done 
from a figurational perspective because he has the command of Roman and 
Byzantine history that one needs adequately to test the hypothesis of a 
civilizing process. All I can offer are some speculations that may, ideally, 
prompt Cameron or some other classical scholar to test the model. 

The model developed by Elias emphasizes a psychological variable, 
affect, and the degree to which affect is expressed, suppressed or repressed. 
Since we know relatively little about the emotional lives of the peoples of 
the Byzantine period, we are left with spectator behaviour as an approximate 
indicator of emotional control or the lack of it. Given this less-than-ideal 
situation, we can, none the less, ask if the explanatory model is compatible 
with the evidence. Was there, as Elias asserted in Uber den Prozess del' 
Zivilisation, a correlation between the centralized coercive power of the 
state and the 'chains of interdependence', on the one hand, and the individual 
control of affect, on the other? Since the Byzantine spectator riots of the 
fifth and sixth centuries were notably more severe than earlier ones, we 
seem to have the reverse of the 'civilizing process' that Elias found at work 
in the transition from mediaeval to early modem times. Indeed, we have 
what might be termed 'a barbarizing process'. (I have in mind Edward 
Gibbon's gibe that the decline and fall of the Roman Empire represented the 
triumph of Christianity and barbarism.) 

The Roman Empire of the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries was centralist, 
bureaucratic and absolutist, but it was a weaker, less efficient, less effective 
state than it had been in the first, second and third centuries. The will of the 
Byzantine rulers was to exert their control over what was left of the empire, 
but they were apparently unable to guarantee order even in the capital. The 
contemporary historian Procopius (1896: 57, 61), our best source despite 
his bias against Justinian and Theodora, described horrendous social dis
location: 'The laws and the whole fabric of the state were altogether 
upset. . . . Life became so uncertain that people lost all expectation of 
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security .... The government resembled a despotism, not a securely estab
lished one, but one which was changed almost daily.' Modem historians 
seem to agree that the government was unstable and that 'disorder and 
destitution reigned in the provinces' (Diehl, 1925: 30; Runciman, 1956: 
70). 

The Greek Orthodox Church, also centred in Constantinople, also 
bureaucratic and absolutist, was riven by heresy and never free from theo
logical disputes. Indeed, the factional strife between the orthodox and the 
heretics of various persuasions was what seduced earlier historians to assert 
that partisanship for the Blues and the Greens was somehow correlated with 
the acceptance of Athanasian orthodoxy or monophysitism. Men who mur
dered each other because of disagreements over the ontological status of the 
Son of God were hardly role models of strict affect-control. 

It is also probable that the division of labour was less minute and the 
'chains of interdependence' were shorter and more fragile than in the days 
of Trajan and Hadrian: 

Immobility was the principal feature of the social structure of the later 
Roman empire as it developed following the crisis of the third century 
and the reforms of Diocletian and Constantine. Those in the country who 
actually worked the fields, whether they possessed them or not, became 
attached to the soil; and those in the cities who were engaged in any trade 
or profession of public interest became attached to their trade or profes
sion. In neither case was there any freedom of choice; one was legally 
bound to follow the trade of his father. (Charanis, 1944-5; 1962-3) 

While the eastern half of the Roman Empire was, for a time at least, spared 
the extreme social disruption of the western half, which fell victim to 
various German invaders, the day-to-day experience of ordinary men and 
women was probably less secure and their spatial and temporal horizons 
were probably more limited than had been the case when Roman civiliza
tion offered opportunities for geographical if not for social mobility, and 
Roman military might provide some guarantees about the morrow. 

These speCUlations are not based on the assumption that the earlier 
spectators were less passionately involved in their partisanship than the 
later ones. Evidence cited from various sources makes it impossible to 
believe that they were. They were, however, unless the historical record has 
badly misled us, demonstrably less inclined to let their passions explode in 
the form of expressive violence. The history of Roman and Byzantine circus 
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factions from the first to the sixth centuries does seem to fit the model 
developed by Elias and Dunning. There was indeed a 'barbarizing process'. 

TOURNAMENTS AND TOURNAMENT SPECTATORS 

Tournaments were violent. For the mediaeval knight, the line between 
tournament and battlefield, between mock warfare and the real thing, was 
thin and often transgressed. Writing in 1901, J. 1. Jusserand (1901: 12, 18) 
commented: 'Games resembled war and war resembled games .... The 
union of warfare and games was so close that it is frequently difficult to 
decide if a given activity ought to be classified under one rubric or the 
other.' One of the most detailed studies of knighthood concludes similarly 
that 'tournaments began as mimic wars in the twelfth century; wars take on 
the appearance of mimic tournaments in the pages of Froissart in the 
fourteenth century' (Barber, 1974: 193; See also Haskins, 1927: 238). The 
warlike features of the tournament were especially pronounced in the twelfth 
century, when the typical tournament was a free-for-all in which parties of 
knights fought to capture as many rivals as possible in order to maximize 
their glory and their ransoms. A contemporary observer wrote that 'the 
fracas was such that God's thunder couldn't have been heard' (Meyer, 
1891-190 I: 111.74). A modern judgement is that the early tournament was 
'unregulated, it was not a spectacle, and there was little in the way of 
romantic chivalry attached to it' (Hardy, 1974: 96). Needless to say, several 
hundred armed men struggling for fame and fortune were liable to do 
considerable damage to one another. Injuries were inevitable and deaths 
were common. At Neuss in 1240 scores of knights were killed. The Roman 
Catholic Church issued one ban after another. In vain. In 1471 a tournament 
was held in St Peter's Square (Barber, 1974: 191; Keen, 1984: 86). 

The typical site for the early tournament was a meadow or a field: 'The 
contests seem to have been held in open country, featured perhaps with little 
woods, a bridge and a stream' (Cripps-Day, 1918: 29). In other words, there 
was very little topographical difference between the site of a tournament 
and the site of life-and-death combat. The most important anticipation of 
the later fices closes was the recef or place of refuge, where weary or 
wounded knights were safe from pursuit (Jusserand, 1901: 55). The twelfth
century tournament was a spectacle in the abstract but not in the literal sense 
of the term; there was no provision for spectators and few spectators were 
present. Those who did come to watch were likely to be knights who might 
suddenly, with no formal notice, decide to alter their status from spectator 
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to participant. This ambiguity of role was exploited by unscrupulous knights, 
like Philip of Flanders who waited unobtrusively on the sidelines and then 
seized the opportunity to swoop down treacherously on some exhausted, 
unwary, unsuspecting combatant whom the count then bore off for a goodly 
ransom. Historians with a nineteenth-century sense of fair play may rejoice 
that William Marshal played the same trick on the cunning count and 
captured him (Painter, 1933: 38). 

In the course of time, from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries, as the 
'civilizing process' transformed the bellicose fragments of feudal society 
into something more organized and less violent, tournaments became more 
pageant and less contest. Eventually, they became 'little more than a 
spectacle' (Ferguson, 1960: 14; see also Anglo, 1968; I: 19-40; Keen, 1977: 
1-20). In the words of Jusserand (190 I: 73): 'The tumultuous battles of old, 
with horses galloping across fields and through villages, were gradually 
transformed into an elegant sport, into a spectacle where crowds of glittering 
aristocrats gathered'. The joust between two knights became the typical 
form of encounter rather than the wild free-for-all clash of groups. Weapons 
were modified and rules were changed to diminish the danger of serious 
injury: 'In the second half of the fifteenth century the differentiation between 
battIe and tournament armour increased to such a degree that their elements 
became mutually exclusive' (Nickel, 1988: 220). By the sixteenth century 
opponents were usually separated by 'tilts', that is, by wooden barriers 
eliminating the risk of head-on collisions. Since knights passed left arm to 
left arm, with lances held in the right hand, their weapons struck their 
opponents' shields at an angle which made it much less likely for a sixteenth
century knight to be dangerously unhorsed. Jousts were decided not by the 
mere shock of lance against armour but by a rather complicated system of 
points whose intricacies have recently been unravelled by Joachim K. 
Ruehl (1986). In an obvious effort to avoid the kinds of bloodshed that had 
occurred at the earlier tournaments, the rules called for deductions of points 
for hits to vulnerable places. 

Although it may be difficult for twentieth-century scholars to accept a 
trend apparently contrary to those of our day, the spectator's role became 
more important and more clearly defined as the sport became tamer, less 
spontaneous and more civilized. The importance of the tournament as a 
carefully organized spectacle can be seen in the increasingly lengthy 'lead 
time' between the first announcement and the actual occurrence of a tour
nament. The twelfth-century tournament was sometimes a 'spur of the 
moment' affair in a quite literal sense, and the impromptu joust never 
disappeared, but the grander tournaments, like modern sports champion
ships, required months and even years of careful planning and preparation. 
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For the famous combat at Smithfield in 1467 the challenge was issued two 
years before the principals finally engaged each other - a time as long as 
that which elapsed between Pierre de Coubertin' s formation of the Interna
tional Olympic Committee and the staging of the first modern Olympic 
Games in 1896. 

The growing importance of the spectators necessitated changes in the 
nature of the site as well as in the length of time needed for preparations. 
Venues became increasingly festive. By the sixteenth century the lists 'were 
surrounded by gaily coloured tents and stands were crowded with specta
tors' (Poole, 1958: II. 623). When a tournament was held in an urban 
environment, which was usually the case in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, spectators crowded toward the windows and even upon the roofs 
of adjacent buildings, which is where they can be seen in many prints. If the 
site was outside the city, children and young adults clambered into the 
treetops for a free view of the spectacle. 

Stands and paVilions constructed for the benefit of the onlookers were a 
means of social control, but the price paid by the bourgeoisie and the 
aristocracy for comfort and a better view was often more than an economic 
transaction because the stands were apparently no safer than the temporary 
stands of antiquity. John Stow's Survey of London (1908: I. 268) records the 
collapse of tournament stands in 1331. The ladies fell from above and 
injured 'knights and such as were underneath'. King Edward III then did 
what his Roman and Byzantine predecessors did in similar circumstances; 
he ordered the construction of stone facilities 'for himself, the Queen 
[Philippa] and other states to stand on, and there to behold the [jousting], 
and other shewes at their pleasure'. There is little indication that later 
carpentry was better able to support the burden of the closely packed 
spectators. Ralph Holinshed's chronicles report on a similar accident at 
Westminster in 1581 in which 'manie of the beholders, men as well as 
women, were sore hurt, some maimed, and some killed, by falling of the 
scaffolds overcharged' (see Nichols, 1823: II. 302 n. 2). 

In the later Middle Ages and the early Renaissance the question of who 
watched whom became very complex. It was not simply that the roles of 
participant and spectator became more clearly distinguished, it was also that 
distinctions among the spectators became clearer. As was inevitable in a 
highly hierarchical society, the spectators were socially segregated. At the 
tournament in Smithfield in 1467 there was a separate building for the 
mayor and other dignitaries of London. The stands for knights and squires 
and others of the nobility rose in three tiers, topped by the king's box 
(Clephan, 1919: 76-8). Like sculpted Byzantine representations of chariot 
races, in which disproportionately large stone charioteers and emperors 
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tower over diminutive carved spectators, mediaeval illustrations often use 
size to symbolize social status. In a typical fifteenth-century manuscript, 
which shows the Earl of Warwick jousting at Calais, one sees the backs of 
the tiny spectators in the foreground and the faces of the much larger 
courtiers in the background (Keen, 1984: pI. 21). 

The men and women who sat in the pavilions were obviously members 
of the ruling class. That others were anxious to watch is proven by chronicle 
and romance as well as by the visual arts. Although extremely stringent 
rules barred all but the nobility from actual participation in the lists, tour
naments which also excluded commoners from the ranks of the spectators 
became quite rare. When Antoine the Bastard of Burgundy accepted a 
challenge from Anthony Woodville, Lord Scales, the city of London seems 
to have been as excited as a modem metropolis hosting a world championship. 
When the long-expected tournament took place at Smithfield in the spring 
of 1467, a public holiday was proclaimed and commoners unable to crowd 
into the enclosure climbed trees to obtain a glimpse of the marvellous 
pageantry and the rather disappointing combats (Mitchell, 1938: 1,3, 11). 
At the tournament held in 1501 to celebrate the birth of Prince Arthur, son 
of Henry VII, there was a charge for admission, but this hardly reduced the 
attendance, and a contemporary chronicler reported of the standing-room
only throng that there 'was no thynge to the yee but oonly visages and faces, 
without apperans of ther bodies' (Anglo, 1968: I. 37). 

At the tournament in Smithfield there were galleries for the ladies as 
well, but no one knows exactly when women began to be a part of the 
festivities. The long biography of William Marshal, the most famous knight 
of the century, describes his involvement in a dozen tournaments but 
mentions female spectators at only one of them (Painter, 1933: 59). If 
women were present they were clearly not the focus of the biographer's 
concern. They appear in the literature and art of the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries (see Guttmann, 1986: 39-40,44-5). They appear frequently in the 
historical documents of the fourteenth century. The two daughters of Edward 
III, for instance, made their first recorded public appearance at a tournament 
in Dunstable in 1342. For their gorgeously embroidered robes, eighteen 
workers had been employed for nine days. The workers, who used eleven 
ounces of gold were supervised by the king's armourer, John of Cologne 
(Green, 1849-55: III. 176). 

The fact of women's presence at late-mediaeval and Renaissance tour
naments raises a question to which there can be no definitive answer: did 
the arrival of upper-class female spectators help to 'civilize' the males or 
were the males now civilized enough for females to feel secure? Most 
probably there was a reciprocal figurational interaction that began with a 
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somewhat tamer tournament which, in turn, made it possible for women to 
attend and to accelerate the 'civilizing process'. 

Whether or not one accepts this interpretation of sequence, there can be 
no doubt that the presence of upper-class women at tournaments signalled 
a transformation in function. The perfection and demonstration of military 
prowess became ancillary and the tournament became a theatrical produc
tion in which fitness to rule was associated with fineness of sensibility. 
Discussing this theme in relation to ring tournaments in the Wiirttemburg 
court, Michael Horrmann (1989: 43) writes: 'The official and unofficial 
chroniclers of the duke's family celebrations judged the success of the ride 
more by elegant posture than by the results obtained.' Whatever the tour
nament became, it ceased to be the deadly melt!e experienced by William 
Marshal. 

Telling of the grand entry of Queen Isabelle into Paris in 1389, Jean 
Froissart (1814-16: IV. 51-60) dwelt upon the elaborate pageantry. When 
1200 burgesses accompany the queen from St Denis into the city, when 
damsels chorus their praises, when an allegorical castle is constructed at 
Chatelet with a figure of St Anne lying upon a bed, with twelve young 
maidens wandering among symbolic animals, when an effigy of Saladin's 
castle appears, to be attacked and defended by real knights, it is clear that 
the demonstration of bellicose prowess with deadly weapons has been 
overshadowed by the dramatic spectacle in which it has been embedded. At 
the famous Pas de fa berg ere which Rene d' Anjou staged at Tarascon in 
1449, there was a thatched cottage occupied by a 'shepherdess' and there 
were knights disguised as shepherds riding forth from pavilions disguised 
as humble cottages. The chivalric combat was 'entirely absorbed into the 
fanciful disguisings originally designed as an adornment to it' (Anglo, 
1968: I. 28). Rene's treatise on the tournament is a compUlsively detailed 
etiquette book comparable to those studied by Elias in Uber den Prozess del' 
Zivilisation. The treatise regulates exits and entrances, lays down proper 
verbal formulae, legislates appropriate dress. Little is said about the joust 
itself (Cripps-Day, 1918: Ixvii-Ixxxviii). A modern authority on mediaeval 
leisure comments that 'King Rene, who adored sumptuous festivals, was 
essentially interested in ceremony and costume; he regulated the minutest 
detail; but he did not indicate how the jousts were to be carried out' 
(Verdon, 1980: 179). 

At the Pas de I' arbre d' or held at Bruges in 1468 to celebrate the 
marriage of Margaret, sister of Edward IV of England, to Charles of Bur
gundy, 'the tournament had become a vehicle for fantastic, even prodigal, 
artistic expression' (Anglo, 1968: I. 30). 



Chariot Races and Tournaments 153 

There were two entrances to the lists, one painted with a golden tree from 
which was suspended a real golden hammer, the other built with two 
towers which were filled with trumpeters during the contests. Opposite 
the ladies' seats was planted a pine tree with gilded trunk - the Tree of 
Gold itself - and a so-called perron with three pillars which served as a 
stage for the Arbre d:Or, Pursuivant, his dwarf, and the captive 
giant. (Anglo, 1968: I. 29) 

The ceremony was, of course, as elaborate as the stage set. When the Duke 
of Buckingham staged a tournament at Westminster in 1501, the English 
showed themselves the equals of their Burgundian mentors. The pageant 
cars were a phantasmagoria of dwarves, giants, wild men, mountains and 
allegorical animals (including the obligatory unicorn who laid his head 
upon a virgin's lap). The actual tilting was reported to have been 'inept' 
(Anglo, 1968: I. 38). In the letters of the Lisle family, we read of a tourna
ment at Brussels which took place 'not without great banquetings, where 
some took more hurt with the cups than at the barriers with cutting of the 
sword' (in Byrne, 1981: v. 46). The English tournament was, in the words 
of a modern authority, 'a highlight of Elizabethan courtly life, but it was a 
spectacle and a pageant, not a field for decisions of justice or a realistic 
preparation for war' (Vale, 1977: II). Nor was it much of a sports event 
either. 

Perhaps the best illustration of the transformation from sport to spectacle 
was a tournament held by Henry VIII at Westminster in 1511 to celebrate 
the birth of Prince Arthur. Within the vast allegorical pageant Henry him
self appeared as 'Ceur loyal' while his courtiers appeared as 'Vaillaunt 
desyre', 'Bone volyr' and 'Joyous pamer' ('Loyal Heart', 'Valiant Desire', 
'Good Will' and 'Happy Thought'). The use of French was conventional. 
The most revealing insight into the relationship of pageantry to sports at this 
tournament is contained in the 36 vellum membranes of the Great Tournament 
Roll of Westminster, a pictorial representation of the tournament. The first 
membrane contains a heraldic device; the last contains another device and 
a poem. Membranes 24-7 show Henry VIII tilting before the pavilion in 
which the queen sits; the remaining 30 membranes picture the entry and exit 
processions (reproduced in Anglo, 1968: Il). If the modern Olympic Games 
were to have the same proportion of pageantry to athletics, we might expect 
a week of opening ceremonies followed by two days of sports and another 
week of closing ceremonies. 

In such fanciful tournaments as the Pas de la bergere, the Pas de l' arbre 
d' or and Henry's extravaganza at Westminster, one can detect a new 
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relationship between literature and the tournament. The mediaeval tourna
ment left its mark on the romance and the romance left its mark on the 
Renaissance tournament. The literary myths of Tudor England exerted an 
especially powerful influence upon what had once been a fiercely martial 
sport. The bloody struggles of the melee were transformed into dramatic 
enactments of the adventures of King Arthur and the knights of the Round 
Table, with opportunities for lords and ladies to impersonate Lancelot and 
Tristram, Gawain and Percival, Guinevere and Arthur (Loomis, 1959: 
553-9; Cline, 1945: 204-11; Borst, 1959: 213-31). The tournament, which 
anxious civil and ecclesiastical authorities once attempted to ban, became 
an instrument of centralized rule, a demonstration of royal prowess and an 
allegory of English history. A parallel development took place on the 
continent, where English myth was often borrowed by kings and princes 
staging les Tables Rondes. When King Rene of Anjou played Arthur and his 
queen took the part of Guinivere, the tournament was a very civilized affair 
indeed. 

The 'civilizing process' did not rob the tournament of its popular appeal. 
This appeal can be inferred from a print of 1570 which depicts the fateful 
joust in 1559 in which Henri II of France lost his life. In order to observe the 
tournament, held in the Quartier Saint-Antoine in Paris, the spectators filled 
the stands, crowded into the windows of the buildings fronting the square, 
and even clambered up to perch like birds upon the rooftops (see Jusserand, 
1901: 155). 

As the mediaeval tournament was tamed into the Renaissance spectacle, 
the characteristic behaviour of the spectators was also transformed. Although 
no sports event of the entire Middle Ages seems to have approached the 
level of violence reached by the destructive Byzantine chariot-race riots, 
crowd control was a problem. There were frequent outbreaks of a more 
serious nature. The chronicler M"tthew Paris wrote in his Historia Anglorum 
of the ill-will between the English and their opponents at a tournament in 
Rochester in 1151: there was 'ira et odium inter Anglos et alienegas' 
(quoted in Cripps-Day, 1918: 45). At a tournament held at Chalons in 1274 
Edward I was illegally seized by the Comte de Chalons, whom he had 
challenged, and a brawl broke out in which several people were killed 
(Barber, 1974: 59). When a group of squires held a tournament at Boston 
Fair in 1288, the fact that one side dressed as monks and the other costumed 
itself as canons of the church failed to prevent a riot during which the fair 
was sacked and part of the town set afire (Denholm-Young, 1948: 262). 

To prevent such outbreaks strict rules were promulgated. The Statuta 
Armorum, published by an English committee of the late thirteenth century 
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(the date is disputed), reveals a high degree of official worry about spectator 
violence: 'And they who shall come to see the Tournament shall not be 
armed with any Manner of Armour, and shall bear no Sword, or Dagger, or 
Staff, or Mace, or Stone' (quoted in Cripps-Day, 1918: xxv; see also 
Denholm-Young, 1948). That the committee had expressly to ban such 
weaponry indicates that spectators habitually arrived with the means to 
commit mayhem if the mood struck them. Regulation was ineffective in 
England and on the continent. As late as 1376 a bloody tumult occurred in 
Basle when middle-class spectators, trampled by mounted noblemen, res
ponded violently and killed several knights (Wildt, 1957: 28; Schaufelberger, 
1972: 46). 

Eventually, however, tournament spectators seem either to have been 
cowed and threatened into peaceful behaviour or to have internalized a 
modicum of restraint. Doubtless both. While it is unreasonable and 
anachronistic to assume that Renaissance tournament spectators behaved 
with the decorum and sense of fair play expected at Victorian and Edwardian 
tennis matches, the trend is that predicted by Elias in his magnum opus. 
While the knightly participants played their parts in the splendid pageantry 
of the Renaissance tournament, the spectators played theirs. 

Does Elias also provide, by implication if not by explicit argumentation, 
an explanation for the evolution of the tournament from twelfth-century 
melee to sixteenth-century mimesis? Yes and no. This evolution can be seen 
as simply one more example of the already amply exemplified 'civilizing 
process'. But how, exactly, did behaviour and emotional make-up 
('Affektlage') change? 'The question', writes Elias (1976: I. 283) in a re
printed section of his work promisingly retitled 'From Tournament to 
Knightly Play', is 'fundamentally the same as, how do the forms of human 
life change?' (see also Elias and Dunning, 1986b: 47). Clearly, this response 
moves us to a level of analysis at which there is no such thing as a definitive 
answer. The best one can hope for is an explanation that seems plausible. In 
my opinion, the explanation offered by Elias is the most plausible one we 
have; which is not to say, of course, that his model of how we went from 
this kind of tournament to that kind of tournament is as precise as a 
statistical diagram of path analysis. 

No one doubts that the evolution of the tournament paralleled the gamut 
of other institutions discussed in Uber den Prozess de/' Zivilisation. These 
were the centuries in which European monarchs more or less successfully 
imposed centralized authority upon the lordly vassals who had had consid
erable freedom of movement in the heyday of feudalism. Constrained both 
by the increased external power of the state and by their internalized 
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realization of economic and other forms of interdependence, men and 
women became less likely to assault one another physically in outbursts of 
uncontrollable rage. They learned to mask their emotions. Appropriately, 
their favourite sport became a kind of masque. Perhaps they felt it best, 
when the ever-present possibility of renewed violence lurked below the 
surface, to wear disguises and to represent, not the state of civilization they 
had reached, but rather the one to which they aspired. The masquerade 
tournaments in which knights wore clerical robes or women's costumes 
may have expressed the realization that the more civilized forms of the 
Renaissance covered powerful emotions always liable to explode into 
violence. 

The description of the 'civilizing process' is, inescapably, an easier task 
than the search for proximate causes. I take it as a sign of philosophical 
maturity on the part of Elias and Dunning that they offer suggestions and 
refrain in their figurational analysis from presenting us with some ques
tionable set of final causes. 

A MILD CRITIQUE 

My accounts of the Roman and Byzantine chariot races and of the mediaeval 
and Renaissance tournament testify to my indebtedness to Elias and Dun
ning. I should like to conclude by offering some minor general criticisms of 
their sports-related work as it has been gathered together and republished in 
Sport im Zivilisationsprozess (1985) and Quest for Excitement (1986). 
Others will debate the adequacy of their model as applied to modern soccer. 

Elias, among the last scholars whom one might accuse of moralistic 
prose, warns that the terms 'civilized' and 'uncivilized' should not be taken 
as 'expressions of ethnocentric value judgments' (Elias and Dunning, 1986a: 
133). We should not criticize past societies 'as if members of these societies 
had been free to choose between their standards and their norms and ours, 
and having had this choice, had taken the wrong decision' (Elias and 
Dunning, 1986a: 135). To judge by the norms of a modern historian or 
social scientist is - ideally - to judge with full awareness of historical 
change and cultural difference. Such judgements are not ethnocentric except 
in the trivial sense that all ethical judgements are inevitably made from 
within the confines - sometimes broad, sometimes narrow - of one culture 
or another. I am troubled less by the ethnocentricity of which Elias has 
sometimes been accused than by his emphasis on spontaneous interpersonal 
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expressive violence and his relative neglect of programmatic institutional 
instrumental violence. The period during which the tournament became 
milder and more civilized was also the period in which ferocious wars 
decimated Europe. All in all, the concept of modernization may be prefer
able to the concept of civilization despite the fact that the former term does 
have its own unfortunate connotations of linear progressive moral as well 
as technical development (see also Guttmann, 1988: 8-11). 

Repeated reading of the famous essay on 'The Quest for Excitement in 
Unexciting Societies' leaves me less than wholly convinced. I continue to 
have doubts about its use of the concept of catharsis as it relates to sports. 
After a1\, the most 'dramatic' ba1\game is very different from the experience 
that Aristotle analyzes in the Poetics. Social psychologists have done an 
enormous amount of research devoted to testing the catharsis theory as it 
relates to sports, and all the research seems to indicate that sports spectacles 
increase rather than decrease propensities to commit acts of violence. Al
though several of Dunning's essays indicate scepticism about the catharsis 
theory, Elias and Dunning have neither come to terms with the empirical 
research in this field nor worked out the inconsistencies in their work. 

There are also empirical data which raise questions about the theory that 
the quest for excitement in sports is an escape from the routinization of 
modern life. If this is the case, and it certainly seems plausible, then how 
can we explain the well-attested fact that the advantaged rather than the 
disadvantaged members of society are more likely to do and to watch 
sports? In other words, those whose lives are least routinized - that is, 
professionals - are more likely to seek excitement in sports than those 
whose lives are most routinized: factory workers and clerical personnel. 
Perhaps the answer lies in the kinds of sports that are popular with different 
groups of people. 

There is another criticism which is, in its way, a form of praise. The work 
of Elias and Dunning is so very important that one is sometimes tempted to 
adopt their views in toto just as one is tempted to accept the comprehensive 
paradigms of Marx, Durkheim, Weber or Freud. However, as I maintained 
at the start of this chapter, the temptation should be resisted because no 
sociological or psychological paradigm is comprehensive enough. There 
are concerns which Elias, and to a lesser extent Dunning, have not dealt 
with as fully as one might hope. The focus on violence as a discriminator, 
for instance, has led them to pay little attention to other discriminators; for 
example, the level of quantification which sets modern sports apart from 
those of all previous ages. The valuable emphasis on excitement, tension 
and catharsis is we1\ and good, but there is also the enormously important 
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role played by the psychological process of identification, which turns 

athletes into symbolic representations of social groups. That they neglect 
these and other topics does not diminish their accomplishment. No key 

turns all locks. 

Notes 

* 
1. 

Portions of this essay appeared in another form in Allen Guttmann, Sports 
Spectators (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986) pp. 28-46. 
For a historian's criticism of Dunning and Sheard, see Reid (1988). 
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7 Sex, Gender and the Body 
in Sport and Leisure: Has 
There Been a Civilizing 
Process? 
JENNIFER HARGREA YES 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is intended to provide a feminist critique of analyses of sport 
and leisure which embody the figurational approach of Norbert Elias. This 
is a difficult task because, throughout the two volumes comprising The 
Civilizing Process, where Norbert Elias provides a paradigm for sociologi
cal analysis he focuses on male experiences, marginalizes females and says 
very little about gender relations. And, unfortunately, although he wrote a 
book-length manuscript concerning sexual relations, it was accidentalIy 
destroyed and alI that is available now is a short, reconstructed version 
entitled 'The Changing Balance of Power Between the Sexes' (1987b). The 
problem is compounded when we look at writing about sport because Elias, 
in common with those who use his perspective as a framework for their 
research, has concentrated on male sports or male bonding surrounding 
these sports. However, in the colIaborative work of Dunning, Murphy and 
WilIiams on footbalI and hooliganism (1988; Williams, Dunning and Murphy, 
1989), gender relations are considered in this context of male culture, and 
the exceptional example of a discussion about this issue is Dunning's 
chapter, 'Sport as a Male Preserve: Notes on the Social Sources of Masculine 
Identity and its Transformations' in the colIection of papers by Elias and 
Dunning (1986a; also Dunning, 1986). 

However, in spite of Dunning's claim that 'Few sociologists would 
disagree that the changing relations between the sexes are one of the most 
important issues of our time' and his recognition that sociology and sports 
sociology have been built on patriarchal assumptions (1986b: 79), I argue 
here that the figurational perspective is markedly masculinist and I look at 
its limitations in dealing with gender. 

161 
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THE QUEST FOR DETACHMENT 

The neglect of a gender dimension in figurational analyses of sport and 
leisure is tied up with a methodological issue. Elias argues that sociology 
should be speaking of 'what is or was' and should be free of social and 
political ideologies. He wants to transcend, as far as possible, personal 
interests or 'involvement' and, with relative 'detachment', to describe the 
'real' world (Elias, 1956; 1978: 244-5; Elias and Dunning, 1986: 25; Rojek, 
1986). This vision of a potentially accurate account of the social world has 
provoked criticism of other approaches - for example, Eric Dunning (Elias 
and Dunning, 1986) argues that the neglect by sociologists of a rigorous 
examination of sport reveals their 'value-commitments' and that physical 
education specialists, who largely created the sociology of sport, have 
performed poorly because of their practical involvement in the area. When 
referring to the need for adequately theorized work about 'gender differen
tiation and the increasingly problematic character of relations between the 
sexes in more industrialized societies', he makes the following observation: 
'Feminist writers, of course, have made a number of important advances in 
this regard but, on account of the strength of their ideological commitments, 
much of what they have written appears at least, even to many who sym
pathize with their cause, to be lacking in object-adequacy' (Dunning, 1986: 
79,90). It may be because Elias's concept of detachment has no empirical 
basis that Dunning makes these assertions without telling us his criteria for 
doing so and why he fails to enter intp a systematic discourse with specific 
sports sociologists and feminist writers. 

The idea that Elias and Dunning can, exceptionally, impartially separate 
themselves from their own histories and consciousness is implausible. 
Regardless of the backgrounds of theorists, the 'evidence' used is always 
partial and the ways in which it is interpreted are preferred ones (Carr, 
1964). Like everyone else, in choosing a focus for their research Elias and 
Dunning are making judgements about the importance of certain concepts, 
issues and situations and, by their absence, the relative lack of importance 
of others. For example, in The Civilizing Process, Elias makes relatively 
few explicit references to the lives of women and to relations between the 
sexes. In the bulk of the work, when he is looking at concepts such as 
culture, civilization and the state, he ignores the gender dimension, in 
common with much of the writing about sport and leisure in the figurational 
tradition. A serious weakness of the quest for detachment is that it embodies 
the notion of male detachment. 
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UNGENDERED SUBJECTS IN SPORTS WRITING 

I shall look now at the effects of gender neglect in some of the papers 
which, collectively, compose Elias and Dunning (1986). With the exception 
of a section about fox-hunting, in which a limited number of upper-class 
women would have actively participated, the book is exclusively about 
male sports and shared traditions. The cover signals its contents: it shows a 
boxing match with one man knocking another out of the ring, a male referee 
and an all-male audience. Turn inside and there is an all-male crowd 
celebrating a football triumph. None the less, Elias's contributions embody 
ungendered subjects. For example, in the Introduction he describes the 
emergence of less-violent sports and the establishment of a parliamentary 
system as parallel aspects of a general trend towards greater pacification in 
eighteenth century England. He states: 'Sport and Parliament ... were both 
characteristic of the same change in the power structure in England and in 
the social habitus of that class of people which emerged from the antecedent 
struggles as the ruling group.' The reality is, of course, that human beings 
are gendered subjects and that both Parliament and the sports referred to 
were based, as well as on class-differences, on a patriarchal structure of 
power. But Elias ignores the traditions of women in sport and also the ways 
in which women, however unobviously, were integral to dominantly male 
cultures. He is also silent about the interdependence of class and gender. 

I am not arguing here that it is wrong to focus on male culture and male 
sport but that it is misleading to do so without accounting for the ways in 
which starkly uneven gender relations make possible male dominance in 
different spheres of culture and sport and the reasons and effects of men 
appropriating cultural and state power to control the usages and ways of life 
for both sexes. From a feminist stance, Elias fails to achieve his own 
objective of 'high object adequacy' on the grounds that to neglect the 
gender dimension is to provide a partial and distorted account of human 
beings and the societies they form. 

The chapters entitled 'The Quest for Excitement in Leisure' and' Leisure 
in the Spare-time Spectrum', written jointly by Elias and Dunning, provide 
further examples of gender neglect. In these papers Elias and Dunning 
characterize sport as a popular example of the unparalleled range of leisure 
activities available in modem societies which provide enjoyable experiences 
and opportunities for the expression of relatively unconstrained emotions. 
They situate leisure activities within a broad range of spare-time activities, 
many of which are routinized and allow limited scope for emotional pleas
ure. 'There is some evidence', they tell us, 'which suggests that a lack of 
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balance between non-leisure and leisure activities entails some human 
impoverishment, some drying up of emotions which affects the whole 
personality' (Elias and Dunning, 1986: t07). But the analysis is pitched at 
a high level of generality, focusing on the 'functional interdependence' of 
leisure and non-leisure, and they fail to be specific about, or to refer to, any 
of the literature about variables such as gender which mediate people's 
leisure. 

Although Elias and Dunning seek to avoid the 'false dichotomy' between 
work and leisure, their silence about gender masks the differences between 
men's and women's spare time and leisure in just the same way that talking 
about ungendered work and leisure fails to recognize differences and in
equalities between the sexes. It has been well-documented by feminist 
researchers (Deem, 1986; Green, Hebron and Woodward, 1987; Hargreaves, 
1989; Wimbush, 1986; Wimbush and Talbot, 1988) that the lives of vast 
numbers of women in England are highly routinized to the extent that on 
average they have far less disposable time and far fewer choices than men 
to participate in non-compulsory, deroutinized activities when the regard 
for themselves, and in particular for their own personal and emotional 
satisfaction, can take priority over all other considerations. 

'The heart of the problem of leisure' , Elias and Dunning suggest, 'lies in 
the relationship between the structure of the leisure needs characteristic of 
our type of society and the structure of the events designed to satisfy these 
needs' (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 74-5). They argue that in highly differen
tiated societies state regulation of leisure has become more even and more 
predictable (119-20). But they fail to ask themselves such questions as: 
'Who has the power to define leisure needs and satisfaction?'; 'According 
to what criteria?'; and 'For what reasons and in whose interests does the 
state regulate leisure?'. Missing from their scheme are the specific relations 
of domination and subordination, such as gender relations, which influence 
the provision and control of participation in leisure, and the ways in which 
gender may intersect with other variables such as age, class and ethnicity. 
They are silent also about the concrete economic, ideological and political 
arrangements which affect leisure figurations and constrain emotional 
pleasure and they fail to examine the complexities of and conflicts over 
perception and fulfilment of needs. These issues have influenced the work 
of feminist researchers. 
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NEUTRAL OR PASSIONATE OBJECTIVITY? 

Dunning claims that the methodology of detachment enables the researcher 
to escape from the 'dominant values and modes of thinking of Westem 
societies' and to recognize the 'homologous' character of sport, rejecting 
'heteronomous evaluations' (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 3-5). The implica
tion here is that figurational theorists can somehow escape from social 
ideologies. But it is not an accident that all figurational sports sociology has 
been written by men about male sports and, in contradiction to Dunning's 
claim, such a position represents an alignment with the 'dominant values 
and modes of thinking of Western societies'. Because it claims to be 
objective and uncritical, in a subtle but fundamental manner it is supporting 
the popular idea that sport is more suited to men than to women and 
represents a celebration of the world of male bonding and male sport. 
Together with the relative silence about female involvement, such a posi
tion produces a powerful ideological message, thus helping to perpetuate 
relations of domination and subordination between the sexes in sport. The 
'homologous character' of sport which Dunning talks about embodies gender 
relations in a fundamental way - to leave them out or to marginalize them 
is, in the terms of figurational sociology, to fail to be scientific. 

The analysis of sport is a struggle between people with different per
spectives about the social implications of sport and about the nature of 
society. But Elias does not write in ethical or moral terms. He does not 
examine the deep realities of social inequalities and injustices - of eco
nomic deprivation, racism and sexism, for example. The figurational approach 
demands a rejection of any moral position and Elias makes explicit his view 
that 'the sociologist should not be required or expected to express his 
convictions about how society ought to develop' (Elias, 1978: 153). He 
suggests that' A unifying developmental frame of reference without ideo
logical encrustations, without, for instance, any built-in-postulate of a 
necessarily better future could be useful in sociology and in the other human 
sciences' (Elias, 1987a: 226). But, as Rojek has pointed out, Elias's discussion 
of involvement 'repeatedly shows that statements which claim "high object 
adequacy" to the world as it really is are very often distortions of the world 
which reflect personal or group interests' (Rojek, 1986: 592). So the con
cept of detachment is a 'slippery' one because, while claiming to be neutral, 
it can be said implicitly to support reactionary positions and ideas. 

In contrast, theory can become a critical embrace of commitment. As 
MacKinnon (1989: xvi) puts it: 



166 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

Situated theory is concrete and changing rather than abstract and totalizing, 
working from the viewpoint of powerlessness to political understanding 
toward social transformation. This posture places the theorist inside the 
world and the work, not above or outside them - which, to be frank, is 
where the theorist has been all along. 

Feminists in general, and those working in the fields of leisure and sport 
specifically, have a vision of a world where differences between indivi
duals, including those between men and women, would no longer be based 
on power and oppression. Although the issue of gender relations in leisure 
and sport is a complex one, feminists are struggling, through various social 
science approaches, to understand the nature of discrimination in order to 
remove it (Hargreaves, 1990). We not only observe inequalities between the 
sexes in leisure and sport but believe them to be wrong and have a shared 
commitment to improve women's position in these spheres. To do so, it is 
necessary to confront actual, existing social situations and historical pro
cesses which have produced current gender inequalities and constraints in 
leisure and sport. Although Elias has said: 'If I were free to choose my 
world, I would probably not have chosen a world where struggles between 
humans are found exciting and enjoyable .... I would probably have chosen 
to say: avoid struggle. Let us all live in peace with one another (Elias and 
Dunning, 1986: 59), there is no direction in his work about how things 
might improve. His espousal of non-involvement and failure to situate his 
work in any political and ideological framework provides a rationale for 
non-commitment. Elias talks of people's increasing capacities to control 
events more consciously, but he does not say for what reasons or in what 
ways. In contrast, to produce a high quality of committed research is what 
feminism has called working with 'passionate objectivity'. 

ELIAS'S TREATMENT OF WOMEN 

It is hard to understand how it can be argued that figurational sociology 
recognizes human beings as active agents in challenging uneven relations 
between the sexes and struggling to change them. Elias's idea that we all 
experience areas of life and culture, such as sport, in 'dynamic' figurations 
which embody conflicts between those who compose them is overruled by 
his description of this process as one which 'has a determinable structure 
which, in European societies since the Middle Ages, has taken the form of 
a "civilizing process"', a feature of which has been a long-term trend 
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towards 'an equalizing change in the balance of power between social 
classes and other groups' (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 13). Elias posits an 
equalizing of relationships between the sexes as a reflection of the length
ening of interdependency chains in social figurations. He proposes that 
societies with a more centralized, advanced and differentiated division of 
functions, and where social life is no longer exclusively tied to militarism 
and explicit expressions of violence, have complex and extensive chains of 
interdependence between people and a greater level of equality between the 
sexes (Elias, 1982: 91 ff.). 

Elias provides specific examples of gender relations in his paper 'The 
Changing Balance of Power Between the Sexes' (1987b) and when he 
writes 'On the Sociogenesis of the Minnesang and Courtly Forms of Conduct' 
in volume 2 of The Civilizing Process (1982). In the first of these Elias 
argues that, until its late stages, the Roman Republic was a warrior state 
ruled by men. He reasons that war and other forms of violence were part of 
everyday life and that women depended for their survival on the fighting 
skills of their male relatives. The social inferiority of women at this time, he 
says, was 'intimately connected to their relative physical weakness'. Then, 
in the later period of the Republic and during the Roman Empire, Elias 
maintains that, with the accumulation of wealth and power in the Medi
terranean and with the development of a state apparatus, Roman society 
went through a civilizing spurt. Women, he says, gained more independ
ence and power at this time as a result of improved education, the owner
ship of property and the ability to divorce their husbands, so that men and 
women in marriage, though not in other spheres, became relatively equal. 
Elias uses this example to suggest that women's subordination was no 
longer based on their inferior average physical strength. 

Elias claims that the unprecedented changes in the balance of power 
between the sexes in Ancient Rome left their mark on later societies 'when 
the development of a society as a whole offered the right conditions for it'. 
He traces the 'European tradition' as a continuous process from the time of 
Near-Eastern and Greco-Roman antiquity, via the Middle Ages, to the 
modern day - a process with several spurts and maybe, he says, 'with 
simultaneous or subsequent counter-spurts'. It is clear to see why Elias's 
theory has been characterized as evolutionary when he asserts that, none the 
less, in all Western societies in the long-term, 'the "trend" of the movement 
of civilization, is everywhere the same' (1982: 248-50), embodying civiliz
ing restraints on sexuality and aggressiveness (1978: \89-9\). 

Elias argues that there is a clear connection between the structure of 
relationships in society at large and the personality structure of people. If, 
he says, there are no constraints upon men to control their drives, women 
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are systematically abused by them, whereas in a society with organized 
controls against violence there is greater equality between the sexes. He 
writes about the positions of the knights of the ninth and tenth centuries as 
being inseparable from those of their wives or from women of lower rank 
and apart from a new elite exceptions, women were, he says, brutally 
subjugated, regularly beaten and raped, and treated as commodities for the 
pleasure of males: 

And relations between the sexes were regulated, as in every warrior 
society with more or less male rule, by power .... We hear from time to 
time of women who by temperament and inclination differed little from 
men. The lady in this case is a 'virago' with a violent temper, lively 
passions, subjected from her youth to all manner of physical exercise, 
and taking part in all the pleasures and dangers of the knights around her. 
But often we hear of the other side, of a warrior, whether a king or a 
simple seigneur, beating his wife. It seems almost an established habit 
for the knight, flying into a rage, to punch his wife on the nose till blood 
flows. (1982: 78-9) 

According to Elias, the balance of power between the sexes shifted some
what with the development in Europe of the feudal courts and more so in the 
absolutist courts which 'offered women special opportunities to overcome 
male dominance and attain equal status with men'. But a major civilizing 
spurt occurred from the middle of the eighteenth century with an increase in 
state intervention, state monopolization of violence and, at a personal level, 
increased self-control over emotions and impulses. Elias is clear that 
'wherever men were forced to renounce physical violence, the social impor
tance of women increased' (ibid.: 81). He says that 'One of the conditions 
for lessening the inequality between men and women in a society was the 
growth of a state organization' (1987: 292-3) and in the more developed 
societies of today, the functions of fighting and pacification are vested in 
the government. 

FIGURATIONAL CONSTRAINTS 

The criticism of determinism in figurational sociology arises because, as 
Elias puts it: 'It is the structure of society that demands and generates a 
specific standard of emotional control' (1978: 201). The 'lessening of 
inequality between the sexes' is posed as a structural criterion of the 
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'civilizing process' as if men and women are products of the system, locked 
into 'structures of mutually oriented and dependent people' (ibid.: 261). 
The term gender is employed descriptively and uncritically, producing a 
sense that men are the vigorous, powerful agents of history and women are 
the passive recipients of male domination and as if the movement of history 
towards centralization facilitates a more 'civilized' relationship between 
them. Horne and Jary (1987: 100-1) argue that in Elias and Dunning's work· 
on sport there is an ahistorical assumption about patriarchy and about the 
inevitability of equality. Little is made in figurational accounts of the 
history of the subjective choices which men and women can make or of the 
political, economic and ideological arrangements which in large part pro
duce the values that underpin the changes in the personality structure and 
the supposed successful civilizing of the individual. There is a need to go 
beyond descriptions of observable psychological structural characteristics 
of societies and to relate them to the meanings, interests and values integral 
to specific power bases which affect, in specific ways, such behaviour as 
gender relations. The nature of the 'processual development' of societies 
could then be understood in terms of the actual struggles between groups 
with different and often oppositional interests. 

GENDER AND SPORT 

There is a strong tendency in Elias's work to generalize from limited 
evidence about the 'civilizing' of sexuality and relations between the sexes; 
he refers to gender relations as if it were possible to generalize about 
women as a whole from the experiences of privileged and almost certainly 
unrepresentative groups. This is clearly misleading if we look at the evi
dence of women in sport which indicates not that changing gender relations 
in sport have been part of a 'civilizing' process during which uneven 
relations of domination and subordination between the sexes have become 
more equal with time, but rather that women have fought, conceded, neg
otiated and colluded with men - and with other women - to gain improve
ments for themselves and that sometimes they have won and sometimes 
they have lost or even regressed. To posit a 'narrowing of the gap between 
men and women' does not take account of the fact that women (and men) 
are not a homologous group and there are complexities and differences 
between, for example, black women, disabled women, lesbians, older women 
and working-class women and that, in many respects, there are greater 
differences between women from different social and cultural groups than 
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between men and women from the same social or cultural group. Nor does 
it take into account that the struggle in sport over uneven power relations, 
based on gender divisions, is not simply a struggle between men and 
women. And the contradictions to the apparent general trend towards greater 
equality between men and women in sport cannot simply be accounted for 
by the idea of 'counter-spurts' - there are just too many complexities for the 
generalized framework of the figurational perspective to cope with. Addi
tionally, struggles in sport cannot be understood without reference to values 
and commitment. There is an assumption in the idea of greater equality 
between the sexes in sport that because men have more power in sport than 
women, then women should fit into male-dominated structures. This is the 
liberal position; its opposite is for women to be distinctly different from 
men. However, the referents for both these positions are the male and 
masculinity which is the case also for figurational sociology. But sport is a 
contested area of life and some men and women are fighting together for a 
model of sport which is qualitatively different from the aggressively com
petitive models which have historically been dominated by men (Hargreaves, 
1990). 

THE GENDER ED STATE 

In common with liberalism, Elias's work embodies the idea that the state is 
a neutral, benevolent institution and that sex inequality can be put right by 
legal processes. He and Dunning are opposed to Marxist claims that the 
state is a tool of male dominance and female oppression. But as MacKinnon 
points out: 'neither liberalism nor Marxism grants women, as such, a 
specific relation to the state', and she discusses the possibility of a feminist 
theory of the state which 'would comprehend how law works as a form of 
state power in a social context in which power is gendered' (1989: 159). 
The liberal state, in many ways and through different channels, performs in 
the interest of men as a gender and yet, as MacKinnon claims, in the US the 
state is acknowledged as capitalist, but not as male (ibid.: 215). This 
argument can be applied to other advanced industrial countries where, 
although the governments have provided openings for equality between the 
sexes, when the power of men over women subtly permeates society no 
legislation can produce equality between the sexes. For example, huge 
numbers of women are consistently oppressed outside the law in their 
everyday lives, in private and personal situations, in particular in the home, 
and in ways which militate against access to leisure and pleasure. Equal 
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opportunities legislation can do little to change a 'whole way of life' based 
upon conventional gender relations in social life and in the home. Sexual 
violence, for example, is unchanged (ibid.: II). The power of male gender 
thus links the state with other contexts. 

Elias and Dunning, however, give little attention to the role of the state 
in contemporary society and say nothing about how state power emerged as 
male power and has become an organized and institutionalized form of 
social dominance. The concept of civilization embodies a gallant view of 
masculinity, treating the state as an enabling mechanism without examining 
its role systematically and disregarding ways in which the state has treated 
the sexes unequally and the complexities and contradictory features of male 
hegemony. The telm 'state' is used descriptively in figurational sociology, 
but it needs examination so that we can understand its gendered character 
and whether it is to some degree autonomous of the interests of men or an 
integral expression of them. Since Elias does not address the relationship 
between morality, justice and power, the failure to include gender in an 
account of the state and to posit the idea that the state is a facilitator of long
term improved relations between the sexes could be viewed as an excuse for 
not engaging in a struggle to change things now. 

The British government in its sex equality legislation is an example of 
the liberal view of inequality between the sexes. The Sex Discrimination 
Act was passed in 1975 as a result of a government White Paper, Equality 
for Women. 'The 1975 Act makes it unlawful to discriminate on the ground 
of sex in the general contexts of employment, education and the provision 
to the public (or section of the public) of goods, services, premises and 
facilities' (Pannick, 1983: 9). But although this legislation was intended to 
encourage equal opportunities for men and women and make it possible for 
individuals, with the support of the Equal Opportunities Commission, to 
challenge qiscrimination based on sex, it has been constructed in such a way 
as to make it very difficult to mount an effective legal challenge against sex 
discrimination in sport and physical education. 

Although it was intended that specified exceptions to the Act be kept to 
a minimum in order not to weaken the principle of non-discrimination, in 
the case of sport and physical education this principle has been lost. In 
Britain much of our sport takes place in the voluntary and private sectors, 
and since private and single-sex clubs, as well as voluntary associations and 
charities, are exceptions to the 1975 Act, much of our sport is therefore 
insulated from the effects of sex equality legislation. Added to that, section 
44 states that nothing in the Act shall 'in relation to any sport, game or other 
activity of a competitive nature where the physical strength, stamina or 
physique of the average woman puts her at a disadvantage to the average 
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man, render unlawful any act related to the participation of a person as a 
competitor in events involving that activity where they are confined to 
competitors of one sex' (Pannick, 1983: 9). This clause has been used to 
sanction the exclusion of women from some sports venues or to sanction the 
refusal to give women full membership of clubs which provide some of the 
limited resources available in certain sports, such as golf and snooker. It has 
also been used to sanction the banning of mixed competition, not only 
between adult men and women, but also between pre-pubertal boys and 
girls at which age girls tend to mature earlier and to be on average bigger 
and stronger than boys. Although the Act states that, apart from specified 
exceptions, a person must not be discriminated against on the ground of sex 
but should be treated according to his or her individual attributes and not 
according to those assumed to be characteristic of an average person of his 
or her sex, none the less, because it can be argued that sport is a legitimate 
exception in different ways, discrimination becomes legally sanctioned. 
And, as Margaret Talbot (1988: 30) points out, 'the onus to prove inequality 
or discrimination rests with the complainant', most of whom have fewer 
resources than the institutions whose practices they are challenging. 
Individuals, she says, 'have a great deal more to lose than their case; the 
odds are stacked against them'. 

In America, although the sex equality legislation appears to have fewer 
loopholes, none the less it has also failed to eliminate discrimination against 
women. For example, although the 1972 Title IX amendment to the US 
Constitution was intended to eliminate 'special or preferential treatment 
solely on the basis of sex', evidence has shown that when single-sex 
organizations lose their legal protection, women have tended to lose status 
and power which previously they had in all-female organizations (Talbot, 
1987: 14). Similar legislation in Australia and Canada has also failed to 
alter radically the patterns of discrimination against women in leisure and 
sport (Dyer, 1989). 

Not surprisingly, legislation which is not specifically for equal oppor
tunities militates against women also. For example, the present British 
government's scheme for compulsory competitive tendering (or privatiza
tion) of local authority provision of leisure and sports facilities may well 
jeopardize the existing opportunities in sport and leisure that some women 
have and impede radical progress. This legislation provides an example 
which points to the necessity for a theory of society which can account for 
the relationship between the state and the commercial sector as well as for 
gender. Local authorities are not legally obliged to ensure that those who 
will run leisure and sports centres in the future, whose primary imperative 
will be to make a profit, must discriminate in favour of those social groups 
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who cannot afford competitive prices. There is fear that certain groups of 
women, as well as other disadvantaged groups such as the unemployed, the 
low-waged and the elderly, will be seriously and disproportionately dis
advantaged by the new legislation. 

The civilizing process is claimed to be a process of functional demo
cratization or a long-term trend towards a more equal balance of power 
between the classes and sexes, retlected in the women's movement and in 
equal opportunities legislation (Dunning et al. 1988: 230). Such a claim is 
misleading and uncritical. Central and local government leisure policy in 
Britain has failed adequately to understand and deal with most forms of sex 
discrimination. This is often because there is a failure to recognize the 
subtle and pervasive effects of sexism. Jean Yule (1990: 3) argues: 

Policy outcomes are not analyzed in terms of the extent to which they 
might reinforce or challenge patriarchal power relations. There is no 
exploration, for example, of the extent to which the activities developed 
might reinforce or challenge the dominant view that women are phys
ically weaker and more passive than men, or that certain activities are 
more appropriate for women than others. 

Official policy is also insensitive to gender relations of power in leisure 
administration, management and training which, in some instances. em
body blatant forms of sexism and discrimination (ibid.: 4-5; see also Talbot, 
1988). Yule suggests that what is needed is an analysis of the changing role 
and nature of state intervention in leisure provision which could include 
'particular configurations of the state, the market and the voluntary sectors 
and their particular implications for gender and power' (ibid.: 6). 

I have argued here that Elias's theory of the state fails to address its 
gendered character or the complex role of the modern state. Feminist 
theorists who recognize the necessity to be able to understand the complexi
ties of the relationship between patriarchal relations and capitalist relations 
seem to be nearer understanding the modern world than Elias's theory of 
civilization and the state enables us to do. 

AGGRESSIVE MASCULINITY, SEXUALITY AND VIOLENCE 

Recent work by Dunning, Murphy and Williams represents a shift away 
from the ungendered figurational approach. 'Despite the growing power of 
women', they write, 'Britain remains a patriarchal society and a stress on 
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masculinity and, correspondingly, on the subordination of women is a more 
or less common characteristic of all social classes' (Williams et al., 1989: 
212). Dunning's paper 'Sport as a Male Preserve' (1986) is specifically 
concerned with the masculine identities of participants in early forms of 
combat sports, in contemporary rugby union football, and in incidents of 
football hooliganism. His collaborative work with Murphy and Williams, in 
particular The Roots of Football Hooliganism (Dunning et al., 1988) and 
Hooligans Abroad (Williams et al., 1989), alludes to the propensity of 
football hooligans for physical violence and the attitudes and relationships 
of hooligans to and with women. Their reselY'ch shows that the vast major
ity of football hooligans come from lower-working-class communities where 
their general life-styles, as well as hooligan activities, are based around the 
construction and expression of a violent masculine style. Dunning and his 
colleagues see this as a 'central life commitment' which provides meaning, 
gratification and status which young working-class men find difficult to 
achieve through other means. Many of the hooligans have extreme right
wing beliefs, are virulently nationalistic and viciously racist and fascist as 
well as sexist. Their aggression in fighting gangs is reinforced by their 
experiences at home and in the rough working-class communities where 
there are more public forms of violence, more aggressive physical out
bursts, fewer controls either by state agencies or family and community 
sources, and greater pleasure and less guilt experienced by young men 
perpetrating violence. Common features of their lives, too, are rigid sex
segregation, male domination of women, a high rate of male violence 
towards women and the lack of any 'softening' or 'civilizing' female 
influence. 'Many women in such communities' , Dunning and his colleagues 
tell us, 'grow up to be relatively violent themselves and to expect violent 
behaviour from their men. To the extent that this is so, the violent propensities 
of the men are reinforced' (Williams et al., 1989: xxix). 

The 'acceptable masculine style' of football hooligans embodies a form 
of aggressive heterosexuality and homophobia. It is the mixture of violence 
with sexual imagery - in particular, the objectification of women - which 
combine to produce a powerful symbol of aggressive masculinity. The 
authors provide examples of the hooligans' typically crude language of 
sexuality: 'right hard cunts', 'kicked the argies to fuck', 'matched with an 
Englishman's arse' (ibid: 156-7). Describing English fans in Holland in 
1982 they claim: 

Young women attracted most attention of all, with the least attractive 
adding to the growing fund of 'evidence' of the 'racial' and cultural 
supremacy of the visitors. Those admired for their looks were loudly and 
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crudely infonned of the benefits of an instant liaison with English 
lads. (ibid.: 131) 

Soccer chants and newspaper reports provide more evidence of the 
hooligans' language and system of signs which symbolically vilify women 
and celebrate male sexual power over them. Some of the fans wear tee
shirts with sexist rhymes and shout out common soccer-terrace chants 
which denigrate women. In 1988 the English football fans in Stuttgart 

assembled at the Bierfassle Bar opposite platfonn nine in shorts and te~ 
shirts, calculating beer prices, scratching their testicles and singing 'Get 
yer tits out for the lads' whenever a young woman walked by. (VulIiamy, 
1988) 

Chants and ditties which are sexually explicit, and insulting and degrading 
to women and gays, have become an intrinsic feature of the repertoire of 
soccer hooligans, characterized by the standard: 

Liverpool boys [sic] 
We are here 
Shag your women 
And drink your beer. 

Another popular terrace chant which objectifies females is aimed at the 
referee when decisions go against the supporters' team: 'Referee, referee, 
your old lady is a whore', or to wayward opposing centre forwards: 'You 
couldn't score in a brothel!'. There is the more inventive Leicester chant, 
'You've got more mouth than a cow's cunt', sung to the tune of 'The 
Camptown Races', and a visiting goalkeeper to Leicester, whose wife had 
had an affair, was greeted by the chant, 'Frankie's [Worthington] shagged 
your missus!' And in the early 1980s when a psychopath popularly called 
the 'Yorkshire Ripper' was sexually abusing and murdering women, the 
Leeds United fans were renowned for taunting the police with the ditty 
'Ripper II, Police Nil, Hallelujah!', and women walking around the pitch 
have been SUbjected to thousands of male voices shouting in unison: 'Does 
she take it up the arse?'.1 

In the context of rugby football, Dunning (1986) argues that the greater 
controls on openly aggressive physical acts on the field of play have been 
transfonned into symbolic expressions of machismo after the match. He 
describes the male 'striptease' or ritual mocking of the female stripper, 
accompanied by the strains of the 'Zulu warrior'. Rugby initiation ceremonies 
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include the often forceful defilement of the genitals, mixed in with other 
rituals and excessive beer drinking. These obscene rituals bolster, he sug
gests, the flagging traditional male egos which have resulted from the 
growing power of women. 

The hidden message common to these chants is that sex has nothing to 
do with sensuality, sensitivity, caring and equality, but everything to do 
with aggressive heterosexuality and the commodification of and power over 
women. The ways in which sexuality is expressed and experienced in these 
settings is gendered through the images of power enshrined in the male 
body. By indulging in actual violence against other males and symbolic 
violence against women, male identities are consolidated. 

Although the threat of physical violence is usually treated seriously, 
symbolic violence, though endemic and violating, becomes normalized and 
accepted in popular consciousness. These examples point to the intimate 
association between violence and masculinity and ways in which gender 
embodies sexuality as a form of power. However, the work of Dunning and 
his colleagues fails to develop an analysis of these relations to any depth 
and fails to show how they are part of a general structure of power relations 
between men and women, specific to capitalist Britain. They are keen to 
'explain away' violent outbursts as counter-spurts in a generally more 
'civilized' society, rather than considering them as examples of a wide
spread characteristic of social life linked to and legitimating male violence 
in other social spheres. As Rojek (1985: 172) points out, the 'tension 
between the historical 'trend-maintaining' tendencies towards more 'civi
lized' behaviour, and the persistence of aggression in present day societies, 
pervades the whole figurational approach'. Dunning et al.' s position is that, 
in spite of such outbreaks of violence as football hooliganism, more and 
more people are living in 'pacified social spaces' which are normally free 
from acts of violence. They argue that there is a long-term tendency for 
people to become 'more sensitive towards committing or even witnessing 
violent acts and ... (in competition, including between the sexes), the 
irruption of direct physical violence is relatively uncommon' (1988: 225-
7). Feminist research contradicts such a claim. We know that incidents of 
violence and aggression against women are numerous, regular, varied and 
serious and that in 'civilized' societies men's power over women is most 
commonly expressed in sexual terms, through the use of physical force in 
cases of rape, battery, incest, child sexual abuse and in sexual harrassment, 
prostitution and pornography. Women's reported concerns about personal 
safety in public have risen to unprecedentedly high levels and it is well
documented that the home has become the most dangerous place for women. 
In reality, public and private spaces in 'civilized' societies are far from 
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being 'pacified social spaces' (Kelly, 1988: Smith, 1989a, 1989b; Stanko, 
1985; Walby 1990). 

Following the figurational position, one would expect that, in general, 
the less repressive the political status quo, the less physical violence would 
be manifest in sport. But modern sports are still overwhelmingly dominated 
by men and based on the belief that aggression is a necessary and positive 
component. Although the rules of modern sports have placed a ban on open 
hacking, ritualized brutality is now built into the rules and structures of 
most contact sports. There must be a greater incidence of, and a greater 
variety of, sport-related violence then ever before, which suggests that a 
new definition of violence is needed to incorporate the excesses and cor
ruptions endemic to modern sport that exploit a person psychologically and 
emotionally as well as physically. Violent 'masculine-style' competitive 
sport has impelled men and, ironically, women as well, to abuse and injure 
the body by, for example, over-training, attempting high-risk skills, and 
endangering life by drug misuse and diet manipulation. The effects of less
overt forms of violence may be much more harmful than the results of 
primitive hacking - for example, young boys have died after playing well
ordered games of rugby and young girls have suffered paralysis as a result 
of gymnastic training. The term 'battered child athletes' describes the 
increasing numbers of children who are psychologically damaged or 
physically injured by the extreme pressure of competitive sports (Bottomley, 
1981; Hargreaves, 1984, 1985; Silver, 1984). 

It is not that women are never violent but that, in modern societies such 
as Britain and the US, physical violence and aggression are mostly per
petrated by men and are seen as predominantly masculine. In our society we 
perceive this to be so, in part because it is men, and rarely women, who are 
trained and legally sanctioned, as members of the police force, the armed 
forces, the prison service and other agencies of law and order, to use 
violence. Although it is more likely that an aggressive masculine style is 
valued and adopted by lower-working-class males, it is not exclusive to 
them, but, as Lynne Segal (1990: 265) points out: 'It is part of the fantasy 
of life, if not the lived reality, of the majority of men enthralled by images 
of masculinity which equate with power and violence.' Physical violence is 
widespread - it occurs in the home, on the streets, on the football pitch and 
on the terraces. As Connell (1987: 85) articulates: 

the concern with force and skill becomes a statement embedded in the 
body, embedded through years of participation in social practices like 
organized sport. ... The meanings in the bodily sense of masculinity 
concern, above all else, the superiority of men to women, and the 
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exaltation of hegemonic masculinity over other groups of men which is 
essential to the domination of women. 

CHANGING MEN 

We come again to the silence in the figurational approach about issues of 
morality and the lack of a connection between theory and radical politics 
and practice. Elias tells us that civilization is a process during which 
individuals learn to control their animalic behaviour and regulate and re
strain instinctive and affective forms of expression into more 'pacified' 
forms and that the disciplining of emotions occurs in outlets like sport. But 
this behaviourist stance is concerned with channelling a notion of 'essential' 
male aggression, rather than challenging and changing it. It also implicitly 
supports modem sporting forms, many of which stimulate and exaggerate 
violent tendencies and celebrate gender difference and inequality. It is not 
just on the football terraces where physical aggression can lead to violence, 
but in the game itself, which, in common with other traditional male sports, 
encourages a form of masculinity which in turn encourages a form of 
violence. Sabo and Runfola (1980: 113) argue: 'The real and assumed 
propensity for violence, reinforced by sports, does much to legitimate and 
enforce the male dominance of other social institutions.' 

Sports power is rooted in the male/female distinction because sport 
remains, in popular consciousness, an area where biological differences are 
celebrated and where women's bodily differences from men are used as a 
reason for their subordination to men. It is the symbolic power invested in 
the male body through images of aggressive sporting masculinity which are 
linked to more general ideas of social power. Lynne Segal (1990: 288) 
suggests that 'masculinity' is best understood as 

transcending the personal, as a heterogeneous set of ideas, constructed 
around assumptions of social power, which are lived out and reinforced, 
or perhaps denied and challenged, in multiple and diverse ways within a 
whole social system in which relations of authority, work, and domestic 
life are organised, in the main, along hierarchical gender lines. 

Feminist cultural struggle can only be understood in the light of values and 
beliefs which underpin a vision for the future, part of which is to find ways 
to deconstruct ideologies of femininity and masculinity and work for a truly 
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more equal balance of power between the sexes. To do so it is necessary to 
understand much more about men and masculinities, male violence and 
men's power, as well as about women and femininities. There has been a 
recent spate of writing on these topics which relates to more general de
velopments in critical social science. Much of it is concerned not just with 
describing what men are, but what men might be, in specific political, 
economic and cultural contexts (for example, Brod, 1987; Hearn, 1988; 
Kimmel, 1987; Kimmel and Messner, 1989; Segal, 1990). Much of this 
work has been shaped by feminism and, in common with much feminist 
writing, incorporates the personal and political as well as 'engaging with the 
tension of detachment/involvement that has importantly characterized much 
recent feminist writing' (Hearn, 1987: 678). 

Most work on men and masculinities has not been a dispassionate 
inquiry but has been written by men who share a belief that aggressive 
masculinity should be discouraged and changed because, in their words 
(quoted in Segal, 1990: 287): 

Our power in society as men not only oppresses women but also impris
ons us in a deadening masculinity which cripples our relationships -
with each other, with women, with ourselves. 

Figurational sociology gives insufficient attention to such contested func
tions of life and culture as gender, masculinity and violence. A more equal 
balance of power between the sexes is not inevitable, and dismantling 
gender hierarchies necessitates an understanding of their connections to 
features of the social totality and 'the pursuit of change in the economy, the 
labour market, social policy and the state, as well as the organization of 
domestic life, the nature of sexual encounters and the rhetorics of sexual 
difference' (ibid.: 294). Gender relations in sport and in sports writing and 
theorizing are examples of the general social patterning of relations between 
men and women which figurational sociology does not examine. And the 
contested, complex and confusing features of gender relations do not fit 
comfortably into the civilizing process. 

Note 

I. These examples of soccer chants have been given to me by John Williams 
from his research with the Sir Norman Chester Centre for Football Research. 
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8 Sport, Power and 
Dependency in 
Southern Africa 
GRANT JARVIE 

INTRODUCTION 

While much of the literature on South African sport has contributed greatly 
to our understanding of the close relationship between sport and politics in 
the South African context, there is an important sense in which many of 
these studies have been deficient. It is the major contention of this chapter 
that much of the writing on South Africa has tended to revolve around the 
question of race and that consequently the analysis of sport has been 
reduced to a question of racial prejudice or the interaction between racial 
and class dynamics. The questions that are raised here about South African 
sport are essentially theoretical and, as such, this analysis does not attempt 
to provide an historical or developmental narrative which attempts to situate 
the analysis of sport within the broader context of South African society. 
However, the chapter does try to outline a broad set of contours upon which 
such a study might rest. The questions I want to raise about South African 
sport emanate from several years of work with the anti-apartheid movement 
and as a social and political theorist attempting to map out some common 
ground between forms of Marxist cultural analysis and Eliasian sociology. 
To date, both schools of thought have tended to view each other as 
anathema. 

With this general orientation in mind, this discussion has been divided 
into four sections. In the first part of the chapter I shall outline some of the 
current developments relating to South African politics and sport in South 
Africa. The essential purpose of this section is to provide some concrete 
background to the current state of affairs in South Africa. Sections two and 
three are essentially theoretical in that they evaluate divergent approaches 
to the question of race, power and dependency, not just within South Africa, 
but within and between the powerful African nations as a whole. A general 
framework is presented which outlines some ways in which an open-ended, 
as opposed to a class or racial reductionist, approach to dependency and the 
struggle for South Africa might proceed. In the final part of this chapter I 
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pose some specific questions and draw together the main points that have 
provided the basis for my analysis. In my opinion, the relation between the 
position being adopted here and Marxist class theory can safely be left as an 
open question. 

THE POLITICS OF SOUTH AFRICAN SPORT 

From the vast amount of literature that has focused upon the issue of sport 
and apartheid, at least two popular definitions continually represent them
selves (Lapchick, 1975; Archer and Bouillon, 1982; Ramsamy, 1982; Jarvie, 
1985; Guelke, 1986). The established state position on sport might briefly 
be described as 'attacking down the right' or 'sport is free to go its own 
way'. Despite being regulated through the Department of National Educa
tion, the official government stance is that sport in South Africa is free from 
all statutory control (South African Yem'hook, 1988, p. 659). In theory at 
least, the depoliticization of sport has been the objective of the Directorate 
of Sport and Recreation Advancement - a policy which has tended to be 
operationalized through the South African Olympic and National Games 
Association (SAONGA) and the South African Sports Federation (SASF), 
Yet such a current position has not merely evolved overnight. It has in fact 
developed as a result of historically changing tensions and conflicts both 
within and between established and outsider groups. Established-outsider 
relations in this sense refers to a process in the course of which formerly 
more or less independent groups become more interdependent (Elias and 
Scotson, 1965: 17). In South Africa, the more powerful, established group 
produced a policy statement on sport during the late 1950s. Dr Donges, 
Minister of the Interior, argued in 1956 that whites and non-whites should 
organize their sport separately within South Africa. In 1967 Prime Minister 
Vorster issued a similar policy statement, while Dr Koornhof, between 
1971 and 1976, was given the responsibility for establishing a new multi
national sports policy which was compatible within South Africa's overall 
policy of separate development. Supporters of South Africa's official policy 
statements on sport have argued on a number of occasions that sport 
provides an essential key to the process of integration and bridge-building, 
while critics of this position have argued that changes are cosmetic, ideo
logical and indeed peripheral to the lives of the majority within South 
Africa. 

The position of the outsider group might briefly be characterized as 
'attacking down the left' or 'no normal sport in an abnormal society'. 
Aiming to create a sporting practice free from all forms of racism, sporting 
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resistance to government policy has, since the early 1970s, been expressed 
through the South African Council of Sport (SACOS) and the newly formed 
National Sports Congress (NSC). The NSC is as vital to the resolution of 
the crisis in South African sport as the African National Congress (ANC) is 
to the solution of the crisis in apartheid society as a whole. Yet a long 
heritage of struggle lies behind the emergence of the NSC. The 1940s saw 
the development of the non-racial table tennis board; the 1950s witnessed 
the inauguration of the South African Sports Association (SASA) and the 
transition of many black sporting federations to a position of non-racialism; 
the 1960s saw the formation and expulsion of the South African Non-Racial 
Committee (SAN-ROC) from within South Africa and the expulsion of 
South Africa from the Olympic Games in Tokyo and Mexico; the 1970s 
saw the development of the South African Non-Racial Sports Organization 
(SASPO) and the expulsion of South Africa from the Olympic Movement; 
while the 1980s involved the ANC as central to sporting discussions in 
Harare and the development of a new militant sports organization, namely 
the National Sports Congress (NSC). While a number of sporting organ
izations have historically compromised their demands, the strength of 
SACOS, SAN-ROC and the NSC lies in their refusal to separate sporting 
demands from the broader demands for social change. We are told, 'you 
cannot have normal sport in an abnormal society'. Freedom in sport, it is 
argued, can only materialize from true liberation which in turn necessitates 
the dismantling of apartheid's core statutes and policies. 

It would be unrealistic not to recognize that a number of changes to 
apartheid legislation have in fact taken place during the 1980s. During his 
visit to Britain, South Africa's new National Party Leader, Mr F. W. de 
Klerk, unveiled a new 'Plan of Action' to Mrs Thatcher during June of 1989 
(Guardial1, 29 June 1989). The National Party, it is argued, is prepared to 
talk with what Mr de Klerk calls reasonable black leaders to explore the 
mechanisms for the creation of a new political system. At the heart of this 
policy change is the intention to create the mechanisms through which 
every South African has the right to participate in the political decision
making process. At a superficial level, it would appear that some form of 
democracy is about to be established in South Africa. Yet at a deeper level, 
the Plan of Action has a number of serious flaws which in fact mitigate 
against 'one person one vote' in South Africa: (a) South African democracy 
within this plan merely refers to the creation of certain channels through 
which diverse 'group' opinions and needs can be voiced; (b) the white 
minority are not willing to entertain any system of government which 
would facilitate majority rule; (c) the power of the government to define 
who it sees as 'reasonable' black leaders remains; and (d) the 'Plan of 
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Action' revolves around the principle of 'group' separation which in pre
vious years has been referred to as the policy of separate development, 
multi-national development or South Africa's Bantustan policy. While the 
rhetoric changes, the principles remain relatively unaltered. Furthermore, in 
this new light of apparent liberalization it is often forgotten that the same 
F. W. de Klerk recently called on whites to report to the police any people 
of colour who broke the country's residential segregation laws (Guardian, 
23 June 1989). 

While the moderates within the minority ruling group have instigated a 
number of legislative changes, the real problem for F. W. de Klerk, as it was 
for P. W. Botha, is the power of the Afrikaner Broederbond, the secretive 
masonry of the Afrikaner elite. The reaction of the Broederbond to Daniel 
Craven's rugby negotiations with the African National Congress is but one 
example of the power of this small group to influence South African affairs. 
The trip to Harare during 1988 was an attempt by Craven and his deputy, 
Louis Luyt, to forge a single non-racial rugby body from two antagonistic 
organizations: the white-administered official Rugby Board (Sarb) and the 
alternative anti-apartheid Rugby Union (Saru). The unity talks, held in 
Harare, were refereed by ANC officials. Craven's motives in Harare lay in 
his belief that the future of South African sport lies 'through Africa' - a 
zonal world cup in which South Africans would play alongside Zimbabwe
ans, Angolans and Mozambicans (Guardian, 30 March 1989). 

However, what was significant about the mission to Zimbabwe was the 
reaction in South Africa which threatened to split the Afrikaner ruling 
group. For the ANC to venture into the rugby citadel was too much for 
the Afrikaner nationalists to bear. Impassioned warnings concerning 'the 
enemy within' prompted P. W. Botha to respond to the rugby initiative by 
saying that sport was part of the ANC's terrain of subtle subversion and that 
there are still politically blind moles in South Africa who fail to see this 
(Guardian, 30 March 1989). Indeed, the Freedom Charter of the ANC, 
adopted at the Congress of the People in Kliptown, South Africa, on 26 June 
1955, categorically states not only that the people shall govern and that all 
national groups shall have equal rights, but that rent, leisure and recreation 
shall be the right of all and that the colour bar in sport and other cultural 
areas shall be abolished (Meli, 1988: 211). 

South Africa is perhaps unique in that sport has become an object of civil 
struggle. Neither the established nor the outsider social groups are power
less. Each has a greater or lesser degree of power. Perhaps the real politics 
of South African sport and the real struggle for sport revolve around the 
monopolistic capacity of one or more groups to define what sport is and 
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what sport should be within South African culture. The terrain of what 
constitutes politics is always changing but an initial agenda on the politics 
of South African sport would have to include some or all of the following 
questions: (a) where does the central balance of power lie among and within 
the various groups who give shape to South African social structure? 
(b) How has sport been affected by African development? (c) Has state 
involvement in sport simply been a response to various internal and external 
tensions between more- and less-powerful groups? (d) How do the day-to
day experiences of life in South Africa affect sporting involvemt:nt? 
(e) Why is it that some people's account of sport in South Africa carries 
more weight than others? What is particularly important about these questions 
is that they necessitate some discussion not only about the relationships 
which are figured in and through sport, but also the question of power and 
inter-d~pendency. Such factors have generally been missing from the 
divergent approaches to race, class and sport in South Africa. 

RACE, CLASS AND SPORT IN SOUTH AFRICA 

The South African situation has invariably been described as involving a 
unified white minority subjugating and denying an undifferentiated black 
majority any meaningful rights by means of an overtly racist legislation, a 
powerful administrative machine and the use of military force. Such a 
limited analysis may have sufficed until the early 1970s but since then 
significant challenges from below have changed the balance of power 
within established-outsider relations in South Africa. The strikes of 1973, 
the Soweto uprising of 1976-7 and the more recent phases of dramatically 
intensified struggle have all produced a range of ever-changing alliances 
and coalitions. In particular, it is no longer possible to assume that race is 
the sole, relatively determining, factor affecting ideology and political 
positions. As the balance of power has changed, new groups, new inter
dependencies and new alliances have developed which defy analysis along 
the old predictable faultlines of race. Various community youth movements 
and right-wing vigilante forces, such as the Inkatha Youth Brigade and 
Buthelezi's Natal-based Inkatha movement are but two examples which at 
least require cognizance of not just race, but also religion, class and tribal 
factors. It is also worth remembering that the leadership of the largest of the 
independent black churches, the Zionist Christian Church, which has a 
following of anything between 2.5 and 4 million, has a political position 
explicitly in support of white minority rule (Guardian, 21 April 1987). 
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If the racial analysis of South Africa fails to demonstrate the salience of 
conservative and right-wing black opinion, it equally misrepresents white 
politics as monolithic. The recent whites-only election of May 1987 re
turned a score of seats for the ultra-right Conservative Party thus narrowly 
displacing the liberal Progressive Federal Party as the official opposition. 
Much more saliently, it reaffilmed the power of the National Party within 
the limited arena of white parliamentary politics. The emergence of the 
United Democratic Front (UDF) in August 1983, with its commitment to 
non-racial politics, provided another avenue into which white and black 
moderate anti-apartheid activists were able to move (Pheko, 1986: 182). 
Like the ANC, the UDF takes its politics from the Freedom Charter of 1955. 
In a nutshell, those who formed the UDF and call themselves progressive 
democrats believe that whites are an integral part of black struggle. Those 
in the National Forum Committee (NFC) hold a contrary view in that they 
believe whites have no role to play, other than conditioning their fellow 
whites for the inevitability of black majority rule. The NFC rejects the 
Freedom Charter in preference to the Azanian People's Manifesto which 
categorically states that the Azanian struggle being waged by the toiling 
masses is nationalist in character and socialist in content. The argument 
here is that there can be no co-operation between oppressor and oppressed, 
established and outsider or dominating and dominated. The NFC principles 
include anti-racism and anti-imperialist policies, opposition to all alliances 
with ruling-class parties and the development of an independent yet nationalist 
working-class organization (Pheko, 1986: 185). It is worth noting that the 
NFC charter also includes a statement demanding the provision of sport and 
recreational services for the Azanian people. 

In much the same way, many pluralist and Marxist accounts of South 
African sport and South African race relations have tended to argue that the 
concepts of race or class have greatest salience vis-ii-vis other structural 
principles. While pluralists have preoccupied themselves with racial groups 
and racial conflict to the exclusion or subordination of class and class 
conflict, Marxists have tended to argue that in South Africa race is class and 
class is race. Some liberals styling themselves on the progressive democrats 
have tried to twist Marxism in Azania in order to confuse the Azanian 
National struggle. The argument is often simply expressed in terms of class 
struggle without due recognition of the fact that Africans in South Africa 
belong to the 'have not' class while whites belong to the 'have' class. The 
polemic conducted by theorists of the pluralist school is directed against a 
very mechanistic conceptualization of race and class relations whose main 
characteristic, according to pluralists, is a rigid undialectical view of a 
universal class struggle. For pluralists the Marxist concept of class is 
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dismissed as irrelevant or, at best, of secondary importance to the analysis 
of Africa, because it is based upon an historical analysis of capitalism 
within Europe and not the unique experiences, conditions and development 
of the African people (Stasiulis, 1980: 465). 

For example, Van den Berghe (1967: 267-88) argues that social class in 
the Marxian sense of the relationship to the means of production is not a 
meaningful reality in the South African context since colour rather than 
ownership of land or capital is the most significant criterion of status in 
South Africa. Within the pluralistic paradigm, the analysis of the South 
African social formation is essentially limited to a polarization of several 
broad themes: (a) as' a plural society South Africa is best explained in terms 
of segmentation into corporate groups often with different cultures; (b) it 
has a social structure compartmentalized into analogous, parallel, non
complementary and distinguishable sets of institutions; (c) the motor of 
development is seen to be a sort of institutional and ethnological determinism 
in which institutions are viewed as autonomous in relation to one another 
and as functioning according to their own inner logic; and (d) as a unique 
social formation South Africa is polarized into two components: a capitalist 
economic system which is harmonious, just and functional, and a system of 
racial domination which, as a political factor, is seen as being dysfunctional. 

When sport is viewed within the confines of the pluralist approach it is 
itself seen to be functionally supportive and integral to a multi-racial South 
African society in which a plurality of groups compete within the framework 
of apartheid. A core part of the pluralist thesis on sport is that South Africa 
is the recipient of more domestic and international pressure than any other 
nation because its case is deemed as not just racial but also ideological. The 
political ideology of apartheid mediates and relatively structures sporting 
participation and provision in South Africa (Lapchick, 1975, 1979; Krotee, 
1988). The argument is simply that sport, while having a degree of relative 
autonomy, is best explained in terms of racial segregation and racial dis
crimination. The ultimate power of the dominant white minority is reflected 
through the ultimate power of the state to manipulate and determine sporting 
policy in South Africa. Because of the institutional power that the dominant 
white minority can mobilize at its behest, internal sporting resistance is 
reduced to a matter of inconsequence in comparison to external pressures 
and policies. Consequently, for pluralists sporting freedom and the disman
tling of apartheid will only really be brought about through continuing the 
sporting boycott, the stringent implementation of the Gleneagles Agree
ment and further external pressures being brought to bear on South African 
sporting organizations. 
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Criticisms of the pluralist approach stem from at least two main sources. 
The first of these might be called a liberal structural critique and is, in part, 
symbolized by the work of Heribert Adam (1971). Such an approach 
pinpoints a number of material and political forces as having primacy over 
explanations revolving around race and ethnicity. While agreeing with the 
pluralist school that apartheid has incurred great wastes when measured in 
terms of individual productivity, Adam is critical of any approach that does 
not question the reasons for racial conflict and diversity which derive, in 
part, from a struggle over scarce resources. Adam rejects the pluralist 
assumption that economic growth will erase racial discrimination. The 
liberal structural approach provided by Adam is a major advance over the 
pluralist scenario because it outlines two of the major forms of dependency 
which underlie the development of Southern Africa, namely the political 
and economic forms of bonding which have structured Southern African 
relations. 

The second critique of the pluralist school is to be derived from neo
Marxist writers who emphasize the degree to which the political and eco
nomic struggles among the different social groups are in fact class struggles. 
That is, they examine the extent to which struggles experienced by white 
and particularly black working-class fractions do in fact arise from the 
relations of production. Instead of abstracting this or that feature of racial 
discrimination and explaining it in terms of other racial concepts deemed as 
flowing from ideological and political structures, neo-Marxists argue that 
the South African situation may be examined as a specific set of social 
relations characterized by the capitalist mode of production. In recent years 
a number of writers have drawn on some or all of these points of orientation 
in attempting to reinterpret South African development. While Wolpe (1983) 
has argued that South Africa cannot be seen as a mere reflection of ideo
logy, Legassic (1974) has argued that the authoritarian and racially dis
criminatory South African structure can only be explained in terms of 
specific historical processes of capital accumulation. The historical analysis 
of Magubane (1979) led him to conclude that the struggle of the oppressed 
African people has, through conflict and negotiation, won space from 
culturally dominant groups in South Africa. One of the strengths of 
Callinicos's (1981) analysis of South Africa is that he attempts to situate the 
complete narrative within the broader context of western domination within 
the emerging African nation states. 

One of the major strengths of the Marxist cultural analysis of sport in 
South Africa has been to highlight the fact that central to the struggle over 
South African sport are in fact the majority of the people in South Africa 
themselves. That is to say sport has a significant part to play within the 
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popular struggles in South Africa. Writers who have undertaken work on 
sport from a cultural Marxist standpoint have done so for a number of 
reasons: (a) to delve into the broader conditions and social relations in 
which a dominant conception of sport in South Africa is produced; (b) to 
examine how struggles between different groups and classes have resulted 
in dominant, residual and emergent sporting practice; (c) to demonstrate 
how a particular form of sport is consolidated, contested and maintained or 
reproduced in the context of the reproduction of South Africa as a whole; 
and (d) to highlight sport as a facet of popular culture and consequently a 
site of resistance to forms of white hegemony (Jarvie, 1985). 

The complex interaction between racial and class dynamics is certainly 
a feature of much of the 1980s writing on South African sport. Archer and 
Bouillon (1982) have argued that football in South Africa cannot be un
derstood purely in racial terms but that, as the most popular sport in South 
Africa, it draws upon a significantly black, but also facets of white, working
class culture. Willan's (1987) study of an African in Kimberley between 
1894 and 1898 supports the thesis that cricket became a social training
ground that reflected a number of complex alliances and coalitions between 
various race and class fractions. Along the same lines, Odendaal (1984) 
reflects upon sport in the lives of the nineteenth-century black-Victorian 
middle class. SACOS's demands in 1988 included not only the evolution of 
non-racial sport but also a free non-racial education system in an undivided 
South Africa governed by the working class and its allies. All these studies 
and many more illustrate that the social dynamics of apartheid are much 
more complex than pluralists would have us believe. The cultural and class 
dimensions of many Marxist cultural accounts provide a major advance on 
the pluralist writings of the 1970s. 

Yet despite the attention to historical context, the avoidance of deter
minism and class reductionism and due attention to popular culture, several 
criticisms have recently emerged in relation to Marxist cultural accounts. 
Briefly, these are: (a) the research emphasis within Marxist cultural analysis 
runs from ethnographiclhistorical work to various text-centred and formalist 
theoretical traditions; there is a danger, therefore, in seeing this work as 
being far more unified than it actually is; (b) popular culture does not exist 
in isolation nor indeed, as I have tried to show here, is any dominant group 
homogenous; (c) many accounts of popular culture have lost sight of the 
importance of political economy or even the political and economic bonds 
which bind people together; (d) there is a relative silence among the sport/ 
hegemony theorists on the notion of counter-hegemonic struggle as it was 
originally used by Gramsci; and (e) there is an imbalance between the 
theoretical claims of many Marxist cultural accounts and their ethnography. 
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Many accounts have tended not only to overestimate the power of sport but 
also the space that has been won from the dominant culture. 

The position being adopted here does not deny the relative importance of 
sport as a field of cultural struggle within the overall war of position in 
South Africa. Indeed class cultural analysis has moved some way beyond 
the simple racial reductionism of the pluralist school of thought. The complex 
interaction of racial and class dynamics in South Africa has often concealed 
the realities of apartheid. Race and racial discrimination appear to be the 
dominant consideration, relatively determining and affecting all aspects of 
life. Black people, regardless of class position, are systematically denied 
equality of opportunity in political, economic and cultural spheres, to name 
but three areas of domination and subordination. Yet what this overlooks is 
the multi-faceted forms of bonding which bind individuals, groups and even 
nations together within a general and yet specific structure. This does not 
imply reducing the process of bonding to simply racial or class explanations 
of social structure. In this sense, the term 'figuration' implies a much more 
open-ended approach which allows for an infinite and yet specific number 
of networks and forms of bonding (Elias, 1978). The point is simply this: 
while racial and class bonds of interdependence may in fact be relatively 
determining, the degree of determination is flexible and yet specific to any 
form of development. The social dynamics of apartheid are much more 
complex and necessitate a framework which allows for not only racial, class 
and cultural relations, but for a whole range of political, economic and 
emotional interdependencies which bind some people together while simul
taneously dividing them from others. As such, the concept of figuration not 
only allows for racial and class dynamics, but also gender relations, age
group relations, tribal relations and national relations amongst others. 

DEPENDENCY, POWER AND SOUTHERN AFRICA 

One of the features of both pluralist and Marxist writings on a total strategy 
within Southern Africa has been the view that dependency and underdeve
lopment provide an essential key to understanding the relations between 
South Africa and the 'frontline' African nations. Like any relationship 
between a metropole and its hinterlands, the dependency paradigm directs 
our attention to the network of power relations between and within a 
multitude of figurations who mayor may not form class, race or nation-state 
formations. In the context of the dynamic dependency relations that exist 
between the South African metropole and the surrounding African states, it 
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is crucial to realize that the process of dependency actually involves issues 
of people, planning and power. At one level there is an uneven balance of 
power between the South African metropole and the surrounding hinterlands 
which leads to some people at another level becoming dependent upon the 
actions of the most powerful figuration in South Africa, namely the Afrikaner 
Nationalist Party. Depending on the unit of analysis, it is also important to 
realize that the process of interdependency between the most powerful 
white nation-state within South Africa and the dependent homelands such 
as the Transkei, Ciskei and Bophuthatswana also involves a process of 
planning which involves people and power and results in the less powerful 
homelands being underdeveloped, a process which, in practice, involves 
some of South Africa's most desolute land being designated as a 'homeland' 
for various black tribal class cultures. Forced to move to bleak and often 
fragmented sites, these people lose their citizenship, find few jobs and 
obtain minimal food, medicine and education, never mind the lUXury of 
sporting opportunity. Only in South Africa are these homelands recognized 
as independent nation-states. 

The dependency debate first gained impetus as a result of the extensive 
Latin American debate on the problems of underdevelopment which began 
towards the end of the 1940s when a group of Latin American economists 
working for the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America 
(ECLA) criticized the way in which the Western world had tended to 
explain the developmental gap between the rich and poor countries. The 
crucial theoretical innovation proved to be the relational idea of core and 
periphery. While a great volume of words has been written concerning the 
core-periphery debate, by way of summary it can be said that most of the 
following points are common to the majority of positions within the 
dependency paradigm (Roxburgh, 1979; Bloomstrom and Bettne, 1984; 
Frank, 1984; Wallerstein, 1984): (a) that underdevelopment is closely 
connected with the expansion of industrial capitalist social formations; 
(b) that dependency is not only an external phenomenon but also an internal 
phenomenon within or between regions, states or nations; (c) that dependency 
can only be adequately explained if it turns to the examination of development 
and patterns of exploitation both within and between nations, regions and 
peoples; and (d) that dependency theorists have not paid enough attention to 
various aspects of cultural dependency, such as sport, tradition and cultural 
identity. 

The notion of dependency certainly provides a useful starting point for 
considering the state of flux and tension in Africa in general and Southern 
Africa in particular. By 1980 nine of the frontline Southern African nations 
had formed themselves into the Southern African Development Co-ordina-
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tion Conference (SADCC) - the principal objective being to minimize the 
negative effects of the political, economic and cultural process of depend
ency. I would merely add to this that such political, economic and cultural 
aspects are relational factors and arise out of the uneven tensile balance of 
power between the people involved in such planning. During the 1970s the 
balance of power between South African ruling groups and the surrounding 
nation-states became less uneven. The Portuguese-ruled buffer states of 
Mozambique and Angola had collapsed. The collapse of Portuguese col
onialism was followed by the transformation of settler-ruled Rhodesia into 
dependent Zimbabwe. Revolutionary regimes emerged from below in 
Guineau-Bissau, Angola and Mozambique, and from above in Somalia, 
Ethiopia and the People's Republic of Benin and the Congo (Tordoff, 
1984). While many political and ideological differences continue to exist 
between the African nations, there is a general agreement that in unity lies 
power. The Organisation of African Unity, the long-standing Union 
Douaniere de l' Afrique Centrale and the Economic Community of West 
African States are but a few of the many alliances to emerge during the 
1960s, 1970s and 1980s. Such coalitions have contributed to a less-uneven 
balance of power between those peoples who are actively involved in the 
process of dependency and underdevelopment. 

According to Mennell (1989: 129), the main weight of any explanation 
of inequality must rest on how groups have impinged upon one another and 
the nature of their interdependence. Wallerstein (1974, 1980) and others 
have shown at length how, on the basis of initially very small technical, 
economic and social advantages, the Europeans were able to weave the 
peoples of Africa, Asia and Latin America into a web of dependence - in 
Elias's tenns, very unequal interdependence - which, over centuries, greatly 
magnified the initial disparities. In each case Elias (1978) is careful to point 
out that such interdependencies may occur at different levels. The range and 
focus of people's political, economic, cultural and emotional bonds will 
differ from level to level, individual to individual and group to group. At 
one level, emotional, economic, political or cultural interdependency may 
occur between larger social structures such as villages, towns and nations 
integral to the overall web of interdependency within Southern Africa. 
Emotional forms of interdependency do not operate independently in that 
context. More specifically, emotional forms of interdependency do not 
operate independently of other spheres such as the political or the economic 
or the sporting sphere. 

The centrepiece of any discussion on dependency must be the uneven 
balance of power between the various groups who enter into such a rela
tionship. The notion of power has proved to be a fruitful analytical concept 
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for many social and political theorists. In his earlier work Poulantzas in 
particular tended to view power entirely in class terms. Yet in State, Power 
and Socialism (1978) Poulantzas concedes that relations of class do not 
exhaust power relations and that it is necessary to go a certain way beyond 
class relations. One of the major advantages of the Eliasian approach to 
power is the open-ended framework which allows for social-class expla
nations of power but also a multitude of other dynamic power relations. 
Power in this sense is a structural characteristic of all relationships. As long 
as people are dependent upon one another. whether it be as a function of 
emotional. political or economic bonds. there will always be a balance of 
power within and between different social groups such as villages or nation
states including the African nations. The relational practice of power and 
dependency operates at a number of different levels (Elias. 1978: 93). But 
the crucial point is that dependency is a relational phenomenon which in 
practice operates at variably interpenetrating levels. 

This discussion of dependency and power is far from irrelevant to the 
analysis of sport. Despite the idealistic hopes that forms of sport are separate 
and represent a respite from everyday reality. sporting relations. like all 
forms of relations. are constitutive of and constitute the social structure of 
South Africa. Sport may have a relative autonomy but it is important not to 
overestimate or underestimate the role of sport in producing change within 
South Africa. Sporting relations contribute to a much wider web of 
interdependencies and. as such. should not be viewed in isolation from 
economic. political or cultural forms of bonding. At the same time it might 
be argued that the forms of sport that are played in South Africa today are 
not independent of previous stages or phases in the development of Africa 
in general. As a focus of analysis. sport is capable of providing a great deal 
of information about various figurations. tensions and conflicts which have 
characterized much of South African history and the development of the 
African social formation. As such. I should like to map out four broad inter
connected stages in the development of sport in what is today known as the 
Republic of South Africa: 

(a) A stage which lasted from at least 460 AD until about 1650. During this 
pre-colonial stage of development. the origins of many African sport
ing practices existed in various antecedent forms. They contributed to 
a somewhat violent. materially impoverished culture which. in part. 
revolved around an organic tribal way of life. 

(b) A stage which lasted from about 1640 until about 1910. At least three 
important processes affected the development of sport during this stage 
of colonial and imperial expansion and domination: (i) a process of 
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colonization which resulted in the relative destruction of the existing 
social order; (ii) a process of imperial expansion which involved the 
introduction of many white, 'civilizing', European forms of sport; and 
(iii) an initial stage of cultural marginalization during which many 
traditional sporting practices of the indigenous peoples were gradually 
eroded as a direct result of colonization. Traditional sporting practices 
did not simply die out, however. They were marginalized and gradually 
replaced by white sporting practices. 

(c) A stage which lasted from about 1900 until 1960 during which both 
imported and indigenous forms of sport became increasingly subject to 
the limits and pressures of segregation and apartheid policies. During 
the period of Afrikaner nationalism and industrialization, rugby and 
cricket symbolically expressed the superiority of one group over 
another in terms of the social relationships and unequal power relations 
that were evolving in South Africa. The institutionalization of 'white' 
sports in school physical-education programmes served as a further 
mechanism of social differentiation. The period after 1948 marked the 
evolution of South Africa's tripartite sporting structure involving white, 
non-white and non-racial sporting forms. 

(d) A stage from about 1950 until the present day during which time South 
African sport experienced a number of multifaceted developments such 
as incipient bureaucratization under apartheid laws, increasing 
commodification, processes of politicization and depoliticization, and 
the emergence of a highly organized non-racial sports movement which 
has continually challenged white sporting hegemony during the 1980s. 
The development of South African sport has been inextricably linked 
with changing race, class and nationalist alliances and coalitions. These 
and many other developments have taken place within the changing 
nexus of African dependency and nationalist development. 

The analysis of South African sporting development has paralleled much 
broader transformations within African society as a whole. Indeed the 
development of sport in what is now South Africa certainly encompasses 
some of the most basic questions that might be asked concerning South 
African culture, dependency and social structure. What is the relationship 
between sport in South Africa and the prevailing social structure? How has 
South African sport been affected by the historical epoch in which it 
moves? What social forces have relatively shaped sporting traditions in 
South Africa? Who have been the most powerful people within the complex 
web of interdependent figurations associated with South African sport? In 
what complex way has this power been expressed in practice? These questions 
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are indicative of the potential richness that may be found in a sociological 
analysis which takes as its main focus the development of South African 
sport. Yes it is crucial to realize that such processes, developments, tensions 
and conflicts do not exist independently of the people who constitute the 
very social fabric of this social formation. Society does not exist outside of 
the individual people who form it. At the same time, individual behaviour 
is only relatively autonomous in that it responds to constraints and tensions 
which have mediated South African sporting development. 

I have suggested that the notions of dependency, culture and figurational 
development provide an extremely powerful explanatory basis for under
standing African nationalism and sport under apartheid. The term 'figura
tion' has a relative open-ended ness which makes it a more powerful, 
analytical tool than that of social class, race or culture while still remaining 
inclusive of such categories and formations at any particular point in time. 
At least three crucial advantages are to be gained from any problematic 
which has the notion of figuration as one of the axial principles around 
which it revolves: (a) it provides an open-ended framework capable of 
explaining multi-faceted forms of interdependence, domination and sub
ordination without necessarily reproducing class reductionist accounts or 
accounts of social structure based on false dichotomies such as individual 
and society or structure and agency; (b) it is a concept which has at its core, 
not at its periphery, a relational concept of power; and (c) it is a concept 
which lends itself to redressing the inadequacies which have plagued the 
development of dependency theory. By this, I do not mean that the 
explanatory power of dependency or indeed cultural theory is not central to 
the analysis which has been presented here, but rather that the strengths of 
these approaches are complementary to the notion of figuration. Marxist 
cultural analysis need not view Eliasian sociology as anathema. 

A POLITICAL POSTSCRIPT 

The new South African politics of the 1990s has created a climate of 
optimism that real political change is on the agenda. Following the release 
of Nelson Mandela even such front line foes of apartheid as Desmond Tutu 
and Allan Boesak have conceded that the promise of reforms has indicated 
that a new plan of action is now on the negotiating table (Sunday COI'l'es
pondent, 2 February 1990). Mrs Thatcher's pressure on the European 
Community to remove economic sanctions on South Africa and President 
Samaranch's plea that the International Olympic Committee (lOC) should 
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consider welcoming South Africa back into the world of sport are but two 
indications of the growing international conservative support for South 
Africa's National Party. It is important to maintain a sense of realism about 
the new President de Klerk's initiative of the 1990s. Certainly a great deal 
of euphoria and optimism has been created as a result of the partial lifting 
of the state of emergency, the freeing of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning 
of certain exiled popular liberation movements such as the ANC and the 
South African Communist Party (SACP). Yet already a number of problems 
and frustrations are beginning to emerge which indicate that the presidential 
promises of the 2 February 1990 are essentially reformist as opposed to 
revolutionary. 

First, there is the issue of F. W. de Klerk's pledges to South Africa's 
right-wing coalitions since his presidential address of early February. It has 
been consistently pointed out that majority rule within a unitary political 
system is not on the political agenda. In a flat rejection of the ANC demand 
for majority rule, President de Klerk argued that 'we' are not prepared to 
destroy existing rights or allow them to be destroyed. The government's 
position remains that, for the smaller groups in a multi-national country 
who run the risk of being dominated and suppressed, majority rule is totally 
unacceptable (Independent, 18 April 1990). Power-sharing in National
party terms refers to the process by which black voices may be heard and re
presented but it is envisaged that this will operate through a committee 
structure which protects white minority rule. The message is clear: nego
tiation, consensus and limited power are on the political agenda but majority 
rule is not open for discussion. 

Secondly, there is the issue of national unity. Nationalism in Africa has 
not had a good record. Regional, ethnic and tribal loyalties have often 
proved stronger than national ones. Political winners have tended to wrap 
themselves in the national flag and to demand complete obedience in the 
name of national unity. Power-sharing for the sake of national unity is 
virtually unknown. Few people would argue that Westminster-style demo
cracy is appropriate for Africa, but a system has yet to emerge there which 
takes into account the traditional relationship of leader and follower, the 
effect of colonialism and problems of diversity both within and between 
national boundaries. If South Africa suddenly becomes a form of meritocracy, 
the educational privileges which whites have kept for themselves for 
decades will keep jobs in white hands. On the other hand, if there is a total 
transfer of power and the ANC turns itself into the state and tries to 
nationalize the banks and mining houses as has happened in other African 
nations, the outflow of capital could cause economic collapse. 
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Thirdly, there is the issue of the ANC strategy itself. For three decades 
the ANC's hierarchy in exile has formed a relatively unified focus of 
resistance and popular struggle. Its President, Oliver Tambo, remains ill and 
now veterans such as Walter Sisulu and Nelson Mandela are back in play. 
There are reported differences between the diplomats ofthe ANC embodied 
not only in young exiles such as Thabo Mbeki but also in no-compromise 
militants such as Chris Hani of Umkhonto we Sizwe. There is also the 
question of what role will there be for those who have carried the torch 
inside South Africa during the ANC's 30 years of exile. If the United 
Democratic Front (UDF) are to be disbanded, then how are its members to 
be assimilated into the ANC? 

The new climate of the 1990s raises a number of questions concerning 
South African development, culture and politics. How should we evaluate 
these and other reforms which have characterized South African develop
ment? What combination of forces characterizes the ongoing struggle to 
overthrow the apartheid state? Are the current changes essentially reformist 
or revolutionary? What is particularly significant about these problems is 
that they necessitate not only a tight fit between theory and evidence but 
also some understanding of the way in which race, class and nationalism in 
the twentieth century affect South African dependency and development. 
More forcibly, it might be argued that one of the central failings of struc
tural and cultural Marxist accounts of sporting development has been their 
theoretical and empirical silence on the issue of nationalism. 
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9 Figuring a Brighter Future 
ALAN CLARKE 

Over the years the discussion of football has taken a number of diverse turns 
ranging from the knee-jerk response of the gutter press to the erudite prose 
of some of the finest writers on sport. It has also attracted the attention of 
academics from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds but usually sharing a 
common interest - a love for their object of study, the game of professional 
football. In talking with the various authors who contributed to the collec
tion which emanated from the First World Congress on the Science of 
Football (Reilly, Lees, Davids and Murphy, 1988), it was clear that the logic 
for their studies was, first, an unexpected passion for the game followed by 
the need to turn their academic talents to its analysis. This is not merely a 
casual observation on the idiosyncrasies of my colleagues who share my 
affliction but an important introduction to the argument presented here 
because no one has managed to identify what it is that holds the interest of 
such a diverse group of people under the single umbrella of 'football fans'. 
Yet there is an underlying assumption within the analyses that we know 
what we are talking about. Moreover, there is an increasing feeling that one 
group of scholars has come closest to solving the problems of modern 
football and are now being asked to define the terrain for the discussion in 
the future. This chapter is an attempt to question the basis of that assumption 
and to take issue with some of the basic theoretical and empirical evidence 
on which that position depends. 

It is difficult to know where to begin with the writings which have 
emerged from the 'Leicester School', as the years have consolidated a 
tradition which began in the arena of sociological theorization before drifting 
into a predominant concern with analyses of football hooliganism. Walking 
in the footsteps of Elias has advantages and provides a ready-constructed 
theoretical framework but it also has its own 'civilizing' effect on the 
disciples. No one can dispute the sheer amount of work which has been 
undertaken at Leicester but there have been many criticisms of the position 
put forward over the years. These have been stoutly rebutted but the argu
ments persist at least at the academic level. It is less clear that there is such 
a dispute at the level of official policy formulation. The cynic may be 
forgiven for thinking that there is only one 'think tank' in the world of 
football and that is situated in Leicester. That it may not be only cynics who 
view the situation this way was given some credence when the Leicester 
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School officially became the Sir Nonnan Chester Centre for Football Re
search. It is clear that something approaching a hegemonic position has 
been established by the diligence of the workers at the Centre and this has 
important implications for the future development of football research in 
this country. However, it may be a hegemonic position in a debate which 
does not exist. 

The 1980s witnessed many outbreaks of football hooliganism and a 
massive wave of antagonism against the professional sport and its supporters. 
Attempts to explain the 'phenomenon' were legion but the official debate 
focused on control mechanisms rather than on any analysis of the 'problem'. 
The official answer has produced a disciplining of attendance at football 
matches by segregation, separation and surveillance. Here is the outcome of 
the official debate: the accomplishments of the truly hegemonic power in 
the football debate. We have remorselessly followed the logic of separation. 
The continuation of the policies which saw supporters segregated within 
grounds and escorted outside grounds found its logical conclusion in pro
posals for control by membership cards for attendance at all games. I shall 
return to the problems with this 'solution' later in the chapter, but first I 
want to consider the failures of sociology to challenge this official discourse 
of containment and particularly to locate the Leicester School within this 
process. 

It may appear to be unreasonable to align the School with these deve
lopments. Indeed, the Chairman of the Football Trust, Lord Aberdare's 
'foremost academic research team' (Dunning, Murphy and Williams, 1988: 
vii) have regularly commented on the limitations of these official moves to 
control hooliganism. However, I shall argue that, although the Leicester 
School is fundamentally opposed to simple control solutions, their arguments 
have been influential in creating the space for these official discourses to 
operate. 

In order to begin this critique it is necessary to explore how the key 
aspects of the figurational approach have been applied to football hooli
ganism. It must then be considered whether this approach meets the criteria 
established within figurational sociology itself and only then raise objections 
from other empirical and theoretical positions which may be able to make 
a contribution to the analysis of the future of football. 

Although the definitive account of the Leicester position is to be found 
in The Roots of Football Hooliganism (Dunning, Murphy and Williams, 
1988) and detailed reference will be made to that text in the subsequent 
discussion, there is a useful summary of the position in Dunning (1989). He 
presents a four-page resume of the argument and concludes (50): 
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That, in a nutshell, is why football hooligans fight. They develop rela
tively aggressive personalities, firstly because their involvement in the 
complex interdependency networks of modern society does not lead to 
pressure to exercise foresight and restraint to the same extent as other 
groups, and secondly because their communities receive less protection 
from the monopoly of violence than other groups. Indeed, because of 
their structurally generated deviance from dominant social standards, 
they regularly experience violence at the hands of the state. Moreover, 
for lower working-class males, fighting provides one the few opportuni
ties for obtaining status, meaning and pleasurable excitement. They have 
chosen football as one of the arenas for acting out their masculinity 
rituals because it, too, is an arena in which working class masculine 
identities are at stake. Football also provides a context where there is 
relative immunity from arrest and where an 'enemy' is regularly pro
vided, the fans of the opposing team. 

A number of key points are made in this summary which, for Dunning 
(1989: 50), shows that 'far from constituting a refutation of the theory of 
civilizing processes or being a form of behaviour that cannot be fruitfully 
explored from such a standpoint, a complete understanding of football 
hooliganism is only possible in its terms'. 

The task of 'doing figurational sociology' has been broken down by 
Maguire (1988: 192) who contributed some of the research to the Roots 
book. He argues: 'The task of developmental sociology is not only to 
generate substantive research but also to explain the status, selection and 
interpretation of such "facts" as part of a more general endeavour of enlarging 
the understanding of the various ways in which individual people are 
interconnected'. This raises several issues which challenge the status of the 
account offered by Roots and which undermine Dunning's own claim to 
exclusivity. Initially Maguire poses a fundamental problem here by refer
ring to a wider 'general endeavour'. There has to be a serious question 
asked in developmental telms of an analysis which focuses on a sub
category of the figuration being studied. Rather than following in Elias's 
footsteps and studying the dominant figurations in the development of the 
civilizing processes and in the development of sport, we are presented with 
an account of a marginal minority within the figuration. 

To expand on this we are told (12) that the 'sociological problem is to 
explain why they [the fans] should behave like this'. In practice this is only 
the question for a small number of the fans and a far more interesting 
sociological problem is raised by the questions why do people become 



204 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

football supporters and why do the patterns of support come into being? In 
terms of achieving a detached view of the processes involved in the history 
of football, this focus on the 'football figuration' rather than the 'hooligan 
figuration' promises clearer insights into the patterns of support and webs 
of interdependence. By accepting the' hooligan' framework, the parameters 
of the study are set with reference to a discourse which exists outside of 
football (Pearson, 1983) and gives little ground to the traditions and patterns 
of football itself. For a historical analysis not to challenge this terminology 
and not to construct a model of the wider figuration leaves significant gaps 
in the analysis of the narrow object of study. For, as Maguire acknowledges 
(1988: 189), 'the task which the figurational perspective has set itself is to 
explore, and to make people understand, the patterns they form together and 
the nature of the figurations that bind them to each other'. It is doubtful that 
Roots can lay claim to such an achievement as the patterns are so little 
explored. In Elias's (1983) own terms, explaining the hooligan without 
explaining the football is like attempting to explain Louis XIV without an 
understanding of court society. 

Again, to develop one of the criteria advanced by Maguire (1988: 192), 
'the task is to trace and analyze the significance which specific events have 
in time and their conjunction with other events'. In order to achieve this, an 
understanding of the conjuncture in which the specific event takes place, as 
well as the specific event itself, is necessary. In dismissing some other 
approaches to football hooliganism, Roots notes the lack of historical evi
dence gathered by previous authors to support their theories. This critique 
is by no means one-sided as the adequacy of the history presented in Roots 
is itself open to question. It may help to take the earlier aspects of the 
account and unpack the historical context surrounding the analysis. For in 
drawing together an account of the history of football hooliganism, the 
context in which football is located is an important element in understanding 
the relationship between the supporters and the game they follow. What is 
missing from the account in Roots is an explanation of the position of 
football in the community. Instead we are presented with a focus on a single 
option within the range of choices available to the community at any period 
in time. More specifically we are looking at an increasingly popular choice 
in one historical period and one which in later periods suffers from declin
ing attendances. Part of the explanation for this pattern emerges from an 
analysis of professional football itself but another important element comes 
from the position of football within the leisure industries. At no point is 
football an exclusive choice for any sector of the crowd and, no matter what 
form of market segmentation one uses, other options exist for the supporter. 
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This is not the place to develop a history of the leisure industries but it 
is important to recognize that soccer develops alongside other forms of 
popular entertainment and not in isolation. Reference is made to travelling 
support without recognizing that the opportunity to undertake such travel 
fundamentally affects the conjuncture under analysis and not just the at
tendance at football matches. In an account which ,draws on the sense of 
identity that football teams can generate for communities, such an opening 
up of both the opportunities and the influences has to be considered to 
produce an understanding of the conjuncture. By making the object of study 
only the 'hooligan' it may seem that such wide-ranging social forces are 
beyond the scope of the analysis and yet it cannot be so. This becomes 
especially apparent in the discussion of the travelling armies of hooligans in 
the 1970s and 1980s which the authors comment on. The influence of travel 
and of its developments cannot be considered only where it becomes involved 
in the process of hooliganism. It must also be considered along the more 
positive dimension of official and semi-official football supporters clubs. 
This orderly expression of support is just as significant a development 
within the football figuration as 'away' support becomes for hooliganism. 
Indeed it is in the orderly context that travelling supporters are first mentioned 
when Roots repeats Mason's (1980) accounts of travelling supporters in the 
l870s. What provokes the change within a minority of the 'football figuration' 
which produces the development identified as significant in Roots? It is not 
the travelling per se which causes the problems but the patterns which 
emerge around that travelling support. 

Another problem facing the historical analysis of the hooliganism sur
rounding football matches is the nature of the documentation used. Again 
bearing the necessity for conjunctural specificity in mind, there has to be 
some doubt about the material presented in Roots. What are we to make of 
the comment that: 

none of the forty-three incidents of spectator behaviour at or in connec
tion with Leicester City'S home matches in this period to which the 
Mercury reports took exception makes an appearance in the FA minutes 
and that, conversely, only six of the seventy-one disorderly incidents 
involving Football League clubs minuted by the FA were reported in the 
Mercury. (Dunning, Murphy and Williams, 1988: 94) 

This statement requires several fundamental questions to be posed about the 
two different but elided forms of analysis being undertaken in this recon
struction of the history of hooliganism. Let us first be clear about the two 
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types of data being considered. On the one hand we are presented with the 
Football Association records as the official, if somewhat sparse, memory of 
crowd disorders. These minutes refer to the formal hearings of the govern
ing body of the sport and are tabulated in the form of warnings and ground 
closures. As the authors note, they are difficult to contextualize because of 
the lack of clear information about the growth of the game and the level of 
support. They are also difficult to contextualize in this account because they 
are divorced from the process which produced them. The actual configuration 
of the FA, the process by which the reports came to be heard and the 
influence of such factors as location and specific history of the clubs 
involved are all absent from the account. Such factors are important in 
understanding the decision process and the construction of the 'official' 
figures (Cicourel, 1964). 

On the other hand we are presented with evidence from the local 
newspaper, the Leicester Mercury. Far from being an official commentary, 
these reports are presented as enabling 'a more complete picture to be built 
up' (Dunning, Murphy and Williams, 1988: 93). Using newspaper accounts 
is notoriously difficult and studies of local coverage compound the problems. 
The authors make use of the notion of 'moral panic' and identify the media 
as a significant actor in the generation of the concern about football hoo
liganism in the 1960s and yet still cite the Mercury as evidence. This evokes 
two methodological problems in dealing with the historical accounts. We 
are aware of the phenomenon of football hooliganism in the 1980s taking 
place weB away from the football grounds and still being reported in the 
known categories of football hooliganism. This makes the stories easily 
recognizable for the readership and for the analyst but how can we be sure 
that this is true for the 1880s? Without a preoccupation for football hooli
ganism in the 1980s many other acts of hooliganism would be presented 
differently - the behaviour of 'lager louts' on the Costa del Sol springs to 
mind - and nowhere do we have an account of the news values which 
inform the press in the different periods of study. Secondly, there arises the 
concern of local newspapers for their own locale and how this informs the 
presentation of news. It should therefore come as no surprise that the 
incidents in Leicester are reported in the Mercury rather more frequently 
than they make the separate hearings in the national official FA and con
versely, that the dealings of the FA are of less interest to the MercU/y. To 
offer these sources as definitive, despite such limitations creates doubts 
about the empirical basis of the study. 

Understanding the processes involved in the compilation of the data 
presented is crucial to the construction of the historical narrative. However 
there is a further element in the analysis which questions the evaluation of 
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the figurational presentation of contemporary accounts. Not only is the 
institutional context of the accounts ignored, but so is the cultural context of 
the key terms around which these accounts are constructed. 

Discourse analysis may sit uneasily with figurational sociology but if the 
attempt to construct a history which is sensitive to the web of 
interdependencies is to be taken seriously, then attention must be given to 
th$! terminology used and to the contemporary significance of such terms. 
We are told (Dunning, Murphy and Williams, 1988: 76): 

As one can see from the accounts reported in Chapter 3, disorderly 
behaviour by football spectators was rarely, if ever, sensationalised by 
the later nineteenth and early twentieth-century press. There was the 
occasional dramatic headline but the incidents referred to were invari
ably described in a matter-of-fact and low-key way and, to the extent that 
moral criticism was involved, the references tended to be to 'bad sports
manship' or to a 'disgraceful scene'. The miscreants may have been 
labelled as 'blackguards' - a term which carried greater opprobrium then 
than it would today - and occasionally as 'hooligans' but they were 
never described as 'animals', 'lunatics' or 'thugs'. 

It is not sufficient to recognize that one term - 'blackguard' - has a 
historically specific meaning because all terms operate within the cultural 
milieu of a specific historical moment. There is no attempt to construct a 
categorization of 'opprobrium' for the literary of terms used or to account 
for the absence of other terms. Language appears to be almost unproblematic 
in the Leicester construction of history and there is no assessment of how 
far the absence of the key terms is merely a local phenomenon. Is it safe to 
allow the Leicester Mercury to be the arbiter of current usage? It can there
fore be seen that there are three stages to this criticism, with the absence of 
the national historical taxonomy of opprobrium being compounded by the 
lack of consideration of local equivalences, which produces the result of 
reading backwards for the presence or absence of current key words. Even 
if it is the case that the term is not used, without a moral taxonomy we 
cannot comment on the power of the condemnation involved in the news
paper columns. There may well be a moral equivalent grounded in the local 
practice and Leicester discourse. 

At this stage, it is appropriate to consider the role of violence and the 
idea of levels of tolerance which are built into the figurational analysis of 
football hooliganism. Violence and the levels of tolerance are the two main 
aspects of the 'civilizing processes' on British society in general and on the 
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working classes in particular. The authors argue that 'a higher level of 
violence also seems to have been socially tolerated than tends to be the case 
today' (77). This contention is central to the very notion of civilizing 
processes and yet there is no significant attempt to justify the assertion, 
despite an alternative view of the 'evidence' of tolerance being offered by 
Pearson (1983). Although there is no attempt to suggest that there is a 
simple unilinear movement away from violence towards civilization, the 
demonstration of the relative moral codes which govern society is allowed 
to remain a grey area. This is a strange absence given the central role that 
thresholds of tolerance play in the account offered of the moral panic which 
surrounds football hooliganism in the 1960s. We are confronted with an 
argument that media coverage is more outraged because society generally 
tolerates less violence but this is difficult to assess from the evidence 
presented. It is possible with a careful reading of the text to find events in 
the 18808 similar to the ones in the 1960s which met with similar punish
ments. 'Society' is therefore indexed not by its official codes but by the 
public pronouncements of the media. 

More importantly, the motor behind this civilizing drive is presented as 
the monopoly of legitimate violence maintained by the state and the 
lengthening chains of interdependence found in society as a whole. Again, 
as an explanation of football hooliganism this misconstrues patterns found 
throughollt society, not just in football. The mechanism for relating this 
drive explicitly to football is the idea of matching arenas of contested 
masculinity which is presented in the form of Suttles's (1972) theory of 
'ordered segmentation'. For Suttles (1972: 199), ordered segmentation cap
tured 

two related features of the pattern of life in such communities: firstly, the 
fact that, while the segments that make up larger neighbourhoods are 
relatively independent of each other, the members of these segments 
nevertheless have a tendency regularly to combine in the event of oppo
sition and conflict; and, secondly, the fact that these group alignments 
tend to build up according to a fixed sequence. 

The exact pattern of this segmentation will be influenced by the specific 
form of state action. What we have is a reintroduction of the criminological 
arguments about gang formation and the sense of territorial identification. 
Using this theory Dunning et al. (1988: 207) argue: 'the local football ground, 
especially the "home end" terraces, has come to be regarded by many 
adolescent and young adult males from the lower working class as a loca-
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tion which is both their own and where exciting experiences are a regular 
occurrence' . 

This analysis is superficially very convincing. Lower-working-class males, 
socialized in the values of the street, excluded from the lengthening 
interdependences of modern society, congregate around their football club 
expressing their masculinity in ways which society can no longer tolerate 
and therefore condemns. However this account fails to deliver an explanatory 
mechanism for the highly selective recruitment from only a section of these 
'roughs' into the ranks of the hooligans. Moreover it also fails to account 
for why the football ground becomes the focus for this contestation of 
masculinity. Similar figurations of young 'roughs' populate the streets of St 
Helens and Warrington as they do Liverpool and Manchester. Rugby League 
and professional football offer no similarities in terms of the incidence of 
hooliganism. Unless scale is the deciding factor, there is an element missing 
from the figurational explanation. As it is, the concept of the web of 
interdependence cannot be broken away from its relation to the division of 
labour and a functional specificity which ill-serves the authors' account of 
the recession in working-class communities. 

If the chain of interdependence is taken in its broader anthropological 
usage to include familial ties, then a recasting of the argument may still 
save the explanation. Perhaps it is where the extended family, or indeed the 
family itself, has broken down that the hooligan option becomes attractive. 
But the definitive statistics presented in Roots cannot be reinterpreted to 
allow such further investigations. More worryingly, the figures allow for no 
analysis of inter-generational movement and its relation to the sense of 
identification. What are the class backgrounds of the known hooligans 
rather than their current class positions? Where do they come from socially, 
culturally and geographically and what degree of mobility do they show 
along these dimensions? Here in these patterns which probe beyond the 
surface descriptions recounted in the text we might find (and at this stage, 
despite all the previous research, it remains only a hypothesis) the patterns 
which allow the unpacking of the hooligan figuration. 

Having questioned the figurational approach in its own terms, it is also 
useful to consider the work of the Leicester School from the position of 
some of the other theories they reject. Indeed one of the criticisms of the 
development of the Leicester position is that they dismiss other approaches 
with grand gestures and generalizations which belittle the work of their 
rivals. Horne and Jary (1987: WI) described this as a 'onesidedness and a 
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degree of implicit theoretical overclosure' which 'can be seen as a problem 
in Figurational Sociology, at odds with its own explicit stress on the open
endedness of social situations'. There is a great hostility between the 
figurational position and the followers of other analytical traditions. A long 
history of hostile exchanges between various authors is in danger of pre
venting the fruitful development of a coherent approach to the football 
figuration and its location within a political economy of leisure that draws 
on forces seemingly excluded from the figurationalists' theoretical armoury. 
This section will demonstrate that there are elements of the Marxian tradi
tion, dismissed in the rather cavalier treatment of Taylor (1971) and Clarke 
(1978), that are an integral part of the unpacking of the development of 
professional football. It might also be worth noting that the care and atten
tion given to the exposition of Elias is not to be found in the presentation of 
some of the positions criticized. Positions in Roots are often refuted on the 
basis of 'straw' presentations, none more clearly than the cultural-studies 
position which, ironically, has the most to offer for expanding the analysis 
of the football figuration. 

Critcher (1988) has addressed the limitations which the Leicester School 
impose on themselves with the overreliance on the explanatory power of the 
'civilizing process'. He argues (203) that this produces a 'damaging resort 
to functionalist interpretation. Social and cultural activities are interrogated 
for the functions they fulfil for the individual, group or society'. It should 
perhaps be remembered, as Horne and Jary (1987) note, that the concept of 
function is presented as being used in a way that differentiates the figurational 
use from the more conventional forms of functionalist analysis. There is an 
attempt to distance the term from the usual concern for the maintenance and 
reproduction of the social systems involved but it retains its roots in func
tionalist analysis and particularly Durkheimian sociology. This functionalism 
places two parameters on the interpretation of the hooligan figuration, in 
that it imposes a necessity to discover the functional logic of the actions, 
here argued in terms of contested masculinity, and also restricts the terms of 
the analysis. This criticism has been developed in relation to the wider 
discussions on the role of sport within society, focusing on the concerns for 
social order and social control evident within the writings such as Quest for 
Excitement (Elias and Dunning, 1986). However these concerns with the 
civilizing effect of less-violent and more-controlled confrontations in sporting 
arenas also frame the analysis of football hooliganism presented in Roots. 

There has been an emphasis on football hooligans because they reflect 
the negative aspects of the sports world and demonstrate that the figurational 
approach can deal effectively with contrary evidence showing that the 
civilizing process is not universally effective. However as well as iIIustrat-
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ing this point, what the example also shows is the inability of the theory to 
account for the actions under analysis. The issue must be confronted both in 
terms of the content and the style of the behaviours under examination. In 
arguing that civilizing processes can be overturned and that the process can 
be seen negatively, the authors are concerned with a hooliganism that does 
in fact change in character. Their concern for history demonstrates that the 
target of hooliganism moves from being the representatives of officialdom, 
the playing arena and the players, to being, in the main, the rival fans. This 
is presented in terms of the development of the phenomenon but the change 
is itself significant. This is recognized by the authors but not explained, 
largely because the role of 'external' social factors which influence these 
changes is not clearly outlined in relation to the figuration. Using Suttles 
(1972) to describe the difference between functional and segmental bond
ing in the modern era does not explain the persistence of hooliganism 
throughout the historical account. Nowhere is it argued that segmental 
bonding is a development unique to the working classes in the 1970s as the 
evidence is drawn from urban America, going well back into the 1950s. The 
historical adaptation of a segment of the working class is presented in the 
place of a fully formed class analysis located within a model of the political 
economy of the society. 

To draw out the benefits of the cultural studies approach, it is important 
to locate the analysis within the framework of the political, economic and 
social forces which shape the cultural terrain of which football is a part. 
Although there is nothing unique in this proposition, Maguire (1988: 189) 
notes that for figurational sociology 'the more common analytical approach 
in which societies are broken down into sets of 'factors' or 'spheres', (for 
example, the economic, the political) is eschewed'. The danger is that by 
eschewing such an approach the role of economics and politics in society is 
effectively marginalized and although there are some references to the 
impact ofthe 'recession' they are not followed through to produce a grounded 
analysis of the recomposition of the working class. The concept which is 
most startlingly absent is that of 'power', and in the context of this analysis 
the particular distribution and exercise of cultural power. Taylor's (1971a 
and b) early analysis of the ownership of the professional football apparatus 
was rejected by the Leicester School because there was no empirical evidence 
of a 'participatory democracy' actually operating and therefore the 
'bourgeoisification' of football could not be responsible for the sense of 
'usurpation' felt by a 'sub-cultural rump' (Dunning, Murphy and Williams, 
1988: 24-5). They raised less objection to the changes which were identi
fied as taking place in relation to the presentation of the sport itself. The 
game was being repackaged for an upwardly mobile population and the 
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competition from other forms of entertainment was clearly recognized by 
the football authorities. Significant changes did take place within the clubs, 
within the grounds and within the competitions the clubs were invited to 
take part in. The search for empirical evidence of participatory democracy 
in any formal sense may well prove elusive but there is a sense in which the 
football figuration depends on the illusion of participation and involvement 
for its popularity. The importance of the symbolic association should not be 
undervalued, because there is no occasion where the fans have owned the 
'turf' they fight to defend either and yet this symbolic relationship is firmly 
accepted in the Roots application of Suttles's writings. 

Participation may never have been in terms of any democratic control
ling mechanisms or participation in the behind-the-scenes operations of the 
clubs but what was engendered in the local areas was a sense of association 
with the club. In this sense Dunning, Murphy and Williams may well be 
correct to say that the working classes never controlled their own football 
clubs and this would also be true for other traditional forms of working
class leisure, with the control of the music hall and the pub lying outside the 
hands of the working-class community. What was the case and remained 
the pattern into the 1950s was that control remained remarkably localized. 
The landlord of the pub may not, in class terms, be a part of the community 
but in terms of the interactions of the community there was a clear position 
of interdependence between the pub and its regulars. A similar relationship 
can be perceived in the more structured organization surrounding employment 
in the local firms, with the employers recognizing responsibilities beyond 
the factory walls. This relationship is important when unpacking the early 
financing of the professional clubs, many of which developed under the 
benevolent patronage of local landlords and employers. The analysis of 
sponsorship and the rapidly growing market in sponsorship packages can 
mask the impact of donations in the origins of many clubs. It is not a new 
phenomenon introduced by the 'marketing revolution' but is a reworking of 
a very old practice indeed. There is still a great deal of this relationship left 
in many clubs which would not be financially viable without the support of 
the Board of Directors who, for the majority of clubs, are still local people. 
What has happened is that the traditional patterns of community organization 
which supported these forms of communal association have been discon
nected by changes far removed from the realms of the football fields but 
intimately connected with the developments of the game. 

In presenting the thesis of the civilizing process, much is made of the 
lengthening chains of interdependence which come into being in the 
developmental process. One understanding of this process is to look at the 
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development of the division, specialization and mechanization of labour 
and the reorientation of society around the cash nexus. What this process 
does bring about through the concentration of capital is the removal of a 
series of levels of decision making, moving them away from the terrain of 
the locality towards the control of national and international actors. If the 
leisure industries are examined, the patterns of control now reveal very few 
pockets of local ownership. Breweries, cinemas, restaurants and many 
forms of private sports provision demonstrate the shift of control to regional 
head offices of national chains of international companies. This sets real 
constraints on the extenf of local involvement in the decision-making 
processes which affect the development of their own community facilities. 
The labour market has been more fully analyzed in these terms than the 
leisure industries but the impact on the community of these changes com
bines to break down the amount of interconnection within the community. 
Work no longer provides the continuity and close associations which it once 
did for many of the people in the workplace. Changing jobs, changing forms 
of work and changing the place of work are all becoming features of 
working class life where the idea of a job for life has begun to recede into 
memory. This set of changes in the labour market is destroying patterns of 
life which depended on the community of colleagues from the workplace 
and family for their continuance. Far from lengthening chains of inter
dependence, labour and geographic mobility combined with smaller aver
age numbers of children per family are shortening the chains for many 
people. Life is increasingly an isolating experience, shorn of its traditional 
forms of contact. These changes can certainly be contained within the 
framework of the civilizing processes but the movements towards restoring 
a sense of community and of empowering that community are a reflection 
that civilizing and improving the quality of life may not be synonymous 
processes for the working classes. 

What we can see historically is an organic growth of soccer clubs within 
local communities, not all 'rough' working-class areas by any means, which 
gave them support. This involvement was therefore not a form of control 
but the football team then becomes a symbolic extension or expression of 
the community, with a clear link between the interests of the community 
and the interests of the club being discernible to the supporters. It is this 
linkage which has been broken, the illusion of common interest has been 
eroded. It is this distance which Taylor catches in the notion of a lost 
participatory democracy and it is this notion which the Football Supporters 
Association is trying to rebuild with their suggestions that supporters should 
be represented at Board level within the clubs. That this demand can be 
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expressed in this way demonstrates the changes which have taken place 
within the organization of football and which allow for the argument to be 
formulated in business terms, in established companies concerned with 
specific commodities. It is by taking the analysis back, not into the roots of 
football hooliganism but into the roots of football support, that we can begin 
to make sense of one of the unexplained factors in the figuration. The 
football clubs do have a symbolic position within our society, standing as 
standard-bearers for a particular local identity. They also now carry a sense 
of tradition and continuity for which many areas can find no older expressions, 
hence the reluctance of supporters to see their clubs move away from their 
'home' grounds. Until this is satisfactorily unpacked, the sense of identity 
which clubs can generate for supporters will remain elusive. Moreover the 
attraction for supporters drawn from outside that area cannot be understood 
either, because it is both the product of this process and the process of 
commercial development around the commodification of football. 

The other major factor which affects the pursuit of leisure activities is their 
increasing regulation by extension of the controlling powers of the state. A 
simplified history of leisure can be presented through the regulation of and 
the codification of the divergent leisure forms. Even if we only consider this 
in relation to the development of football, we see both the internal regulation 
of the game imposing structures on the way the game is played and following 
from this an increasing routinization to when, where and in what form the 
game is played. Viewed from the touch line this poses dilemmas for the 
spectator as the development of the game imposes structures on the role of 
spectator as much as that of the players. 

There is a further linkage which needs to be explored to ensure the 
adequacy of the explanation and that focuses on the use made of theories of 
masculinity and male aggression. It is assumed in Roots that football pro
vides an arena for the contestation of male values and, within civilized 
guidelines, violent confrontation. The Leicester School present the violence 
of the hooligan as the product of a lack of effective socialization mixed with 
the tolerance of violence bred on the streets of rough working-class areas. 
Here again the analysis stops short of unpacking the figuration it is exploring 
by accepting the negative case it puts forward. If the work of Willis (1977) 
is to be valued rather than selectively used, the methodology of his work 
must also be considered. In developing an ethnographic approach to youth 
culture Willis ensured that the context in which the youths existed came into 
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the account in their own terms. What we never receive in Roots is this 
dimension for the hooligans. There is no closure to the argument that lack 
of socialization, street living and young rough masculinity breed football 
hooliganism. By undertaking an ethnography of football supporters, some 
of which is being undertaken by the unofficial historians of contemporary 
views of football supporters, the fanzines, it might cast some light on why 
it is that such a recipe fails to produce more response and why football 
attracts such a reaction only in phases and with a variety of styles (Lacey, 
1989). 

Such an analysis might also case light on the way in which patterns of 
support have changed over the years. By attempting to unpack the bricolage 
of ingredients involved in the lives of the football supporters and the 
minority of hooligans, it has to be seen whether the early socialization 
emerges as the significant determinant of behaviour. There is at least some 
evidence from the history of clubs up and down the country that the 
disconnections of other forms of association are being compensated for in 
the strengthening of the symbolic identification with the football clubs at 
just the moment when the clubs want customers far more than they want 
local supporters. Equally the traditional backgrounds of the local population 
have changed around the monoliths of the stadiums which often look like 
massive memorials to times long past. This in turn gives rise to another 
factor which can be gained from an analysis grounded in the political 
economy where the class analysis in the terms presented in Roots is too 
inflexible to grasp the changing dimensions of the society it is operating 
within. Not only must it include a consideration of the mobility between 
classes and geographic areas mentioned earlier, but it must also give some 
attention to the way that racial groupings cut across the analysis of football 
hooliganism they are constructing. The poor socialization, the street society 
and the crisis of young masculinity affect all racial groups and similar 
explanations have been put forward to explain the presence of young black 
males in the crime figures. However they do not appear in any significant 
way within this analysis and are indeed not mentioned in the debate con
demning football hooligans. Although this will be good news for the 
community leaders it does pose a problem for the explanatory framework 
presented by the Leicester School because they cannot explain why the 
identification for the class fraction they identify does not also include the 
black sections of the fragment. 

Nor is it sufficient to offer the ad hoc view and argue that football 
occupies a less-significant position within black culture (although this may 
be true for certain sections of the ethnic minority populations), as ethnicity 
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has had no prior role in distinguishing separate sections of the working 
class. This raises a serious issue in attempting to extend community schemes 
around football clubs because, for many ethnic minority groups, football is 
not an integral part of their cultural identity and may therefore pose a barrier 
to participation in other activities rather than the attraction that football 
clubs would have us believe. . 

An important element in the identification of patterns of supporting has 
to come from the way people are introduced to watching football. With the 
breakdown of ties within the community there has been a breakdown in the 
extent of groups watching the game. Young fans can no longer expect older 
and more experienced members of their family to take charge of their 
football education for the very good reason that they are not available. This 
means that the patterns of supporting which were once traditional- viewing 
in extended family groups with a mixture of ages and sexes present - cannot 
be reimposed on the game when such patterns of living are being broken 
down in the wider society. The danger is that calls for membership schemes 
become seen as the answer to these problems by presenting a new location 
for identification and solidarity. The Leicester analysis would seem to 
support such a notion as it includes the prospect for re-socializing the young 
hooligans within the more civilized confines of their law-abiding peers in 
the special enclosures. 

Unfortunately the analysis also exposes the unsocialized hooligan to the 
harsher winds of social policy reaction with the imposition of discipline 
from outside. Indeed the major response to hooligans has been the tightening 
of control measures. The grounds are now segregated arenas, with home 
supporters and visitors rarely meeting. You become a star of closed-circuit 
television as you enter the stadium and are escorted to and from the match 
if you attend an away fixture. Motorways are patrolled, special trains once 
patrolled are now removed and the grounds are caged. The face of football 
has definitely changed over the years. However, these measures contain the 
problem with no hope of providing a long-term solution. Tightening the 
noose of external constraints will do nothing to address the problem of a 
lack of internalized discipline, but then such a diagnosis leaves the official 
bodies with little room for manoeuvre as the answer lies beyond their realm 
of influence. Therefore they have no alternative but to act swiftly to deter 
further lawlessness by clamping down on the behaviour which has now 
been scientifically defined by experts. This reaction is by no means unique 
to the problems presented by football and may serve to hide the problem for 
as long as the controls remain in force. It may also divert the problem into 
other realms of social life and transfer the problem to less-controlled areas 
of society. 
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It is not the intention to depict a totally hopeless situation, although it is 
difficult to see how the control mechanisms once established can be re
moved (Canter, Comber and Uzzell, 1989). However, it is important to 
demonstrate the limitations of the Leicester analysis in being able to move 
beyond the situation we find ourselves in at present. The positive measures 
proposed to counter these moves towards containment which flow from the 
analysis are, at the moment, ill-defined and have been long-awaited by 
many of us. A recent television programme posited the 'feminization' of 
football but argued that this would sit very uncomfortably with the masculine 
definitions of the arena and indeed this avenue offers little hope of countering 
the violence. The view that seems to be implicit in the writings of the 
Leicester School assumes a pacifying role for women, relocating a traditional 
and unchanging definition of women's roles and characteristics into the 
account. This undynamic view which denies the fluidity of some of the 
definitions of femininity which have been advanced by feminist writers 
restricts the prescriptions greatly. However it is not a total surprise, for the 
definitions of masculinity introduced to the account suffer from such rigid 
and inflexible values. The proposition looks very close to creating a new 
form of exploitation of women, drawing them in to pacify yet another social 
arena. In order to make the analysis of football more adequate the same 
degree of attention must be given to the complexities of masculine identities 
as there has been into feminine identities. 

The emphasis on one aspect of the traditional working-class culture 
distorts the process involved in the depiction of working-class life. A fully 
formed, located class analysis would provide a context in which this violence 
is seen as something more than a route to street credibility. The analysis of 
frustrated life-chances offered in Roots can only be a starting point for the 
development of an account of segmental behaviour and has to be associated 
with an evaluation of the other elements of working-class life which also 
provide routes and responses to the lived experience of the inner city. In the 
same way, the account of the rough working class cannot be dealt with only 
in terms of a high regard and tolerance of levels of violence. This has to be 
located within a consideration of the marked intolerance of violence against 
women in these same communities and the pursuit of extremely non-violent 
leisure forms by the majority. These leisure forms are also a product not of 
the official version of the civilizing process but of the cultural develop
ments of the street-based socialization identified in the argument as the 
producer of violence. 

The working class is by no means an easy object of analysis but a study 
which combines the specific constraints on working-class life with a sen
sitivity to the diversity which exists within working-class culture offers a 
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more hopeful basis on which to develop an explanation of choices within 
segments of that class. Such an explanation cannot be presented outside a 
context of the structural changes affecting the working class and the way in 
which these forces shape the leisure opportunities provided within society 
and developed within classes. This model would have to consider the very 
different experiences of different class fractions in the same leisure arenas. 
Even this schematic would not provide an analysis of football supporters, 
but would provide an understanding of the context within which choices are 
made. An ethnography of the fans which unpacked the sense of meaning 
given to them by their experience within the context outlined by the political 
economy of leisure is necessary if we are to make a breakthrough in 
explaining behaviour patterns. This exploration of identification would 
have to challenge the taken-for-granted notions contained in their discussions 
and interrogate the discourse thoroughly. Mapping this in tenns of mobility 
- geographic, educational and social - would add to the depth of the 
findings and begin to offer a basis for undertaking further comparative 
research with football supporters in other countries. The hooligan minority 
are a necessary part of this study but cannot be the single and exclusive 
focus. 

This critique delivers a model which demonstrates how the concept of 
figuration can be used to further the study of football, without accepting that 
it provides the exclusive answer to the analysis of professional football. The 
concept of figuration does offer a basis for unpacking some of the internal 
dimensions of the problem but without the contextualizing concept of 
identification being explored there are severe limitations on how far the 
analysis can be taken. Unfortunately the theoretical exclusivity claimed by 
the figurational sociologists makes it very difficult for them to explore any 
broad-based analysis such as this which clearly derives much of its value 
from concepts beyond the immediate narrowly defined figuration. Recog
nition of the structuring forces of society and the grounding of these in a 
detailed ethnography provides a way forward. Even here it must be recognized 
that the hooligan figuration is only a small part of the wider football 
figuration and the distorting of nonns occurs within this wider figuration as 
well as the patterns of social order. Developing a community approach to 
football hooliganism cannot be based on the direct confrontation of hooli
gan behaviour but may make sense by reorientating some of the traditional 
values of the community and some of the traditional values of the football 
figuration into a new, more positive relationship for the whole of the 
football world (Clark, 1987). In this way, by bringing the people back into 
the game, football's position as the national sport may be consolidated and 
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the 'people's game' can continue to develop with at least its 'progressive' 
traditions intact. 
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10 Figurational Sociology and 
the Sociology of Sport: 
Some Concluding 
Remarks * 
ERIC DUNNING 

INTRODUCTION 

A number of possibilities suggest themselves as far as the format and 
contents of this concluding chapter are concerned. I could, for example, 
indicate the areas of criticism of the figurational position put forward in this 
volume that I agree with and then attempt a point-by-point rebuttal of those 
with which I disagree. Alternatively - in line with what a number of 
scholars erroneously believe to be one of hallmarks of the figurational or 
'process-sociological' approach I - I could blithely ignore what others have 
written and simply discuss some of my own ideas.2 However, neither of these 
possibilities strikes me as a particularly good idea. Let me attempt to spell 
out why. 

Like sociology generally at the moment, the sociology of sport is multi
paradigmatic. Inherent in such a situation - dare I call it a 'figuration'? - is 
the near-certainty that adherents to different 'schools' will misconstrue and 
perhaps even parody the work of others. It is also a near-certainty in a multi
paradigmatic subject that the protagonists of particular positions will tend to 
see their own work as misunderstood and caricatured by 'outsiders'. 

It has certainly been the case that figurational sociologists have been 
accused in recent years of caricaturing others' work.3 However, we are equally 
adamant that our own work has been frequently misconstrued.4 As I hope 
the open-minded reader will come to see, some of the criticisms advanced 
in the present volume fall into that category. Indeed, outside the sociology 
of sport, the figurational position continues not only to be caricatured but 
also widely ignored.5 Accordingly, besides responding to what I take to be 
some of the principal criticisms so far advanced, whether here or elsewhere, 
I shall take this opportunity to set forth some of the things that figurational 
sociologists actually say. I shall also spell out what we regard as the main 
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strengths and weaknesses of such other positions as Marxism and 
'structuration theory', and specify some of the ways in which we have 
attempted to incorporate the strengths and overcome the weaknesses of 
such other approaches. It ought not to be necessary to add in this connection 
that, in making this last point, I am not claiming that we have necessarily 
been successful in these attempts or that figurational sociology is without its 
own weaknesses and lacunae. 

I shall start, however, with some historical/autobiographical reminiscences 
concerning the development of the figurational sociology of sport. I shall 
start in this way because, while writers such as Home and Jary (1987) praise 
Norbert Elias and myself for having been among the first to see the relevance 
of sociological studies of sport and leisure, they arguably fail to appreciate 
sufficiently some of the difficulties we had to contend with. In particular, 
they seem not to take due cognizance of what it was like to embark on 
sociological studies in this area, particularly 'developmental' or 'process
sociological' studies, in the environment of British sociology in the 1950s 
and 1960s, the period when the groundwork for most of the research we 
have carried out in these areas was laid down.6 

SOME HISTORICAL/AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL REMINISCENCES 

In Aachen, West Germany, in 1977 on the occasion of his 80th birthday, 
Norbert Elias was presented with a Festschrift entitled, Human Figurations 
(Gleichmann et al., 1977). He started his acceptance speech by recounting 
a nightmare he had recurrently experienced in the 1950s and 1960s. It 
involved him dreaming that he was shouting into a telephone repeatedly: 
'Can you hear me?', 'Is anybody there?' He interpreted the nightmare as 
meaning that he felt he had something to say to the sociological community 
but that, in those days, few were listening. As the 1960s drew to a close, 
however, more and more people began to listen and the nightmare ceased. 
The result is that when he died in August 1990 at the age of 93, Elias had 
come to be a widely respected, if still in some ways controversial, figure in 
the sociological world. Nevertheless, recognition of his work remains patchy 
and his influence has penetrated less widely and deeply into the world of 
Anglo-American sociology than into those of such continental countries as 
The Netherlands, Germany, France and Italy. There is, however, one excep
tion to this pattern. It involves not a national sociological community but a 
particular sub-discipline. I am referring, of course, to the sociology of sport. 
In this field Elias is a well-known name, even in Britain and America, so 
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much so that some people seem erroneously to think that figurational or 
process-sociology, the type of sociology for which he sought to lay the 
foundations, is concerned solely with the study of sport! 

An interesting question is posed in this connection. Why, in countries 
where Elias's contributions are widely ignored in 'mainstream' sociology, 
should they have been granted a degree of recognition in what is, in my 
view wrongly, generally defined by the 'guardians' of the currently domi
nant paradigms as one of the subject's marginal byways?'A friend once 
suggested that I might have had something to do with it. It is not modesty 
that Idds me to reject such an idea. It is rather that a sociologically more 
plausible explanation is ready to hand, one that does not involve according 
too much weight to the contributions of a single individual. This more 
plausible explanation relates to the fact that, as Horne and Jary (1987) have 
rightly noted, Norbert Elias and I were among the first to enter the field. A 
consequence of this was that, when the sociology of sport started to expand 
in the 1970s and 1980s, and particularly when, in that connection, Marxists 
began to develop an interest in the problems that it poses, they found 
themselves entering a terrain already occupied by a paradigm in some ways 
similar to but in others different from their own. They responded with 
critical gusto and it was in such a context that the figurational sociology of 
sport, and with it Norbert Elias, began to gain a degree of recognition if not 
acceptance. It was also in that context that the sorts of debates that are 
reflected in the present volume, debates in which Marxists are prominent 
but, of course, by no means alone, began to be generated. 

Although he was never happy about its patchy character, Norbert Elias 
was pleased by the latter-day recognition accorded to his work. He was also 
pleased by the signs of growing maturity shown by the sociology of sport 
and by the debates generated in connection with our joint and separate 
work. I share that pleasure. It is important, though, to realize that it has 
taken a long time for such recognition to arrive, for when, as I suggested 
earlier, we started work on the sociology of sport and leisure, the general 
sociological climate was far from propitioUS and, or so it seemed to us, 
many of the seeds we tried to sow fell on stony ground. Let me recount 
some reminiscences about those early days. 

In the Introduction to Quest /01' Excitement, Norbert Elias (1986) sug
gests that it was I who first came up with the idea that sport might represent 
a suitable topic for postgraduate research. However, this is not strictly 
speaking true. The idea was first proposed by a fellow student, David 
Moscow, when we graduated in 1959. Norbert latched on to it, though, 
quickly recognizing that sport is an important area of social life that had 
been neglected by sociologists up to then. He suggested that David and I 
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might carry out related enquiries into different areas of the subject. In the 
event, David decided against an academic career and I was left to carry out 
the project on my own. 

I began in a situation very different from that which prevails for post
graduate students in the sociology of sport today. My initial advice to 
postgraduates nowadays is the standard: 'your first task is to construct a 
bibliography relevant to your field'. That was Norbert Elias's first advice to 
me. However, even the most exhaustive literature search came up with only 
one unambiguously sociological item, the late Gregory P. Stone's (1971) 
classic essay' American Sports: Play and Display'. There was, of course, 
also Huizinga's (1949) Homo Ludens. a handful of useful items by psy
chologists and some extremely valuable work by physical educationalists 
such as Peter McIntosh (1952). However, little of that was really sociological 
in the sense of being orientated around sociological and sociologically 
relevant concepts and theories so I decided - this really was my idea rather 
than Norbert's - to orientate my research around his work on 'civilizing 
processes' . 

The decision came about in the following way. Given the lack of so
ciological literature dealing directly with sport, Norbert suggested that I 
should look up relevant items in encyclopaedias and search out histories of 
sports, starting with my favourite, soccer. I soon had a bibliography large 
enough to begin preliminary work and it quickly became apparent that 
something like a 'civilizing process' had been involved in the modernizing 
development of the game. I suggested this to Norbert and his advice was 
that my next task was to read his book. Fortunately, I read German and so 
it was that I ploughed through the two volumes of Uber dell Prozess del' 
Zivilisation (Elias, 1939) and embarked - under Norbert's close, stimulat
ing but never overly directive supervision7 - on the course of research that 
was to lead to Barbarians, Gentlemell and Players (Dunning and Sheard, 
1979) and most of my subsequent work. It was in that way, too, that the 
joint research by Norbert and myself was begun. 

When, in the early and middle 1960s, the processes of data collection 
and analysis were sufficiently advanced for us to begin to present confer
ence papers and publish, our work met with a mixed reception. In British 
socio-Iogy - this was, after all, the heyday of functionalist-empiricist domi
nance - the response was almost universally hostile. Apart from the inevi
table contemptuous dismissal of sport as an area of sociological enquiry, it 
was a context in which even a respected Marxist like Tom Bouomore 
(1962) could write that use of the concept of development should be 
restricted solely to the growth of knowledge and control over the natural 
environment. Others denied the validity of the concept altogether, arguing 
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that it is just as inherently value-laden as the concept of progress. Imagine 
how reference to a 'civilizing process' was received in such a context! 

I well remember the heated reception given to the first paper I ever gave 
at a BSA Conference.8 'How can you talk of a "civilizing process" given 
events in Germany in the 1930s and I 940s " was one response? I quickly 
pointed out that Uber den Prozess del' Zivilization had been written by a 
German of Jewish descent who had been forced to flee to England and 
whose mother had died in Auschwitz, suggesting either that Norbert Elias 
must have been mad or that he might have something to say that is at least 
worth listening to with a reasonably open mind. Another response that I 
remember was: 'Your paper confuses "developmental theories" with "theories 
of development." The latter are consistent with the canons of science but 
Popper [1957] delivered the decisive blow to "developmental" sociology in 
The Poverty of Historicism'. Similar objections were raised to any form of 
historical sociology. I even remember a conference around the same time at 
which a respected sociologist screamed, 'Hobhouse! Hobhouse'! when 
Norbert Elias ventured to suggest that 'development' might be a viable, 
important and reality-congruent sociological term! 

From the outset, our work met with a different - though by no means 
uncritical - response in the newly-emerging sociology of sport. That was 
the case, for example, with respect to our 'Dynamics of Sport Groups With 
Special Reference to Football', a paper written for the Conference of the 
International Committee for the Sociology of Sport in Cologne in 1966, the 
first of what has since become an annual series.9 We published the English 
version in the British Journal of Sociology (Elias and Dunning, 1966) and 
as a result were asked to read a paper at the BSA Conference in London in 
1967, the theme of which was leisure. We called it, 'The Quest for Excitement 
in Unexciting Societies' (Elias and Dunning, 1970), and again the dominant 
response was a mixture of hostility and incomprehension largely centring 
on the concept of a 'civilizing process'. I do not think it accidental that we 
were forced to publish versions of that paper in two rather obscure places, 
a sociology-of-sport reader in the USA and a journal published in 
Czechoslovakia (Elias and Dunning, 1969). Nor do I think it an oversight 
that the leading British figures in the sociology of leisure ignored our work 
then and have continued to ignore it since. 10 

This situation began to change as the 1960s drew to a close. The func
tionalist-empiricist hegemony was beginning to crumble and the proponents 
of such paradigms as symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, feminist 
sociology in different guises, and various forms of Marxist and non-Marxist 
historical sociology were starting to stake their claims. In such a context, the 
historical- strictly speaking, the process-orientated - emphasis of figurational 
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sociology began to be accorded wider legitimacy. However, this did not 
mean that battle ceased. Rather, it meant it was beginning to be fought 
simultaneously on several fronts and, in the sociology of sport if not the 
sociology of leisure or the subject more generally, that the figurational 
approach was beginning to be recognized as a leading paradigm. Since such 
aspects of this paradigm as our stress on 'detachment' and advocacy of the 
theory of 'civilizing processes' as a 'central' or 'guiding' theory still seem 
to be widely misunderstood, this is perhaps an appropriate point at which to 
move from the autobiographical/historical level and to begin to discuss the 
figurational approach. In order to locate this approach within sociology 
more generally, I shall start by providing an appraisal of what I regard as the 
principal strengths and weaknesses of Marxism and 'structuration theory'. 

I have singled out these two paradigms for two main reasons: partly 
because major claims have recently been made on behalf of their significance 
for the sociology of sport; and partly because critical appraisal of them will 
provide a useful vehicle for locating the figurational position in sociology 
more generally. In the hope of avoiding the charge of 'caricature' in this 
connection, I shall endeavour to back up any criticisms I make with reference 
to concrete sources. In undertaking this critical exercise, it will be necessary 
for me to grapple with a number of complex issues that are of general 
sociological relevance and not just confined to the sociology of sport. I hope 
the reader will bear with me in this. 

MARXISM AND STRUCTURATION THEORY: A BRIEF 
APPRAISAL 

Marxism 

It is, I think, indisputable that the writings of Karl Marx have formed one of 
the most important bases for the development of sociology. Without the 
work of Marx that of Weber, for example, would have necessarily taken a 
different form. Similarly, without the work of Marx and Weber, Norbert 
Elias would have been unable to begin the task of constructing the synthesis 
to which he sought to contribute. In a word, John Wilson is quite right to 
point to Elias's debt to Marx and Marxism.'1 There have been other influ
ences, too - perhaps most notably Comte, Durkheim, Simmel and Freud -
but Karl Marx has undoubtedly been among the most important. 

The sociology of sport is greatly indebted to Marx and Marxism as well. 
In order to appreciate that one has only to think of the contributions of such 
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scholars as Paul Hoch (1972), Jean-Marie Brohm (1978), Bero Rigauer 
(1981), Jenny Hargreaves (1982), John Hargreaves (1986), Rick Gruneau 
(1985), Chas Critcher and John Clarke (1985), Ian Taylor (for example, 
1982) and since his 'conversion' from 'Weberianism', Alan Ingham (1984, 
1985).12 Although they frequently disagree among themselves, their work is 
characterized by a degree of paradigmatic unity and it has enabled them to 
furnish a plethora of insights into the ways in which sport and leisure are 
contoured and constrained by economic exigencies, especially the exigen
cies of capitalism. This is an area into which figurational sociologists have 
not systematically enquired as yet. Even before such enquiries have been 
carried out, however, it can be said from a figurational standpoint that what 
helps to give such Marxist work its distinctive strength is simultaneously a 
source of weakness. I am referring to the belief that 'the economy' or 'mode 
of production' is the sole or principal determinant of regularity in social 
structures and, via the medium of technological development and class 
struggle, the sole or principal 'driving force' of history and social change. 
Although we have no wish to deny the fruitfulness of much of the work that 
has been generated in this connection, our own dependency upon it or the 
significance of what have come to be conventionally called 'economic' 
processes for the understanding of social change, it is with this belief that 
figurational sociologists principally take issue. Let me elaborate on some of 
the reasons for our doubts. 

It has become traditional to distinguish between three types of Marxist 
approaches to sport and related problems: 'correspondence theory'; 're
production theory'; and 'hegemony theory'. Hegemony theory derives from 
a reading of the work of Antonio Gramsci and is the latest of the three. Like 
figurational sociologists, its proponents are critical of the tendency towards 
economic determinism in the other two positions. John Hargreaves (1962), 
for example, a leading hegemony theorist, describes 'correspondence theory' 
and 'reproduction theory' thus: 

Correspondence theory characterizes sport as a simple reflection of 
capitalism: its structure and its cultural ethos are completely determined 
and dominated by capitalist forces and the interests of the ruling class, so 
that it is a totally alienating activity. Reproduction theory, on the other 
hand, claims that culture and sport are related to the capitalist mode of 
production and the dominant social relations in terms of their specificity, 
that is, their differences and their autonomy; and that it is precisely 
because of their autonomy that they are enabled to function to reproduce 
the dominant social relations. 



228 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

The fundamental weakness of these two positions, according to Hargreaves, 
is that they both share 'a one-sided, deterministic and static model of 
capitalist society' and he offers hegemony theory as a means of overcoming 
this weakness while remaining within the Marxist tradition. I have no wish 
to deny the significant contributions made by hegemony theory to the 
understanding of sport or to claim that it shares the 'static' character of 
correspondence theory and reproduction theory. Nevertheless its seems to 
me that, despite the value of its undoubted contributions, hegemony theory 
has still failed to rid itself of the economism that bedevils the other two 
positions. It is difficult to see how it could do so without abandoning its 
Marxist roots. Thus, John Hargreaves (1962: 108) describes hegemony 
theory 'as an attempt to give a sense of the primacy of economic relations 
in social being without reducing the latter to the former'. Despite his dis
avowal of economic reductionism, it is surely reasonable to suppose, given 
this continued stress on 'the primacy of economic relations', that a com
mitment to some form of economic determinism, to the belief that a socie
ty's mode of production is the fundamental. if not the only. determinant of 
its principal structural and cultural contours, remains one of the chief 
defining characteristics of this as of all forms of Marxist sociology. Perhaps 
one might describe correspondence theory and reproduction theory as 
characterized by commitment to 'strong' forms of economic determinism, 
while hegemony theory is committed to an ostensibly 'weaker' form? 

Counter to this, writers like John Wilson are liable to quote the note in 
Das Kapital where Marx argues that societies manifest 'infinite variations 
and gradations in appearance, which can be ascertained only by analysis of 
the empirically given circumstances', and that these are affected, not only 
by a society's mode of production, but also by the interplay of the mode of 
production with the 'natural environment', 'racial relations' and 'external 
historical influences'. \3 It is indisputable that Marx wrote this. But it is also 
indisputable that he (Marx, 1965: 81) wrote in Das Kapital that: 

My view ... that the economic structure is the real basis on which the 
juridical and political superstructure is raised, and to which definite 
forms of thought correspond ... all this is very true for our own times, 
in which material interests preponderate, but not for the middle ages, in 
which Catholicism, nor for Athens and Rome, where politics, reigned 
supreme .... This much, however, is clear, that the middle ages could not 
live on Catholicism, nor the ancient world on politics. On the contrary, 
it is the mode in which they gained a livelihood that explains why here 
politics. and there Catholicism, played the chief part. 
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As Keat and Urry (1975: Ill) have expressed it, in the pre-capitalist modes 
of production, the relations of production may not be dominant, 'but such 
relations determine the way in which some other structural element, such as 
religion or politics, dominates'. The fundamental basis of such a position, of 
course, is the famous argument against Hegelian idealism put forward by 
Marx and Engels to the effect that people need to eat in order to live and 
that, in order to eat, they need to work and produce. As they, wrote in The 
German Ideology (in Jordan, 1972: 94): 

the first premise of all human existence and, therefore, of all history 
... [is] that men must be in a position to live in order to be able to 'make 
history'. But life involves before everything else eating and drinking, a 
habitation, clothing and many other things. The first historical act is thus 
the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of 
material life itself. 

It would be possible to cite many other passages from Marx and Engels to 
substantiate what their basic position was. Nothing sums it up better, though, 
than Marx's famous Preface to the Critique of Political Economy (in Jor
dan, 1972: 198) where he wrote that 'the anatomy of civil society is to be 
sought in political economy'. For present purposes, the most relevant aspect 
of this fragment reads as follows: 

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that 
are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production 
which correspond to a definite state of development of their material 
productive forces. The sum total of these relations of production consti
tutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which 
rises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite 
forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life 
conditions the social, political and intellectual life process in general. It 
is not the consciousness of men that determines their being but, on the 
contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness. 

There was some equivocation on the part of Marx and Engels over precisely 
how strong they supposed the influence of the mode of production to be. 
They used different words - 'correspond', 'condition', and 'determine', for 
example - to express the relationship between, on the one hand, the 'eco
nomic structure' and, on the other, the 'legal and political superstructure' 
and 'forms of social consciousness'. Nevertheless, it is surely undeniable 
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that what was being argued for was some notion - stronger or weaker as the 
case may be - of economic determinism. Figurational sociologists object to 
such a position in both its stronger and its weaker forms. Principal among 
our objections to 'economic determinism' or, if you like, the notion of 'the 
primacy of economic relations', are these: 

(a) As Norbert Elias suggested, the elaboration by Marx of a materialist 
theory of history served as a valuable corrective to the idealism of Hegel. It 
constituted, according to Elias (1977), 'a highly decisive step on the road 
from philosophy to sociology'. In fact, it is understandable how, writing in 
the context of a society that was still in the early stages of industrialization, 
a process of social transformation in which what have come to be seen as 
'economic' elements - for example, the shift to factory production and 
wage labour - were perhaps the most readily visible aspects of what was 
going on, that Marx should have concluded that these were the underlying 
determinants of the overall changes that were occurring. His materialist 
theory represented a useful early attempt at conceptually capturing the 
notion of social determination, of the idea that human societies are not 
'divine' creations· or forged according to the will of powerful kings but 
subject to their own, relatively autonomous dynamics. However, while 
recognizing it as a step forward, figurational sociologists argue that we are 
now in a position to see that, while some aspects of Marx's schema, such as 
the stress on the part played by class conflict in social change, retain a 
degree of adequacy, they are, in fact, only specific examples of the variety 
of ways in which group conflicts play a part in the production of social 
change. It is also our contention that, despite the great value of Marx's 
original insight, his theory qua theory was flawed in certain respects as a 
result of his struggle with Hegel. Let me spell out some of the ways in 
which this seems to have been the case. 

It is arguable that Marx was not - perhaps at the time when he was 
writing could not have been - sufficiently thoroughgoing in his materialism, 
with the consequence that traces of idealism continued to vitiate his analysis 
in various ways. This is perhaps most evident in the categorization of the 
'economic structure' as the 'real foundation' or 'material base', and in the 
conceptual separation of this 'structure' or 'base' from the 'legal and 
political superstructure' and 'forms of consciousness' which are held to 
'correspond to' or, alternatively, to be 'conditioned' or 'determined' by it. 
Of course, Marx did not mean by this formulation to imply that legal and 
political institutions and forms of consciousness are in an ontological sense 
less 'real' than economic relations. He was making a judgement about 
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relative importance and recognized that ideas, non-economic institutions 
and economic structures all form part of the same material world. Neverthe
less, to the extent that he was constrained by his immersion in and opposi
tion to Hegelianism into perpetuating a dichotomy between 'the material' 
and 'the ideal', it is reasonable to suppose that there is equivocation and 
lack of clarity in Marx's view of the ontological status and location of ideas 
and non-economic institutions. Such a dichotomy has its counterpart in the 
equally problematic distinction between 'body' and 'mind', one of the 
sources of the relatively low academic status of physical educationalists and 
the sociologists who concern themselves with the study of sport. 

More importantly for present purposes, how can the 'economic structure' 
of a society be said to exist independently of and to 'determine' the 'forms 
of consciousness' of its members? Every aspect of human relations, including 
'economic structures', involves ideas. Again, Marx recognized this. But he 
failed to recognize that the 'base-superstructure' dichotomy is inconsistent 
with the logic of a full-blown historical materialism. Nor did he see the 
significance for his theory of the fact that the production of subsistence is by 
no means the only distinguishing characteristic of the human species. An
other that is equally constitutive, and on which the capacity to produce 
subsistence in part depends, is the capacity to think and to communicate 
ideas through language. 

The existence of this inconsistency in the work of Marx is recognized by 
writers such as John Hargreaves. Although he uses different terms, he is 
dealing with the same point when he (1962: 107) argues that, 'if we take the 
being-consciousness or theory-practice polarity in isolation, practice ap
pears as undetermined, as a product purely of men's free will'. However, 
the only way in which Hargreaves can conceive of avoiding the problem of 
'free will' is by translating the 'base-superstructure' dichotomy into what 
he describes as the non-reductionist idea of 'the primacy of economic 
relations in social being'. In a word, the economy is still conceptualized as 
the single most important determinant of constraint and regularity in social 
life. It is difficult to see what is 'non-reductionist' about this. 

Nor, from a figurational standpoint, can Weber's (1956) attempt to 
overcome the problems of the material-ideal dichotomy by juxtaposing 
alongside a one-sided material emphasis an explicit and equally one-sided 
emphasis on the ideal be said to constitute a satisfactory solution. That is 
because, by posing the problem in such a fashion, the material-ideal 
dichotomy is perpetuated, leading to interminable and irresolvable wran
gles about which side of a dichotomy which lacks reality-congruence 
predominates over the other. 
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(b) Connected with this first objection to Marxist sociology is a second, 
namely an objection to the more or less explicit tendency of Marxists to 
seek 'law-like' explanations of social structures and processes by reducing 
them universally to a single dominant type of causation - the 'economic'. In 
part, our objection in this connection relates to Elias's suggestion that, 
while law-like explanations have a relatively high degree of reality-congru
ence regarding loosely structured phenomena such as gases, they lack 
reality-congruence regarding highly structured phenomena such as organ
isms and societies. Here, according to Elias (1974), structure and process 
models are required. However, our objection to this aspect of Marxist 
sociology takes a different form as well. 

Figurational sociologists obviously agree with Marx that human beings 
need to eat. However, they also agree with W. H. McNeill (1979) who has 
pointed out that they have a need 'not to be eaten' too, that is, to protect 
themselves from germs, bacteria and animals of various kinds. Marx, in 
fact, was writing in a period when the species homo sapiens had been 
dominant on earth for a very long time. However, as Johan Goudsblom 
(1989) has reminded us, we were for a very long time before that, not only 
a hunting species but a hunted one as well. We probably only began to 
obtain our hegemony over other animals when we learned to control fire. 
But, of course, humans do not only have to protect themselves against other 
animals but from other humans too. That is why the 'survival units' that 
they form have always tended to take on the character of what Elias (1978b: 
138-9, 155, 170, 181) calls 'attack-and-defence units'. Whether they take 
the form of tribes, city-states, nation-states or whatever, in order to survive 
such units certainly need to hunt, to gather and/or grow food and eat, but 
why should one argue that such functions are universally more important 
than, say, protection against attack (whether by humans, other animals or 
bacteria), the control of conflict and violence within the group, or group
perpetuation through sexual reproduction. To cite the work of Goudsblom 
(1977: 138) once again: 

People live everywhere in dependence of 'nature'. They need it for food, 
for shelter. As the very word shelter indicates, 'nature' contains not only 
resources but dangers as well. Very early in the development of human 
societies, even before people had begun to engage in the 'production' of 
food and clothing, they had to find certain modes of 'protection' from 
the dangers among which they lived. They also had to develop some 
means of 'orientation' enabling them to find their way, to distinguish 
food from bait and poison, to decide upon the best time for hunting and 
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gathering. The triad of functions - production, protection and orientation 
- has continued to be central to people's control of nature. 

Each one of these functions - and the list could be added to and further 
refined - is essential for human survival. It is impossible to rank them in 
importance and certainly not if one thinks of them as separate 'factors' or 
'spheres' which affect each other 'causally'. By continuing to privilege 'the 
economic', Marxists arguably remain locked at the stage of knowledge 
represented by the work of Marx himself, that is, at a stage when a socio
logical mode of thinking was still in an early stage of emancipating itself 
from, in this case, idealist philosophy. 

(c) A third figurational objection to one of the dominant tendencies in 
Marxian analysis relates to the fact that Marx's hypothesis arguably led to 
too great a concentration on the endogenous dynamics of societies, with a 
resultant downgrading of the state and state control to a secondary function 
of economics. Our objections here are complex. We are not suggesting that 
Marx and later Marxists have failed to deal with international relations. As 
John Wilson points out in his contribution to this volume, that is manifestly 
not the case. 'World systems' theorists such as Wallerstein (1974-80) are 
only the latest Marxists to focus on such issues. Our point is not that 
Marxists ignore international relations. It is rather that they deal with them 
economistically and encounter difficulties with respect to explaining phe
nomena such as national, ethnic and racial sentiments or relations between 
the sexes, that is, phenomena which cannot easily be reduced to class and 
which frequently involve patterns of unification across class boundaries. 
Moreover, while economic rivalries are certainly an important source of 
war and other forms of international conflict, they are not the only processes 
at work in that regard. Hegemonic struggles have occurred between states 
ever since state-organized societies first arose and such struggles tie the 
members of contending states together into what Elias (1987: 43-118) 
called 'double-bind figurations'. Such figurations have a dynamics cen
trally connected with the mutual and often mutually escalating fears of the 
persons involved on either side and, yet again, although economic influences 
are usually also involved, these double-bind figurations cannot be adequately 
explained in economic terms alone. The relatively autonomous feeling
states of the interdependent antagonists play a part as well. 

(d) Closely connected with this third point is a fourth, namely, that own
ership and control of the 'means of destruction' (more properly, of the 
means of violence) is arguably as important in social structure and social 
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dynamics as ownership and control of the means of production. While it is 
never totally independent of it, the former cannot be adequately explained 
solely in terms of the latter. In other words, the state and state-organization 
are not simply a function of the economics of isolated, independent and 
endogenously changing social units. Occurrences associated with inter
societal interdependencies playa part as well, and while these are always in 
part economic - obviously, only living people who eat can produce weap
ons and fight wars - relatively autonomous strategic and military influences 
and economically 'irrational' phenomena such as 'national pride', 'group 
belonging' and 'membership', together with the unplanned dynamics of 
double-bind figurations, tend to be at work as well. Furthermore, while 
they, too, obviously could not occur independently of economic pre-con
ditions and influences, processes of state-formation, especially the emergence 
of state monopolies on force and processes of pacification under state
control, have ramifications on 'the economy' that are not adequately taken 
into account in orthodox Marxist analyses that reduce everything to the 
mode of production, seeing it always and everywhere as the single most 
important 'driving force' in social structure and social development. An
other and perhaps simpler way of expressing this objection would be to 
follow Elias (esp. 1982) and say that the absolute monarchies of Europe 
were one of the preconditions for the development of modern capitalism 
and that the rise of such 'social formations' cannot be adequately accounted 
for in solely economic terms. 

(c) Figurational sociologists also take issue with what is perhaps the 
keystone of Marxian political economy, namely Marx's version of the 
'labour theory of value'. Our objection here is that Marx's critical stance 
towards the modern bourgeoisie arguably contributed to a failure on his part 
to theorize adequately one of the distinctive features of modern capitalism, 
namely, that the modern bourgeoisie are, in Elias's (1982) words, the first 
working ruling class in history and that they, and not just the 'proletariat', 
actively contribute through their entrepreneurial, organizational and other 
forms of labour to the creation of value. In other words, Marx's involve
ment in social critique arguably hampered his ability to follow through to its 
logical conclusion his quintessentially sociological insight that production 
is social and involves forms of interdependence, however asymmetrical 
these may be and however heavily unequal the distribution of wealth and 
rewards. 

(f) Another figurational objection to the work of Marx, the last I shall 
mention in this context, relates to his typically nineteenth century belief that 
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it is possible on the basis of an understanding of the past to predict the 
future, more particularly that the dynamics of capitalism are propelling us 
'with the necessity of an iron law' towards a socialist future. Of course, 
many present-day Marxists dispute this interpretation of Marx or claim to 
have abandoned this form of determinism, preferring to believe that it is 
possible through 'the praxis' of political struggle to advance to a higher and 
preferable stage of social development. Figurational sociologists have doubts 
about the adequacy of both these positions. More particularly, we think the 
future is more open-ended than many Marxists allow and that a principal 
desideratum at the moment is greater knowledge. 14 Who, forty or fifty years 
ago, would have predicted the ecological crisis that is being produced by the 
'greenhouse effect'? Who, nine or ten years ago (these words were written 
in September 1990), would have been able to foresee perestroika, the 
collapse of the Soviet Empire and the end of the 'cold war' that we have 
known since the late 1940s? Who can predict at present whether humanity 
will be able to control or reverse the greenhouse effect? Who knows 
whether we are about to enter an era of unprecedented peace or whether, 
perhaps partly in conjunction with the effects on human populations of 
ecological catastrophe, other sources of international tension - some new, 
some older - are about to come to the fore: between the West and Islam, for 
example, between 'first-' and 'third-world' countries, or between the coun
tries of Eastern and Western Europe? At present nobody knows. Yet in their 
different ways each of these actual and potential processes is wholly or 
partly a consequence of the unplanned interweaving of myriads of indi
vidual human decisions and it is the view of figurational sociologists that 
greater understanding of the structure of such aggregate effects is a neces
sary precondition for exerting greater control. Our view is that people at 
present - including ourselves - have only rudimentary knowledge of such 
processes and their effects. That is why we call for further theorizing and 
research. By contrast, many Marxists seem to treat Marx's theories as 'the 
end of the road of discovery'. According to Elias (1989), however, they are 
better viewed as just 'one symptom of a beginning' .15 

Structuration Theory 

'Structuration theory' is the label used by Anthony Giddens (1984) to 
describe his attempt to produce a synthesis of the diverse traditions of 
sociological theory. Apart from the fact that it is widely - and rightly -
recognized as a remarkable intellectual construct, there are two main rea
sons for discussing structuration theory here. The first is the fact that the 



236 Sport alld Leisure ill the Civilizillg Process 

first eight years of Anthony Giddens's academic career - the years 1961 to 
1969 - were spent as lecturer at the University of Leicester. They were 
years in which the Leicester Department of Sociology was at the forefront 
of the expansion of the subject in Britain and in which Norbert Elias was the 
central figure in the production of a stimulating and richly rewarding 
sociological environment. Giddens became acquainted with the work of 
Elias in that context, orally though and not through reading. That was 
necessarily the case because, apart from a bad translation of Volume 1 of 
Uher den Prozess del' Zivilisation of which only a few typewritten copies 
were available, little of Elias's work had then been published in English. In 
fact, although he had written a great deal, it was only in that period that 
Elias started regularly to publish. The relevance of this for present purposes 
is the fact that, although this is rarely acknowledged (Giddens and Macken
zie, 1982: Introduction), the influence of Elias on Giddens's work is apparent 
in a number of ways. There are, however, a number of critical differences 
and divergences as well. Discussion of these will help me to clarify further 
the specificity of Elias's 'project'. 

The second reason for considering the work of Tony Giddens in this 
context is the fact that a number of scholars, prominent among them 
Richard Gruneau (1985: 63-6, 85-8), Peter Bramham (1984), and John 
Horne and David Jary (1987), have recently utilized aspects of structuration 
theory in an attempt to elucidate particular problems of sport. Indeed, 
although they are critical of Giddens for what they call his' abstract formu
lations', Horne and Jary (1987: 108-9) are centrally dependent on one of 
Giddens's conceptual innovations when they write: 

Our contention is that alternative approaches to figurational sociology, 
while retaining an emphasis on historical sociological analysis and on 
'structure and agency', can now provide a fuller elaboration of the 
'duality' of structure and agency than figurational sociology has typi
cally managed. 

I could not disagree more strongly for, as I hope to show, Elias has arguably 
contributed more to a 'resolution' of the so-called 'structure-agency dilemma' 
than have the 'abstract formulations' of Anthony Giddens. But let me 
become more concrete. 

The work of Anthony Giddens constitutes a remarkable achievement. 
However, it is probably fair to say that, while Norbert Elias's greatest 
strength lay in his capacity as an original thinker and in the synthesis he 
began to forge of sociology, psychology, history and biology, and that his 
greatest weakness lay in the secondary comments he made on the work of 
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others, with Anthony Giddens the balance of strengths and weaknesses 
arguably lies the other way around. That is, Giddens's considerable talents 
are most evident in his lucid presentation and critical exposition of the work 
of others but his attempts at developing an original synthesis are arguably 
less successful. That said, there are some marked similarities between the 
sociological approaches of Elias and Giddens. Both, for example, share a 
commitment to an historical and comparative approach to the subject. Both 
acknowledge a dependency on Marx and Marxism, yet are simultaneously 
critical of it and seek, in their different ways, to move beyond it. For 
example, Giddens as well as Elias sees 'the state' as relatively autonomous 
from 'the economy' and argues that pacification under state-control was 
one of the preconditions for the development of modem capitalism (Giddens, 
1985). Both are concerned to seek a better way of handling problems of 
'structure and agency' than has proved possible in the past. And both reject 
Talcott Parsons's claim to have made a decisive epistemological break
through, and both seek to locate their contributions within the heritage of 
classical sociology. Principally under Elias's influence, these were all central 
topics of discussion at Leicester in the 1960s and it seems hardly conceivable 
that Giddens's 'project' was not considerably influenced by that fact. 

It is precisely in their relations to the classical tradition, though, that the 
differences between Elias and Giddens begin to become apparent. For 
example, while Giddens (197 I) identifies Marx, Durkheim and Weber as 
having been the most significant 'founding fathers', Elias (1978b: 33-49), 
whilst acknowledging his debt to this famous 'trinity' and to others such as 
Simmel, Freud and Levy-Bruhl, self-consciously identified as one of the 
most important influences on his emergent synthesis the work of August 
Comte. That helps to explain the attention devoted by Elias to what phi
losophers call 'epistemological' concerns, while Giddens deliberately focuses 
primarily on questions of what they call an 'ontological' kind. '6 In short, 
unlike Giddens, Elias has a theory of knowledge. It is, moreover, a deve
lopmental theory and as such offers insights into how Elias saw his own 
work and how he thinks it should be viewed by others. 

This is an issue I shall return to later. For the moment it is enough simply 
to note that Elias's theory of knowledge - together, of course, with his 
experience as a philosophy doctoral student in Germany after the First 
World War -led him to believe that the Western Kantian and neo-Kantian 
philosophical tradition is irremediably flawed and that sociologists should 
fight against the claims of philosophers locked into this tradition to be 
arbiters of scientific method. Giddens, by contrast, believes that what Elias 
would have described as a 'flight into philosophy' is an essential precondition 
for the development of the subject.'7 Perhaps this helps to explain why 
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Giddens has, for the most part, eschewed empirical research while Elias 
constantly immersed himself in and wrestled with the theorizing of empiri
cal data? Nowhere is this difference more apparent than in their treatment 
of 'agency' and 'structure'. It is to this thorny issue that I shall now tum. 

Giddens claims to have 'resolved' the 'agency-structure dilemma' by 
means of the 'theorem of the duality of structure' and he is widely seen as 
having been successful in this attempt. In The Constitution o/Society (1984: 
25), he summarizes his basic argument thus: 

Structure, as recursively organized sets of rules and resources, is out of 
time and space, save in its instantiations and coordination as memory 
traces, and is marked by an absence of the subject. The social systems in 
which structure is recursively implicated, on the contrary, comprise the 
situated activities of human agents, reproduced across time and space. 
Analysing the structuration of social systems means studying the modes 
in which such systems, grounded in the knowledgeable activities of 
situated actors who draw upon rules and resources in the diversity of 
action contexts, are produced and reproduced in interaction. Crucial to 
the idea of structuration is the theorem of the duality of structure. The 
constitution of agents and structures are [sic] not two independently 
given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality. According 
to the notion of the duality of structure, the structural properties of social 
systems are both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively 
organize. Structure is not 'external' to individuals: as memory traces, 
and as instantiated in social practices, it is in a certain sense more 
'internal' than exterior to their activities in a Durkheimian sense. Struc
ture is not to be equated with constraint but is always both constraining 
and enabling. 

While Giddens's stress on structures as enabling as well as constraining 
certainly represents an advance relative to many earlier formulations, it is 
doubtful - as numerous critics have already pointed out l8 - whether 'the 
theorem of the duality of structure' can be said, in any sense, to 'resolve' the 
'agency-structure dilemma'. In fact, it appears to be a particular expression 
vf it. There are a number of reasons for saying this: 

(i) unless it is an unnecessarily complex way of saying something to the 
effect that 'structure' does not exist as such, independently of its 
particular manifestations, the idea of structure as 'out of time and 
space' is a non-testable, literally metaphysical construct; 
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(ii) the idea that structure exists only in its 'instantiations' and as 'memory 
traces' seems to be little more than a complex way of saying that it 
exists only in the behaviour and memories of individuals. The impres
sion that this is what Giddens means is reinforced when he writes 
that: 'structure is not "external" to individuals ... it is in a certain 
sense more "internal" than exterior to their activities in a Durkheimian 
sense'. This is a highly nominalist or subjectivist formulation. As 
such, it fails to capture what one might call the 'relational dimen
sions' of social structures, for example, those implied by such concepts 
as 'interdependency chains' and 'social networks'. Although nothing 
tangible or concrete links the individual human beings who form 
structures of these kinds, they are as 'real' as the individual human 
beings who form them and are not reducible to their individual 
components. For example, they involve properties such as the length 
of interdependency chains, and the degrees of openness or closure 
of social networks which, as Elias 19 and Elizabeth Bott (1957) have 
shown, are crucial determinants of the personality and behaviour of 
individuals; 

(iii) while rules play an important part in the production and reproduction 
of the patterned character of social life, they are not exhaustive of 
social structure in that sens~. For example, as Durkheim (1964) 
recognized when he wrote of increasing 'material density' as a neces
sary though not sufficient condition for an increase in the division of 
labour, and as Simmel grasped when he wrote of 'the significance of 
number in social life' (for example, in Wolff, 1950: 87), factors such 
as group or population size and density are important influences on 
social patterning at both what are conventionally called the 'micro' 
and the 'macro' levels of social integration. In fact, in tying his 
concept of structure so closely to rules, Giddens appears to be endors
ing a variant of the 'Parsonian' or 'normative functionalist' notion of 
social structure. In any case, structure in the sense of 'order', 'pattern' 
or 'regularity' exists even in the absence of rules as Durkheim (1952) 
showed through the concept of 'anomie' and as Elias (l978b: 76-80) 
demonstrated through his discussion of 'the primal contest'; 

(iv) the idea that structures are both medium and outcome of the practices 
they recursively organize seems to be little more than a tautology. 
What has to be explained is how the normative and non-normative 
dimensions of structure are generated, how they interact, and how, 
under specific conditions, they are reproduced in relatively unchang
ing forms and how, under others, they are transformed; 

(v) the idea that agents and structures are not 'independently given phe-
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nomena, a dualism, but represent a duality' seems to be little more 
than a play on words, perhaps even a form of 'word magic'. If this 
line of reasoning has any substance, it means that the 'theorem of the 
duality of structure' cannot be held to constitute a 'resolution' of the 
'agency-structure dilemma'. That is, it does not and cannot tell us 
anything about the relationships between agents and structures be
cause, at least if Elias was working along fruitful lines as I believe to 
have been the case, such a task cannot be accomplished by means of 
philosophical discoursc, only by means of scientific theorizing and 
research. That is to say, in order to contribute to an advance in the 
understanding of such issues - not a once-and-for-all 'resolution' -
what is required is the kind of detailed, painstaking, theoretically 
guided and informed observation undertaken by Elias of the ways in 
which the structure of human personalities and individual behaviour 
are formed and change over time in conjunction with changes in 
social organization, and vice versa; 

(vi) not only does Giddens, by providing a subjectivist definition of 
structure, arguably reduce structure to agency, he also arguably repro
duces the 'agency-structure dilemma' by introducing a dichotomic 
distinction bctween 'structure' and 'system' (Giddens, 1984: 25).20 

(vii) Giddens's concept of human agency is too rationalistic and does not 
pay due attention to emotional life. That this may help to explain his 
neglect of subjects such as sport was recently suggested by John Urry 
(1990) when he wrote that: 

Giddens' conception of human actIvIty is too routinized, too 
boring, and it is difficult in his framework to conceptualize pleas
ure-producing activities such as travel, leisure, holiday-making, 
sightseeing, playing sport, visiting friends and so on.21 

It was precisely these sorts of issues that Elias and I tried to grapple with in 
our essays on leisure and excitement (Elias and Dunning, 1986). This is 
perhaps an appropriate point at which to undertake a brief examination of 
Elias's approach to questions of 'agency' and 'structure'. 

'AGENCY' AND 'STRUCTURE' IN THE WORK OF NORBERT 
ELIAS 

In their recent critique of the figurational sociology of sport, John Horne 
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and David Jary (1987) approvingly quote an argument put forward by 
Zygmunt Bauman (1979) that there is a clear affinity between 'the idea of 
figuration and such other household notions as "pattern" or "situation"'. 
This is arguably a misconception. One can talk of a 'figuration of human 
beings' but one cannot use the terms 'pattern' or 'situation' in this way. One 
has to refer to a pattern 'formed by' human beings or to a situation 'in which 
they find themselves'. In other words, these more standard sociological 
terms separate the structures formed by human beings from the human 
beings themselves with the consequence that, in using them,- it is compara
tively easy to reify the structures, to give the idea that they are 'things' that 
exist in their own right, independently of the constituting human beings. 
'Figuration' could, of course, be used in such a reifying way but, for reasons 
which it is relatively easy to make clear, Elias arguably succeeded in 
pointing the way towards a non-reifying usage. Let me elaborate on how 
that is so. 

The concept of figuration refers simultaneously to acting human indi
viduals and their interdependence. That is, it implies a reference both to 
action and to structure. Given this, it arguably contributes per se to a more 
adequate 'resolution' of the 'agency-structure dilemma' than that proposed 
by Giddens. To say this is not 'word-magic' of the kind I have suggested 
may be involved in Giddens's claim that 'agency' and 'structure' constitute 
a 'duality' rather than a 'dualism'. That is because 'figuration' is a concept 
which was not only carefully chosen because of its linguistic properties 
compared with those of 'structure', 'pattern', 'situation', 'system' and so 
on, but also because it was forged in the context of a programme of research 
into how 'agents' and 'structures' are mutually produced and mutually 
transformed over time. This research also points to a possible explanation of 
why the 'agency-structure dilemma' arose in the first instance and of why 
it persists. It will help my exposition of this rather complex issue if I focus 
the discussion around the critique of figurational sociology published by my 
colleague Derek Layder (1986). 

According to Layder, the concept of figuration was held by Elias to 
represent what Layder (1986: 373) calls 'a complete characterization of 
social ontology'. However, the term was not intended, qua concept, to bear 
such a heavy 'explanatory load'. Expressing it in the most general terms, 
one could rather say that it comes in some ways close to being what Herbert 
Blumer (1969: 149; quoted in Goudsblom, 1977: 100-1) called a 'sensitiz
ing concept', one that obtains its concrete functions and contents only in the 
context of particular empirical-theoretical investigations. It is not, that is to 
say, a 'definitive concept' circumscribed by a definition in terms of attributes 
or fixed bench-marks but 'shapes up in a different way in each empirical 
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instance'. In other words, the concept of figurations serves as a signpost for 
the process of research in the sense that it is intended to direct the attention 
of researchers to the interdependency chains and networks formed by acting 
human beings without prejudging the contents, or as Layder would presum
ably say, the 'ontological properties', of the particular interdependencies 
being researched. 

Although it was not formulated in this rather formalistic way - for better 
or worse, formalism was one of the things he regularly eschewed - this 
'sensitizing' function of the concept of figurations was proposed by Elias in 
What Is Sociology? (1978b), a book where he saw his task as primarily 
didactic. It was Derek Layder's focus on the concept as defined in that 
context that led him to what is probably his principal misinterpretation of 
the figurational genre. More particularly, he failed to realize that the con
cept of figurations is tied in with Elias's critique of the conception of 'the 
person' as homo clausus ('closed individual') which, in tum, is dependent 
on his studies of the European' civilizing process' ;22 that is, the concept had 
its foundations in Elias's investigations into the ways in which the personality 
structures of people in Western Europe changed between the eleventh and 
the twentieth centuries in the course of a long-term social process. The 
concept of figurations, that is to say, cannot be properly understood in 
abstraction from Elias's empirical-theoretical work. Layder makes a relevant 
point when he berates Elias for not acknowledging that Cooley (in Layder, 
1986) prefigured his (Elias's) 'complaint about the false dichotomy between 
the individual and society when he [Cooley] state[d]: "a separate individual 
is an abstraction unknown to experience and so likewise is society when 
regarded as something apart from individuals .... This is an argument with 
which Elias would not have disagreed. However, because Cooley's for
mulation contains no terms with an explicit connotation of structure, it is 
difficult to see it performing the function with respect to the 'agency
structure dilemma' which, if my earlier argument holds good, is one of the 
hallmarks of the concept of figurations. 

Layder was wrong, moreover, to suggest that there is nothing new in 
Elias's concept. That is not the case, at least relative to writers such as 
Cooley and Giddens, because, unlike the latter, Elias provided a reasoned 
explanation of why people in the modem West recurrently experience 
themselves as homo clausus and thus fail to recognize the sociologically 
self-evident fact articulated by Cooley. According to Elias, the 'subject
object split', including as one of its crucial variants the tendency to split 
'agency' from 'structure' and 'individual' from 'society' while simulta
neously reifying the latter, corresponds to a real experience. That is a 
central reason why it is difficult to avoid. There is insufficient space here for 
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me to probe this complex issue in the detail it deserves. It must be enough 
to illustrate the distinctiveness of Elias's view by citing a short passage 
from What Is Sociology? (1978b: 122) where he wrote: 

As human society develops, people experience themselves increasingly 
strongly as separate beings, distinct both from other people and from 
natural objects. Reflection and conscience increasingly interpose them
selves through the process of social training as controlling and taming 
influences between people's own spontaneous impulses to action and 
other people, other natural objects. So it is anything but easy to combine 
the insight that the feeling of a dividing line between the 'inner self' and 
the 'outside world' is very genuine, with the insight that the dividing line 
is non-existent. In fact, it requires a further effort at self-distancing. This 
is essential if people are to recognize that the apparently real partition 
between self and others, the individual and society, subject and object, is 
in fact a reification of the socially distilled disengagement of their own 
self-experience. 

So Elias formulated both a concept which can arguably contribute to a more 
adequate understanding of the relationship between individuals and the 
societies they form than that proposed by Giddens, the concept of figurations, 
and he proposed an explanation of why people recurrently experience this 
particular form of 'subject-object split'. In putting these arguments forward 
I am not suggesting that Elias was necessarily right. It is simply my 
contention that what he wrote is deserving of more serious attention than it 
has been given hitherto. Nor do I think I am being disingenuous when I say 
that the late Philip Abrams was one of the few sociologists, in my opinion, 
to have grasped the measure of Elias's contribution in this regard. Abrams 
(1982: 230--1) wrote that: 

The most remarkable recent attempt to contain the social and the indi
vidual within a unified scheme of sociological analysis is probably that 
made by Norbert Elias. In The Civilizing Process Elias gives us both a 
principled critique of the dualism of conventional social analysis and, by 
way of a minutely documented case study of the 'history of manners', a 
thoroughly substantiated presentation of an alternative theoretical posi
tion. Just because his work offers us such an exceptionally bold and 
direct assault on the credentials of dualism coupled with a powerful 
empirical demonstration of an alternative it must command attention as 
a crucial point of reference .... [I]n place of the sterile pursuit of the 
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formal interrelation of individual and society he proposed the historical 
analysis of what he calls 'human figurations'. 

It is important to realize at least one more thing in this connection. Unlike 
Anthony Giddens, Elias never presented his work as having 'solved' or 
'resolved' the 'structure-agency dualism' or anything else. Rather, he offered 
it as a 'breakthrough', that is, as a means for helping sociological theoriza
tion and research to be more fruitful in relation to such issues than has often 
been possible in the past. Because it ties in with his theory of the develop
ment of knowledge, mention of this idea provides an appropriate point at 
which to introduce a discussion of Elias's work on 'involvement and de
tachment', another subject on which he has been widely misunderstood. 

PROBLEMS OF INVOLVEMENT AND DETACHMENT 

Just as Norbert Elias never claimed to have 'solved' the problem of 'structure' 
and 'agency', neither did he profess to have produced research which is 
'detached' in any absolute sense. Nor for that matter - for the simple reason 
that such an idea runs totally counter to some of the key tenets of our 
position - does any other figurational sociologist make such a claim. What 
Elias attempted to do in relation to 'structure' and 'agency' was to work out 
a way of approaching the problem which it is hoped, if it gains a degree of 
acceptance, will facilitate research into and theorizing of the relationships 
between human individuals and the societies they form which is more 
fruitful than has proved possible by treading in the footsteps of a sterile neo
Kantian philosophy which, according to one of Elias's most strongly held 
beliefs, has outlived its usefulness. His view on questions of involvement 
and detachment was similar. Pace such critics of figurational sociology as 
Horne and Jary (1987: 102, 108) who translate the concept of detachment 
into a straight equivalent of 'value-neutrality', it was Elias's contention that 
sociological research and theory are hindered rather than helped by thinking 
in terms of such simple dichotomies as those between 'subjectivity' and 
'objectivity', 'irrationality' and 'rationality', or 'value-bias' and 'value
neutrality'. It is better, he maintained, to think in terms of fluid and complex 
balances. Let me elaborate on this. It will be useful to start by comparing 
Elias's position on these issues with that of 'critical theory', of the writers 
of 'the Frankfurt School'. 
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The position of critical theory on questions of involvement and detach
ment has been cogently summed up by Robert Bocock (1983: 22). He 
writes: 

Epistemologically critical theory stresses the importance of sociology 
and social theory being critical of scientism in the realm of methodology. 
Scientism means here the uncritical attempt to copy the methods of the 
natural sciences in doing social science. Critical theory tries to retain 
links between social philosophy and ethics, rather than severing them in 
order to make sociology appear more like a natural science - something 
which it is in principle impossible to do anyway as far as this epistemo
logical position is concerned. The social world is appraised in the very 
language used to describe, analyse, explain and understand it. Neutral 
scientific-sounding language does not avoid such an appraisal, it merely 
suggests that there is nothing in that which it is analysing to get too 
worked up about either politically or morally. Critical theory developed 
its epistemology under the shadow of the Nazi regime, and it has always 
held that liberal, well-intentioned value-neutrality in the social sciences 
aided the rise of Nazism by appearing to students and others to be unable 
to offer any political values worth caring for, thus providing a gap which 
fascism filled. 

Norbert Elias was assistant to Karl Mannheim in the Sociology Department 
at the University of Frankfurt from 1929 to 1933, a time which coincided 
with the early days of Horkheimer and Adorno's privately funded Institute 
for Social Research, the institutional setting of the Frankfurt School. In fact, 
the University rented rooms for the Sociology Department from the Insti
tute in the so-called 'Marxburg' (Mennell, 1989: 14), and Elias related to 
me once how, at considerable personal risk, he had been instrumental in 
helping Adorno to escape the Nazis. I mention this only to reinforce the fact 
that Elias too developed aspects of his 'epistemology' - he preferred to call 
it simply a 'theory of knowledge' - under the shadow of the Nazis. Yet 
despite his contacts with members of the Frankfurt School and exposure to 
similar dangers, Elias came to different conclusions on the issues of in
volvement and detachment. He shared Adorno et al.'s opposition to 
'scientism' but not, as I have suggested already, their embrace of an 
unreformed philosophy. What he urged instead was that, for sociology to be 
a 'science', it had to develop methods appropriate to its own subject-matter. 
And although, to my knowledge, he never criticized their position explicitly 
or at length, Elias also parted company with the Frankfurt School over what 
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he regarded as their too simple and in many ways non-developmental view 
of language and values. He did not seek to deny that the language of some 
forms of social science, while making a claim to be 'neutral', can mask an 
'appraisal' of the social world. It was his contention, however, that 'ap
praisal' is not a simple 'either-or' matter but a question of degrees. Accord
ing to Elias, that is to say, there are degrees of 'scientificity' or, to put the 
same thing the other way round, degrees of 'objectivity' and 'value-bias'. 
Ideo-logies, too, differ in their degrees of reality-congruence but, Elias 
contended, they always - even those with which one sympathizes person
ally and Elias's sympathies were always with the political left - contain a 
mythical component and he was firmly of the opinion that a sine qua non 
for effective social reconstruction is a larger fund of knowledge about 
ourselves and the societies we form (Elias, 1978b: 68-70). In fact, his 
position in this regard was a complex one, intricately bound up with his 
emergent theory of knowledge and social development. Let me try to 
unpack it step by step. 

According to Elias (1987: xxxvi), 'the capacity for detachment is a 
human universal'. That is, it is a constitutive feature of Homo sapiens and 
involved in such ostensibly simple activities as making tools or weapons. 
That is the case because, in order to undertake such tasks, 'human beings 
have ... to detach themselves to some extent from their immediate internal 
or external situation'. In other words, making artefacts of these kinds is not, 
as such, a means of stilling hunger. It involves 'the capacity for distancing 
oneself from the situation of the moment, for remembering a past and for 
anticipating a possible future situation where the work of one's hands ... 
might be of use'. These operations, said Elias, 'are essentials of the variety 
of self-regulation described here as detachment' (1987: xxxvi). In other 
words, a greater or lesser capacity for detachment is a property of all human 
beings, part of the condition of being human. It is not just a property of 
scientists in their research. 

This universal human capacity for detachment is dependent in part on the 
biological constitution of the species, above all on the co-ordinating func
tions performed by the cerebral cortex. It is also dependent on the related 
fact that this organ crucially depends on learning from what Elias called 'the 
social fund of knowledge' (1987: SOff). However, detachment is necessarily 
always blended with involvement. As Elias (1987: 3) put it: 

One cannot say of a person's outlook in any absolute sense that it is 
detached or involved (or if one prefers, 'irrational', 'objective' or 'sub
jective'). Only small babies, and among adults perhaps only insane 
people, become involved in whatever they experience with complete 
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abandon to their feelings here and now; and again only the insane can 
remain totally unmoved by what goes on around them. 

I think Elias would have agreed that, apart from babies and the insane, the 
only completely detached human beings are dead ones! Adult behaviour -
in all human societies - normally lies between the two extremes. It is a 
question of balances and blends. As Stephen MennelI (1989: 160) has 
pointed out, Elias's 'emphasis on this point is in clear contrast to Talcott 
Parsons's notion that the distinction between affectivity and affective neu
trality ... is a clear-cut, dichotomous, mutually-exclusive choice between 
opposites' . 

Mennell has constructed the following diagram as a device for clarifying 
Elias's complex arguments on this point: 

f- RELATIVELY - -

LOW 

Object-orientation 
Reality-adequacy - - - RELATIVELY -7 

Autonomy HIGH 

'It-functions' 

Subject-orientation 
f- RELATIVELY - - - Fantasy-content and - - - RELATIVELY -7 

HIGH magic-mythical thinking LOW 

Heteronomy 
'We-functions' 

Implicit in this diagram is the idea that, even though the capacity for 
detachment is a human universal, the balance between it and involvement 
varies both among individuals and societies and groups. It is this second 
side of the equation - that of group and societal variations - that is of 
principal interest to sociologists. By what criteria, according to Elias, is it 
possible to measure people's patterns of speech, thought and activity on the 
continuum between higher and lower degrees of detachment or involve
ment? Stephen Mennell (1989: 161) sums up Elias's suggestions on this 
issue thus: 

The criteria are neither purely 'psychological' nor purely 'social'. Elias 
chose the terms 'detachment' and 'involvement' ... precisely because 
'they do not fall in line with linguistic usages which are based on the tacit 
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assumption of the ultimate independence of psychological and social 
properties of humans'. At all costs, Elias wishes to avoid the mode of 
thinking in which psychological attributes and social attributes are con
ceived of as separate entities standing in some metaphysical cause-and
effect relation to each other. 

Why this should be avoided is that 'The way in which individual 
members of a group experience whatever affects their senses, the mean
ing it has for them, depends on the standard forms of dealing with, and 
of thinking about these phenomena gradually evolved in their society.' 

Crucial in this connection is the degree to which a society's fund of knowledge 
is expressed primarily in 'magical-mythical" or in more reality-congruent, 
scientific terms. Again, this is a question of balances and degrees: even the 
most 'advanced' societies contain layers or residues of magical-mythical 
thinking and no society, no matter how 'primitive', could survive without a 
measure of reality-congruent knowledge. However, for most of humanity's 
existence, magical-mythical forms of thinking have prevailed and the level 
of knowledge remained, correlatively, low. There have been two main 
breakthroughs from the 'double-bind' experienced in this connection: in 
Ancient Greece a limited breakthrough towards science which subsequently 
drowned, and in Renaissance Europe a more substantial and enduring 
process in which we are still caught up today. 

As one can see, Elias's position on questions of scientific method did not 
take the form of a simple treatise on 'objectivity' or 'value-freedom'. As I 
said earlier, it is bound up with a theory of the development of knowledge. 
This theory is based partly on the observation that, over the millennia, but 
with quickening pace especially since the Renaissance, people have been 
able to build up larger funds of more reality-congruent knowledge. They 
have been able, as Elias put it, to construct 'small islands of certainty in the 
vast oceans of their ignorance'. However, this development has occurred 
faster with respect to physical and biological processes than regarding 
human beings and the societies they form. In Elias's (1987: 50-1) own 
words once again: 

Over the millennia, human groups, with the help of the growing social 
fund of their knowledge, have been busily building into the undiscovered 
and uncontrollable universe a widening safety area for themselves - an 
area of known connections which they can more or less control. As a 
result, people are now able in certain areas to steer their way through the 
flow of blind and unmanageable processes better than their forebears -
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at least at the physical levels, if less so at the human levels, just as people 
aboard ships steer their way through the unmanageable waters of the 
ocean or, in spaceships, through the uncontrollable processes of the sun
system. In that way, by expanding their control within the uncontrollable 
flow of events, humans, in the more advanced societies, have managed 
to provide themselves with a larger protective shell designed, as far as 
possible, to keep out the dangers that emanate from the non-human 
levels of the overall process. They have not yet managed to develop an 
equally comprehensive and realistic fund of knowledge at the human or 
social levels. Hence, they are not yet able to bring under control the 
dangers that'human beings constitute for each other and themselves. 

One of Elias's central hypotheses in this connection is that the growth of 
knowledge since the Renaissance has been, in part, a function of the 'civi
lizing spurt' which began around that time. In other words, one of the 
preconditions for the growth of modern science, he suggested, was an 
increase in specific (but later widening) groups in the socially instilled 
capacity of their members to exercise self-distanciation and self-restraint. 
However, by consolidating the experience of the self as homo clausus. this 
same process which facifttated the growth of the physical sciences acted as 
a blockage to the emergence of their social counterparts. Hence, in part, the 
slower, later and lesser growth of the latter. However, the social sciences 
have grown to a degree and, as Mennell (1989: 180) again observes, Elias 
recognized his own debt to 'the practical example of the three great figures 
he always acknowledges as pioneers of process theories: Darwin, Comte 
and Marx'. 

It was not, however, only the slow emergence of sociology and the other 
social sciences which led Elias to suggest that people - especially in the 
more 'advanced' societies - are slowly coming to adopt a more detached 
approach towards themselves. Such an approach. he argued, is to an extent 
also inherent in the predominantly secular ideologies of our age.2J 

It is inherent in them by virtue of the very fact that they are predominantly 
secular as opposed to religious. It is also inherent in the fact that these 
ideologies are based on the idea of societies as kinds of 'wholes' or 'systems'. 
That said, however, present-day ideologies. whether of the left, right or 
centre, continue to contain such 'voluntaristic' ideas as the belief that it is 
possible on the basis of current knowledge to construct' Utopias' in the real 
world, but, according to Elias, voluntaristic thinking about human relations 
is akin in many ways to magical-mythical thinking. Beliefs of this kind may 
provide a degree of comfort and emotional warmth in a cold, impersonal, 
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complex and rapidly changing world but, when translated into action, they 
are likely to produce unanticipated and, in the main, undesired and un
desirable consequences. It is for such reasons that Elias believed it to be 
vital for sociologists to strive for greater autonomy in relation to political 
and similar ideologies. Even though they represent a development towards 
greater detachment in certain respects, present-day belief systems of a 
predominantly ideological kind continue to place questions of unexamined 
faith at the forefront of the agenda whereas, in Elias's view, our greatest 
need is for a larger fund of reality-congruent knowledge about ourselves 
and the societies we form. 

Earlier I quoted Elias's comment that many present-day Marxists appear 
to treat Marx's theories as 'the end of the road of discovery', whereas they 
are better seen, according to Elias, as 'one symptom of a beginning'. In 
other words, such Marxists and others who seem similarly to believe there 
is not an urgent need for greater knowledge about ourselves appear guilty of 
a kind of hubris. By contrast, Elias never ceased to talk about our still in 
many ways rudimentary sociological knowledge at the current stage. 

While Elias never explicitly said so, it would, I think, be consistent with 
his view of the present development of sociology to say that, if Marx's work 
constituted one symptom of a beginning, his own constitutes another. Be
cause he was able to build on the spadework of Marx (and others), it may 
be in some ways more advanced but it is a symptom of a beginning none the 
less. All sociologists, that is to say, are workers in a fledgling science. It 
follows from this and my earlier arguments that Elias nowhere claimed that 
any of his theories, including his joint and individual work on sport and 
leisure, are either completely 'detached' or constitute anything more than 
small, hopeful breakthroughs in the process of growing knowledge about 
ourselves. 'Complete' or 'absolute' detachment is a chimera. So likewise, at 
the present level of sociological development, is a 'fully-fledged' or 'final' 
theory of civilization, knowledge, sport, leisure, football hooliganism or 
anything else. As Elias (1987: 6) put it: 

The aim of [scientific] inquiries is to find the inherent order of events as 
it is, independently not of any but of any particular observer, and the 
importance, the relevance, the value of what one observes is assessed in 
accordance with the place and function it appears to have within this 
order itself. 

In the exploration of nature ... scientists have learned that any direct 
encroachment upon their work by short-term interests or needs of spe
cific persons or groups is liable to jeopardize the usefulness which their 
work may have in the end for themselves or for their own group. The 
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problems which they fonnulate and, by means of their theories, try to 
solve, have in relation to personal or social problems of the day a high 
degree of autonomy; so have the sets of values which they use; their 
work is not 'value-free', but it is, in contrast to that of many social 
scientists, protected by firmly established professional standards and 
other institutional safeguards against the intrusion of heteronomous evalu
ations. 

As one can see, Elias was opposed to those who argue that sociology should 
be the tool of some particular class or interest group. He did not accept the 
glib idea that' if you are not for us, you must be against us'. That is to say, 
he did not accept the notion that a sociology which is not expressive, say, 
of the interests of the working class is ipso Jacto expressive of the interests 
of their rulers. Rather, he urged sociologists to strive for autonomy and 
against heteronomy, against interference in the detennination of their aims 
and objectives by any outside group or its real or nominal representatives. 
To this end he advocated the development of standards, institutions and 
modes of proceeding similar to those in the 'natural' sciences but moulded 
to the specific properties of human beings and societies. Adding to knowledge 
per se should be paramount over short-term interests and concerns both in 
research and in deciding the merits of particular pieces of work. That 
advances in knowledge of a relatively non-ideological character about 
human societies are possible is shown, for example, by the work of Marx 
relative to that of Hegel, by the fact that the fonner contributed decisively 
to the initial development of sociology out of philosophy. However, Elias 
was equally clear that, in striving to achieve these aims, sociologists cannot 
and should not abandon their political interests and concerns. As Elias 
(1987: 16) expressed it: 

The problem confronting [social scientists] is not simply to discard [their 
more involved, political] role in favour of ... [a more detached, scien
tific one]. They cannot cease to take part in, and to be affected by, the 
social and political affairs of their group and their time. Their own 
participation and involvement, moreover, is itself one of the conditions 
for comprehending the problems they try to solve as scientists. For while 
one need not know, in order to understand the structure of molecules, 
what it feels like to be one of its atoms - in order to understand the 
functioning of human groups one needs to know, as it were, from the 
inside how human beings experience their own and other groups, and 
one cannot know without active participation and involvement. 
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The problem confronting those who study one or the other aspects of 
human groups is how to keep their two roles as participant and as 
enquirer clearly and consistently apart and, as a professional group to 
establish in their work the undisputed dominance of the latter. 

It was for reasons such as these that Elias always encouraged students to 
carry out research in areas in which they were directly interested and 
involved, while urging them to strive as hard as possible when they were 
engaged in the research process to distanciate themselves from the objects 
of their research, to take the 'detour via detachment' in order to maximize 
the degree of reality-congruence of their findings, that is, to make these 
findings correspond as far as possible to the objects themselves rather than 
to their personal fantasies and feelings or to personal and/or group interests 
and myths of various kinds. This, then, in broad outlines was Elias's 
position on problems of involvement and detachment. Let me now respond 
to what some of the critics have written. 

SOME COUNTER-CRITICAL COMMENTS 

Chris Rojek argues that 'figurational sociologists have produced no rules, 
no drill, to accomplish self-distancing from the object of study' .24 Although 
it is not expressed in terms of the need to achieve a balance between 
involvement and detachment, of Elias's contention that a specific blend of 
both is required for effective research, this is a charge, I think, which has 
some substance. The undeniable gap in this regard results, in part, from the 
fact that Elias's work on involvement and detachment was neither simply 
nor mainly a treatise on sociological methods, but was bound up, as I have 
said, with a contribution to the theory of knowledge. One would not nec
essarily expect a theory of that kind to concern itself with the details of rules 
regarding procedures for individual researchers. That said, however, Elias's 
work on involvement and detachment may not be quite so devoid of practical 
rules as Chris Rojek implies. Here are some of the rules of procedure which 
he propounded: 

(a) Avoid the 'retreat to the present'. Locate the objects of your research 
historically and in the wider system of social interdependencies in 
which they are embedded. Simply trying to do this will force you into 
greater detachment. 
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(b) Explore connections and regularities, structures and processes for their 
own sake. By attempting as dispassionately as possible to contribute to 
knowledge rather than to help in the achievement of some short-term 
goal, you will increase your chances of avoiding bias as result of 
personal interests or because of your membership of or identification 
with a particular group or groups. 

(c) Attempt to see yourself and your work as far as possible through the 
eyes of others. Stop perceiving yourself as a 'wir[oses Ich' - an 'I 
without a we'. As Elias (1987: lxi-lxii) also wrote; every step of 
enlarging the social fund of knowledge presupposes the acquisition by 
the individual subject concerned of a social fund of knowledge, in
cluding knowledge of a language, from others'. Relate your work to 
the existing body of knowledge in your field. 

(d) In connection with (c) above, always relate your observations to a 
body of theory and your theories to a body of observations. As Elias 
(1987: 20) expressed it: 'it is a characteristic of ... scientific ... forms 
of solving problems that ... questions emerge and are solved as a 
result of an uninterrupted two-way traffic between two layers of 
knowledge; that of general ideas, theories or models and that of 
observations and perceptions of specific events. The latter, if not 
sufficiently informed by the former, remains unorganized and diffuse; 
the former, if not sufficiently informed by the latter, remains domi
nated by feelings and imaginings.' Theories, in short, are vital to the 
continuity and the systematic character of knowledge. Observation is 
vital to its reality-congruence, to its detachment from the fantasies of 
individual men and women. Because, at their best, scientific theories 
are inherently more 'object-orientated' than ideologies, concern with 
testing them will help your work to be more detached in this sense. Of 
course, theories can count as 'scientific' which come later to be 
recognized as false starts or fantasy constructions. There is no escape 
in this connection from the scientific equivalent of 'the struggle for 
survival' or from the fact that theories become fashionable for a 
greater or lesser period of time for extra-scientific reasons. This is 
more likely to happen in sciences such as sociology which are in their 
early stages of development and which lack the sorts of standards and 
institutional procedures specified by Elias. It nevertheless holds good 
that, even in such subjects, an orientation towards the 'two-way traf
fic' between theory and observation is one means for moving in the 
direction of that blend between involvement and detachment which is 
most conducive to reality-congruent knowledge. 
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(e) in order to help ensure that your detachment is suitably tempered by an 
equally necessary involvement, always work in areas in which you are 
personally interested and involved and in which you have detailed 
practical experience. 

I realize that these five 'rules' do not add up to much of a practical guide. 
Elias recommended us to gain distance from our objects of research and 
from ourselves, and then to 'get back in' through what he called 'secondary 
re-involvement'. A prerequisite for gaining distance from ourselves is a 
high degree of self-understanding, perhaps furthered by psychoanalysis or 
some other form of depth psychology. But apart from the above 'rules' and 
from showing how we are all dependent on the long-term development of 
knowledge, language and wider social conditions, and suggesting that we 
should model our standards and institutional procedures on those of the 
natural sciences, Elias had little advice to give to sociologists regarding 
practicalities in this connection. In other words, despite my quibbles around 
the margins, Chris Rojek's criticism in this connection is one that holds 
good. He has correctly identified an area to which figurational sociologists 
need to devote a great deal more attention. 

Let me turn now to the criticisms offered by Jenny Hargreaves. They 
merit attention next because they centre to a large extent around problems 
of involvement and detachment. They also highlight some of these prob
lems in a particularly clear, lively and impassioned form. 

FIGURATIONAL SOCIOLOGY AND FEMINIST CULTURAL 
STUDIES 

It is, I hope, clear from the discussion so far that at least some aspects of the 
critique of figurational sociology and the figurational sociology of sport 
offered by Jenny Hargreaves in this volume are based on a misreading of 
our work. That said, her critique is one that has to be taken very seriously 
indeed. What is principally at issue is our view of sociology as a subject 
primarily concerned with adding to the social fund of knowledge - in the 
hope that such knowledge will be of practical value, if not now, then in the 
longer term - and the view of feminist cultural studies according to which 
the principal task is contemporary critique with a view to changing things 
here and now. I am impressed by the power, cogency and evident passion 
and commitment with which Jenny Hargreaves advances her case. As far as 
I can tell, I share many of her goals and values regarding relations between 
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the sexes, whether in sport or elsewhere. However, I share fewer aspects of 
her vision of what sociology is and ought to be. Moreover, her critique has 
not led me seriously to doubt the value of the figurational approach. Let me 
spell out some of my reasons for saying this. 

I accept - as I am sure the majority of figurational sociologists do - that 
we have in the past been too silent on questions of gender. We needed 
feminists like Jenny Hargreaves to point out the unexamined masculinist 
assumptions in our work. An example would be the failure of Elias and me 
to explore the dependency of so much sport on the exploitation of unpaid 
and poorly paid female labour. That we did not pursue such avenues of 
exploration in our early work on sport and leisure is not in doubt and some 
of us are striving now to rectify the balance.25 What is at issue is whether the 
simple replacement of an unexamined masculinist problematic by what 
seems to me to be in many respects an equally unexamined feminist one is 
a route to desirable social change or, indeed, whether such change will be 
possible without greater knowledge. 

Implicit in Jenny Hargreaves's position is, I think, the idea that critique 
and political action using existing ideologies will be sufficient on their own 
to secure desirable social change. However, the history of political struggle 
suggests that we are dealing here with an area where knowledge remains 
rudimentary. Think how frequently undesired and unintended consequences 
have resulted from intended political actions. Think how frequently revolu
tions have been betrayed. I am not making this point as a call for avoiding 
political action. I am making it as part of an argument about what sociology 
is and ought to be. Just like everybody else, figurational sociologists are at 
present dependent in their political actions to a large extent on ideologies 
and values which lack an adequate scientific base. Just like everybody else, 
there are political differences among us. What unites us is our view that our 
primary concern as sociologists should be to contribute to knowledge in the 
hope that it will facilitate an improvement in the efficacy of political action 
by changing the balance between its knowledge-based and ideological 
contents in favour of the former. We agree in large measure with the 
conventional Weberian position that political action and critique belong to 
the role of citizen, not that of scientist. Where we differ is in believing it to 
be wrong to treat 'value-neutrality' (detachment) and 'value-bias' (involve
ment) as simple, dichotomous opposites. Accordingly, it is our view that the 
'scientific' and the 'critical' traditions in sociology need not necessarily be 
quite so incompatible as they are sometimes supposed to be. That is, social 
critique is likely, in our view, to be enhanced by incorporating good so
ciological theory and research, and sociological theory and research are 
likely to be enhanced by assimilating good social critique. Difficulties are 
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likely to arise between representatives of the 'scientific' and 'critical' 
traditions, however, to the extent that they misrepresent and caricature each 
other's work, and I want to contend that some aspects of Jenny Hargreaves's 
critique of figurational sociology do just that. More particularly, it seems to 
me, such is the strength of her commitment to critical feminism that she: 
(a) fails to respond to aspects of our case that are potential threats to that 
commitment, at least in its presently articulated form; (b) asserts as facts a 
number of things which are consistent with a feminist ideology but which 
have not yet been backed up by research; and (c) uses these ostensible facts 
as 'disproof' of a caricatured version of the theory of civilizing processes. 
Let me attempt to substantiate these charges. 

I have suggested elsewhere (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 268-70) that the 
balance of power between the sexes is polymorphous and multi-determined. 
However, instead of responding in detail to my case, Jenny Hargreaves 
remains content with a few one-dimensional, economistic assertions about 
patriarchy and capitalism. In pointing this out I am not trying to suggest that 
relations between the sexes are unaffected by capitalism. That would be 
obvious nonsense. What I am suggesting is that aspects of the 'social 
totality' other than the mode of production and patterns of economic own
ership and control have to be taken into account in order to understand 
patriarchy; for example, ownership and control of the means of violence. I 
am also suggesting that such aspects cannot be adequately explained by 
reducing them simply to 'the economic'. In addition, I am inviting Jenny 
Hargreaves to respond to the details of my case and that she has patently so 
far failed to do. 

Jenny Hargreaves also rests her critique in part on such blanket asser
tions as the following: that, especially for women, 'public and private 
spaces in "civilized" societies are far from being "pacified" social spheres '; 
that 'women's reported concerns about personal safety in public have risen 
to unprecedentedly high levels'; and that 'the home has become the most 
dangerous place for women' . Comparative statements about processes over 
time of the kind made by Elias and other figurational sociologists are 
replaced here by empirically unsupported assertions. How, independently 
of back-up from painstaking historical research, can Jenny Hargreaves 
maintain that women's concerns about their public safety have risen to 
unprecedentedly high levels? How can she assert that the home has become 
the most dangerous place for women? What sort of time period does she 
have in mind? The last ten years? The last fifty? The last thousand? Is the 
home in Britain today more dangerous for women than its equivalents were 
in the Middle Ages or Ancient China? And what about the 'homes' of 
slaves in Ancient Rome or, for that matter, the American South? Is it more 
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dangerous for them independently of social class? Could not the expression 
by women of rising concern about public safety be, in part at least, a 
consequence of higher expectations and not simply of rising violence per se? 
Could it not be, again at least in part, a consequence of unrealistic fears 
engendered by sensationalizing media of mass communication which give 
rise to and reinforce the idea that society today is more violent than it 
is in fact? 

I have deliberately framed these questions in a rhetorical and provoca
tive way because of what I take to be the rhetorical and provocative 
character of some aspects of Jenny Hargreaves's critique of the theory of 
civilizing processes. In raising them I am not suggesting that her arguments 
are necessarily wrong. It is simply my point that, as yet, they are empirically 
unsupported. That, from a figurational standpoint, is what is urgently re
quired: historical research into these complex issues so that concrete data 
can be supplied in place of unsubstantiated assertions. That is one of the 
principal ways available to us at present of moving towards greater de
tachment. Moreover, contrary to a popular misunderstanding of the theory 
of civilizing processes which Jenny Hargreaves evidently shares, it would 
not necessarily be inconsistent with that theory if a rise in violence against 
women - or, for that matter, any other group - were currently occurring. 
The theory is not evolutionist in the sense of claiming to have identified 
a necessary and irreversible unilinear trend. In the more • scientific " as 
opposed to the critical, sides of her sociological work, Jenny Hargreaves 
has added greatly, by means of a well-tempered balance between involve
ment and detachment, to our understanding of women in sport. 26 Unfortu
nately, that balance deserted her in her response to the theory of civilizing 
processes. Let me now spell out in some detail exactly what that theory does 
and does not say. 

THE THEORY OF CIVILIZING PROCESSES27 

It would be silly to pretend that the theory of civilizing processes is anything 
but controversial. Figurational sociologists cling stubbornly to the belief 
that it is a fruitful 'central theory', a co-ordinating guide to and stimulator 
of research in a wide number of fields.28 They respond vigorously to the 
many and varied criticisms that are offered. For their part, critics of the 
theory stick equally stubbornly to the belief that the theory rests on dubious 
foundations. Clearly, one encounters here a failure of communication of 
massive proportions, a failure precisely of the kind that is liable to occur in 
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a multi-paradigmatic subject. So in the hope that it may be of help in getting 
us out of the current impasse and into a situation where both more fruitful 
dialogue and - most desirable of all - actual testing of the theory can begin, 
let me once again respond to the critics and attempt to set the record 
straight. 

I must hasten to add that it is not my intention in expressing the matter 
in this way to be simply dismissive of the critics. Our difficulties are mutual 
and inherent in the current situation. That is because all of us - Marxists, 
critical feminists, figurational sociologists and others - are trained in the 
assumptions, values and concepts of a particular paradigm and hence find it 
difficult to respond to what the proponents of different paradigms say 
without reading nuances and ideas into their words which they do not intend 
or do not believe are there. 

That is certainly our reaction to what is perhaps the most common charge 
laid against the theory of civilizing processes, namely that it is 'evolution
ary', a throwback to the discredited theories of the nineteenth century. We 
have repeatedly denied that (see, for example, Dunning, 1989). Yet, echoing 
the earlier criticisms by Otto Newman (1986), James eurtis (1986) and Ian 
Taylor (1987), Jenny Hargreaves writes in the present volume: 'It is clear to 
see why Elias's theory has been characterized as evolutionary when he 
asserts that ... in all Western societies in the long-term, "the 'trend' of the 
movement of civilization is everywhere the same, embodying civilizing 
restraints on sexuality and aggressiveness"'. This statement by Elias is an 
empirical one and it stands or falls as such. It would only be meaningful to 
class it as 'evolutionary' by means of a critical analysis of the aetiology 
Elias employed and that Jenny Hargreaves signally fails to do. As I hope in 
a moment to show, Elias's view' of the dynamics, or 'sociogenesis', and 
'psychogenesis', of the civilizing process in Europe is far from 'evolution
ary' in any conventional sense of that term. 

A similar critique was offered by Horne and Jary (1987: 99-100) when 
they wrote that: 

the focus on cultural and sporting phenomena embodied in Elias's con
cept of the 'civilizing process', whatever its productiveness in some 
respects, can [not] ... escape criticism. It can be seen as an amalgam of 
fruitful notions and those whose utility is more questionable, including 
the apparent contradictions in the central methodological prescriptions 
of figurational sociology, especially a tendency to 'latent evolutionism'. 
On the positive side ... the concept of the 'civilizing process' is 
responsible for the focus on 'combat sports' and the codification and 
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domestication of these in their modern forms. It provides a systematic -
if only one - rationale for focus on class, class emulation and class 
conflict. Against this, however, and variously at odds with some of 
figurational sociology's own methodological self-definitions, function
alist, evolutionary and related assumptions associated with the concept 
of the 'civilizing process' have been rightly questioned, for example: 
'the apparent irreversibility of the process' (Lasch, 1985), its 'irrefutabil
ity' (Smith, 1984), its explicit or implicit reference to 'societal needs' 
and 'functional requirements'. 

I have already indicated the ways in which Horne and Jary seem to me in 
crucial respects to misconstrue the figurational position on 'methodology', 
so I shall say no more about that issue here. The other charges, though, are 
deserving of some response. I welcome the praise that Horne and Jary give 
to the figurational contributions to the sociology of sport. I welcome, too, 
the very fact that they see them as worthy of being singled out for system
atic critique. However, I find it difficult to see how even 'implicit' notions 
of 'societal needs' and 'functional requirements' can be read into Elias's 
work. He was always dismissive of the work of Parsons - sometimes, 
admittedly, on the basis of a reading that was less than thorough - and 
would certainly have endorsed the judgement of Robert Merton (1957: 52) 
that the concept of 'functional needs' or 'requirements' is 'one of the 
cloudiest and empirically most debatable concepts in functional theory'. It 
is true that Elias insisted that a concept of functions is essential in a science 
like sociology that is concerned with relationships. However, his definition 
of it was reality-orientated and centred around power-differentials and, 
above all, very different from the harmonistic usage of Talcott Parsons 
(Elias, 1978b: p. 75ff.). Perhaps Horne and Jary read the concepts of 
'societal needs' and 'functional requirements' into Elias's concept of 'blind' 
or 'unplanned' long-term social processes; processes which, although they 
result unintentionally from the aggregate effects of the interweaving of the 
intentional acts of pluralities of individuals, were nevertheless held by Elias 
to have a structure and direction which can be retrospectively determined. 
However, it is difficult to see how concepts of 'societal needs' and 'func
tional requirements' could be read into this idea, for what Elias was, in 
effect, attempting was to lay the foundations for a testable concept of social 
development which grasps the patterned but reversible character of such 
processes, while simultaneously avoiding the elements of teleology and 
inevitability found, for example, in the theories of Hegel, Comte and, on 
certain readings, Marx. That this is the case and that it is to say the least 
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misleading to attach the label 'latent evolutionism' to Elias's theory, will 
I hope become clear from the following exposition. I shall discuss his 
approach to the concept of 'civilization' first. 

The concept of civilization 

It seems to me that part of the difficulty that many English-speaking 
sociologists appear to experience in appreciating the theory of civilizing 
processes may stem from the vicissitudes of translation. In English even the 
titles of Elias's magnum opus have been changed in several ways. The 
overall German title is, Uber den Prozess der Zivilization: Soziogenetische 
und Psychogenetische Untersuchungen. Volume 1 is subtitled Wandlungen 
des Verhaltens in den weltlichen Oberschichten des Abendlandes; and 
volume 2 is subtitled Wandlungen der Gesellschaft: EntwUlizu einer Them'ie 
der Zivilisation. In English, volume 1 is rendered simply as The Civilizing 
Process, and against Elias's vigorous but unsuccessful opposition the sub
title, The History of Manners, has been added by the publisher.29 Volume 2 
is translated, perhaps less inappropriately, as State Formation and Civili
zation. In the translation the modesty and much of the subtlety of Elias's 
original German have been lost. More accurate translations would read as: 
On the Process of Civilization: Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic Investiga
tions, volume I, Changes in the Behaviour of the Secular Upper Classes in 
the West; volume 2, Changes of Society: Outline of a Theory of Civiliza
tion. 30 From these translations one gets a better idea of the fact that Elias 
saw his theory as a contribution to the understanding of Western civiliza
tion and its development rather than as a theory which is fully fledged and 
complete. That is lost in the bald English title. Also lost is the delimitation 
to the secular upper classes and, perhaps more importantly, the ambiguity of 
the term Prozess, a word which in German means 'trial' as well as 'pro
cess'. Writing as he did in exile after the Nazi rise to power and on the eve 
of the Second World War, Elias wanted to convey the connotation of 
civilization, not only as a process but, particularly at that historical conjunc
ture, as massively on trial as well. In short, his work was centrally con
cerned from the beginning with civilizing controls as a fragile shell and with 
civilizing processes as developments that are liable, under specific condi
tions, to go into reverse. 

Elias started by observing that 'civilization' is such an all-embracing 
term that it is difficult if not impossible to define it. Its function, however, 
is easier to discern. 'Civilization' is a concept, he wrote, which has come to 
express the self-consciousness of the West. As Elias (l978a: 3, 4) put it, it 
is a term which 
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sums up everything in which Western society of the last two or three 
centuries believes itself superior to earlier societies or 'more primitive' 
contemporary ones. By this term, Western society seeks to describe what 
constitutes its special character and what it is proud of: the level of its 
technology, the nature of its manners, the development of its scientific 
knowledge or view of the world, and much more. 

According to Elias (drawing on the work of Lucien Febvre and others), this 
modern usage of the term dates from the second half of the eighteenth 
century. It is a usage which lacks a connotation of process. It expresses the 
self-confidence of the dominant groups in the late eighteenth-, nineteenth
and early twentieth-century West that their own civilization was complete 
and that it was their mission to 'civilize' both the peoples of 'barbaric lands' 
and their own lower classes. Originally, however, 'civilization' had been a 
term associated with moderate social critique. It was first used by the 
Physiocrats as part of a protest against the excesses of absolute rule. For 
them, it had connotations of progress and social reform. They had derived 
it from civilite, the word used since the sixteenth century to describe courtly 
behaviour, partly to distinguish the latter from the more rough-and-ready 
standards of mediaeval nobles which had been signified by the term 
courtoisie. This terminological, conceptual and social development took 
place in France, Elias suggested, because French society began to undergo 
processes of state-formation and unification under state-control compara
tively early on and because the French court was more open to bourgeois 
outsiders than its counterpart in Germany. 

By comparison with France (and Britain too), Germany emerged as a 
unified nation-state comparatively late. The members of its French-speak
ing court circles were also highly socially exclusive and contemptuous of 
the German language. In that context, 'civilization' became a term for 
bourgeois intellectuals - the first national middle class in Germany - which 
signified superficiality, ceremony and politeness in contrast with the inner 
depth and solidity which they regarded as their own principal virtues. They 
expressed the latter through the term Kultur. The antithesis in Germany 
between Zivilisation and Kultur was solidified when the country became 
nationally unified in the second half of the nineteenth century and when, 
correspondingly, the power of bourgeois strata - including now larger 
commercial and industrial segments - grew. This residue of ambivalence 
towards 'civilization' and all it signifies was further strengthened when the 
First World War was fought against the Germans in its name. In that way, 
a degree of disdain for 'civilization' became for a while a prominent strand 
in Germany's specific strand of nationalism. 
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As one can see, Elias's theory starts out from a concern with the 
sociogenesis of the term 'civilization' and its changing value-content. He 
also paid attention to the different meanings the term came to acquire in 
different European countries, most notably in France and England on the 
one hand and Germany on the other. 

It is, I think, relevant in this connection to draw attention to the fact that, 
in its recent pamphlet' Anti-Racist Language: Guidance For Good Prac
tice', the British Sociological Association has the following entry: 

Civilized/civilization: 
This term derives from a colonialist perception of the world. It is often 
associated with social darwinist thought and is full of implicit value 
judgements and ignorance of Third World history. However, in some 
cases, such as the work of Norbert Elias, civilization takes on a different 
meaning without racist overtones. 

The BSA were right to single out Elias's work for this exemption. His 
theory is fully attuned to the dangers of racist language and seeks to shed 
light on the underlying processes involved in the production of this specific 
variant by examining key developments in a Western European context, 
that is, by means of an investigation of the concrete processes in the course 
of which the dominant groups in Western Europe came to view themselves 
and their cultures as superior.31 According to Elias, specific developments 
at the level of personality as well as in social structures were involved in 
these processes. These developments at the levels of personality and social 
structure were also interdependent. 

What Elias attempted in this connection was an exploratory theorization 
of a mass of empirical data about the different, interdependent levels of the 
European 'civilizing process'. Just as other sociologists employ terms such 
as 'class' and 'bureaucracy' in a sense that is more detached than their 
everyday usage, so Elias used the concept of civilizing processes in a more 
technical sense. The concept is derived, that is to say, from a testable 
empirical base and has shed the value-laden connotations that 'civilization' 
and 'civilized' have in popular usage. As such, it directs attention away 
from the moral and political questions associated with national and class 
claims to superiority and towards such scientific questions as whether the 
evidence supports Elias's claims and whether his theorization has begun to 
shed light on identifiable sociogenetic and psychogenetic connections. One 
might tall such connections 'causal', though Elias was crystal clear about 
the specificity of patterns of determination in social relations and, therefore, 
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avoided such scientistic and reductionist terms. Let me briefly summarize 
this aspect of the theory. 

The Sociogenesis and Psychogenesis of the Civilizing Process in 
Western Europe 

The bedrock on which the theory of civilizing processes is built is the 
observation that, in the societies of Western Europe between the Middle 
Ages and the early twentieth century, a more or less continuous refinement 
of manners and social standards took place, together with an increase in the 
social pressure on people to exercise stricter, more even and continuous 
self-control over their feelings and behaviour. As part of this unplanned 
process there occurred, according to Elias, a shift in the balance between 
external constraints and self-constraints in favour of self-constraints and, at 
the level of personality, an increase in the importance of 'conscience' or 
'super-ego' as a regulator of behaviour. That is, social standards have come 
in the course of the European civilizing process to be internalized more 
deeply and to operate, not only consciously, but more beneath the level of 
rationality and conscious control; for example, by means of the arousal of 
internally generated feelings of guilt, anxiety and shame. According to 
Elias, furthermore, throughout the period under consideration members of 
the upper and middle classes were the main originators of social standards 
and, when and where conditions were appropriate, standards tended to 
diffuse downwards from the top of the social scale. 

If this analysis has a degree of reality-congruence, an aspect of the 
European civilizing process that has been of central relevance for the 
development of modern sport has consisted of a tightening in the normative 
regulation of violence and aggression, together with a long-term decline in 
most people's propensity for and capability of obtaining pleasure from 
directly taking part in and/or witnessing violent acts. Elias referred in this 
connection to a 'dampening of Angriffslust', literally to a curbing of the lust 
for attacking, to a taming of people's desire and capacity for obtaining 
pleasure from attacking and inflicting injury on others. Psychologically, 
this has entailed at least two things; first, a lowering of the 'threshold of 
repugnance' regarding bloodshed and other direct as well as symbolic 
manifestations of physical violence. As a result, people nowadays tend to 
recoil more readily and to show greater sensitivity in the presence of such 
manifestations than was the case with people in the Middle Ages. Secondly, 
it has entailed the internalization of a stricter taboo on violence as part of the 
super-ego. A consequence of this is that guilt-feelings are liable to be 
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aroused whenever this taboo is violated. At the same time there has oc
curred a tendency - perhaps revealed most dramatically in the abandonment 
of public executions - to push violence behind the scenes and, as part of 
this, to describe people who openly derive pleasure from violence in terms 
of the language of psychopathology, punishing them by means of stigma
tization, hospitalization, imprisonment or a combination of all three. 

Elias also traces in considerable detail the European civilizing process 
with regard to behavioural standards generally, paying particular attention 
to the changing normative regulation and social control of such biological 
functions as sex, defaecation, urination, spitting, blowing one's nose and 
sleeping. These subjects take up the bulk of his attention in volume 1. How 
did he account for the civilizing process overall? In popular understanding, 
the terms 'violence' and 'civilization' are usually taken as antitheses but 
Elias holds that the long-term civilizing of the West occurred unintention
ally and in conjunction with violent elimination struggles among kings and 
other feudal lords. These led - at different times and rates - to the estab
lishment within each of the emergent European nation-states of relatively 
stable and relatively effective monopolies on the twin, mutually supportive 
major means of ruling: the right to use force and the right to impose taxes. 
In other words, far from being simple antitheses, violence and civilization 
are characterized, according to Elias, by specific forms of interdependence. 
More particularly, it was his contention that a civilizing process depends on 
the establishment of an effective violence-monopoly at the centre and that 
this, in its turn, facilitates internal pacification, a lengthening of what Elias 
called 'interdependency chains', an equalizing change in the balance of 
power between classes and other groups - Elias later referred to this as 
'functional democratization' - and economic growth. Forms of reciprocity 
between these 'part-processes' were involved as well. For example, eco
nomic growth increases the revenue available to the state through its tax 
monopoly, thus enabling the state to buttress its monopoly over violence. At 
the risk of some oversimplification, one could express Elias's theory by 
saying that he held a civilizing process basically to be a function of state
formation, growing social differentiation, growing equality of power chances 
and growing wealth. 

As is characteristic of social processes generally, because of the part 
played in them by the innovativeness and learning capabilities of more or 
less knowledgeable and reflexive human actors, none of these part-develop
ments should be mechanistically read as always and everywhere occurring 
in identical fashion. One can speak of probabilities in that connection but 
not of law-like, cast-iron certainties (Elias, 1974). Moreover, although, with 
the exception of the process of 'feudalization' that occurred correlatively 
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with the collapse of the Carolingian empire, Elias focused primarily on 
'progressive' or 'civilizing' developments, his theory is attuned to the 
occurrence of shorter- and longer-term 'counter-civilizing' developments 
or 'de-civilizing spurts' as well (Elias, 1978a: 13-66; Mennell, 1989: 227-
50). For example, he wrote (1978a: 253): 

this movement of society and civilization certainly does not follow a 
straight line. Within the overall movement there are repeatedly greater or 
lesser counter-movements in which the contrasts in society and the 
fluctuations in the behaviour of individuals, their affective outbreaks, 
increase again.32 

One can add that, although Elias never dwelled on this, the theory also 
implies a theory of 'de-civilization'. That is the case because it leads one, 
ceteris paribus, to anticipate that 'counter-civilizing' developments will 
occur in a society which experiences (absolute?) economic decline, a short
ening of interdependency chains, diminishing state monopolies over force 
and taxation and growing inequality in the balance of power between 
groups. Contemporary examples might be provided by the Lebanon, in 
some parts of Northern Ireland, and in those areas of the former Soviet 
empire where the state has lost control. Of course, since social processes 
always depend upon the capacity for learning and innovation of more or less 
knowledgeable and reflexive human actors, any such 'regressive' change, 
however long its duration .and great its extent, is unlikely to replicate in 
reverse the details and phasing of its 'progressive' counterpart. 

Nor, even though Western societies in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries established forms of dominance on a global scale, did Elias regard 
these societies as particularly advanced. He (1978a: 57) denied that they 
represent a 'pinnacle', described their members as 'late barbarians', and 
speculated that future historians may come to see the present era as part of 
what we call 'the middle ages'. It was nevertheless his contention that we 
are, today, in certain identifiable respects more 'civilized' than our medi
aeval forebears. However, for Elias this is a question of fact, not of value
judgement, praise and celebration. How, he asked, can the people of today 
praise themselves for being the beneficiaries of an unplanned process? To 
do that would make no more sense than to blame the people of earlier stages 
for living, equally unintentionally, in societies which were domestically 
more violent than those of the present-day West. 

This, then, in outline form is basically what Elias's theory claims. As I 
have said, it is presented as a contribution towards the understanding of 
civilization and civilizing processes and not as a fully fledged and final 
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answer. It undoubtedly has its weak points and lacunae but, whatever these 
may be, it is difficult to see how the theory can be characterized as 'func
tionalist' or 'evolutionary', at least in so far as these terms have come to be 
conventionally understood. As I hope I have also made clear, Christopher 
Lasch is simply wrong to refer to 'the apparent irreversibility of the pro
cess'. Home and Jary are similarly wrong to speak of an 'explicit or 
implicit reference to "societal needs" and "functional requirements"'. For 
Elias, both these terms involve an unacceptable and sociologically misleading 
reification. That is, while it may make sense to describe human individuals 
as having 'requirements' or 'needs', it is manifest nonsense to project such 
concepts on to constructs such as human 'societies' or 'social systems' 
because the latter refer to aggregates of interdependent individual human 
beings. In Elias's view, it is the task of sociology to shed light on the 
structure and dynamics of the chains of interdependency in which, as 
human beings, we always find ourselves unintentionally enmeshed from 
birth to death. It is also sociology's task to illuminate the unplanned but 
nevertheless patterned consequences that follow in the longer term from 
the interweaving of the intentional acts of aggregates of individuals. The 
theory of civilizing processes is fundamentally about the latter kind of 
interweaving. 

Pace Dennis Smith, moreover, the theory of civilizing processes is not 
'irrefutable' but testable on different levels and in a variety of ways. For 
example, Stephen Mennell has attempted a limited test of the theory by 
means of his study of the development of eating and taste in England and 
France. Similarly, Elias and I attempted to test it in a limited sphere through 
our studies of the development of sport. Of course, as progenitor of the 
theory and one of his students, we might not have had the same kind of 
interest in seeking disconfirming instances as the supporters of a rival 
theory would have had. Nevertheless we tried to search for evidence with an 
open mind and did not know prior to these investigations that our results 
would appear largely consistent with the theory. Elias's conclusions could 
also be tested by examining a wider range of societies than the three -
England, France and Germany33 - on which he principally focused. Non
western societies such as China34 and Japan might be particularly apposite 
in this connection in the sense that they might be conducive to the develop
ment and refinement as well as the simple testing of the theory. 

In order to be adequate, though, any such tests would have to distinguish 
between at least two aspects of Elias's theory: his conclusions regarding the 
overall direction of the European civilizing process and his conclusions 
regarding its sociogenesis and psychogenesis. In the former connection 
Elias's theory would be refuted if it could be shown empirically that the 
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overall trend of the European civilizing process in the time-frame he con
sidered - roughly from the Middle Ages up to about the First World War
was in a de-civilizing direction. De-civilizing developments since that time 
would not refute the theory or require it to be substantially modified unless 
it could be shown that they have occurred as a result of changes that Elias's 
theorization would lead one to expect to have produced consequences of a 
civilizing kind. This brings me to the second aspect. In this connection, in 
order to test the theory particular attention would have to be paid to Elias's 
theorization of the relationships among state-formation, lengthening of 
interdependency chains, functional democratization, growing wealth and 
civilization. But, of course, in a sense such testing has already been taking 
place. It has been taking place not simply by ourselves but by others with 
less ot a vested interest in securing a vindication of Elias. I am referring to 
the fact that, like any science, sociology is social and that published results 
become subjected to critical scrutiny in the competitive arena of academic 
discourse. The present volume represents part of that competitive process. 
Only time will tell whether and how far those of us are right who believe 
that Elias's theory represents an advance in the understanding of civiliza
tion, and whether and how far we are right to defend it and attempt to build 
on it. 

Let me turn now to an attempt in the present volume, not simply to 
criticize a figurational theory, but explicitly to test it, build on it and offer 
the outlines for a better alternative. I am referring to the challenging essay 
by Ruud Stokvis, 'Sports and Violence'. Although his understanding of the 
figurational perspective is arguably in part defective, Stokvis sympathizes 
with that perspective and its objectives and does not seek to reject the theory 
of civilizing processes wholesale. Instead, using the history of hunting as 
his main example, he claims to have falsified on empirical grounds some of 
Elias's conclusions on that subject. He then goes on to suggest that Elias 
and I made too much of the control of violence in our work on sport and that 
Kenneth Sheard and I got some aspects of the development of football 
wrong. Finally, he uses this critique as the basis for developing a less 
violence-centred theory of sport. As I hope to show, Ruud Stokvis has 
probably succeeded in falsifying part of Elias's work on the development of 
fox-hunting. I am not so sure about the other parts of his argument, though. 
But, whether Stokvis or I is judged in the end to be right, his essay is 
refreshing because it involves an attempt to test propositions about sport 
advanced by figurational sociologists, rather than a simple dismissal of the 
genre by the application of pejorative labels. For that reason and because it 
is so well and powerfully argued, his essay is worth singling out for detailed 
examination. 
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TESTING ELIAS'S THEORY OF SPORT: THE CASE OF 
FOX-HUNTING 

According to Norbert Elias (1986; Elias and Dunning, 1986: 26-40), the 
initial development of modern sport - what he referred to as the' sportization 
of pastimes' - took place fundamentally in eighteenth century England in 
conjunction with the 'parliamentarization of political conflict'. In his so
far-published work on this subject,35 Elias took the emergence of fox
hunting as the primary example by means of which to illustrate this process. 
Ruud Stokvis is rightly critical of him for relying for his empirical evidence 
in this connection on a limited number of sources. According to Stokvis, 
this led Elias to fail to recognize that this peculiar, more ritualized and 
civilized form of hunting first developed in the court society of sixteenth
century France. It was called there 'la chasse par force' and, in that form, 
was adopted in England during the reign of James I (1603-25). As Stokvis 
puts it: 

If we take a closer look at the development of hunting in England, we 
shall see that the civilized traits in fox-hunting to which Elias refers 
existed before the process of parliamentarization began. In fact, they 
developed in France during the rise of the absolute monarchy independ
ently from any form of parliamentarization .... There is no indication 
that the experience of non-violent competition in Parliament between 
opposing parties had anything to do with the development of the typi
cally English way of fox-hunting. 

Stokvis goes on to point out that it was deer that were primarily hunted in 
'la chasse par force' and that it was a combination of deforestation and the 
over-hunting of that animal in England which contributed to the choice of 
foxes as the quarry. In this and other respects we are dealing here with what 
is, in part, an empirical question. It seems highly plausible in the absence of 
further research that Stokvis may have correctly identified that - probably 
as a result of his reliance on a limited number of sources - Elias has wrongly 
truncated a more long-term social process. That said, however, Stokvis has 
misinterpreted Elias in an important respect. More particularly, he interprets 
Elias as having posited a causal relationship between 'parliamentarization' 
and 'sportization', whereas it was Elias's argument that these were twin 
manifestations of one and the same overall development in a civilizing 
direction. In short, pace Stokvis's interpretation, Elias's point was not that 
'the experience of non-violent competition in parliament between oppos
ing parties had [something] to do with the typically English way of fox-
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hunting', but more subtly that, as the cycle of violence which had character
ized English society in the seventeenth century began to cool down, a more 
civilized ruling class began to emerge which developed less-violent ways of 
behaving in both the political and the leisure spheres. Moreover fox-hunting, 
Elias suggested, was just one among a number of more-civilized leisure
forms to emerge in this connection. Others were cricket, horse-racing and 
boxing, all of which began in eighteenth century England to develop re
cognizably modern forms of organization and competitive action. 

In any case, again pace Stokvis, Elias was able by reference to the spe
cific pattern of state-formation in England - a process in which 
parliamentarization was one of the decisive features - to explain why 
independent clubs and similar forms of association were able to develop in 
this country, whereas in absolutist France such a development was impos
sible. This helps to explain why fox-hunting became a much more central 
part of the way of life of the English landowning classes than was the case 
with their counterparts in France. It also seems plausible to suppose that, 
while the development of this peculiar form of hunting may have started in 
French courtly circles, the English variants of the ritual may have repre
sented a further development in a civilizing direction. More particularly, it 
seems from the evidence Ruud Stokvis presents that the hunting nobles in 
France may still have participated directly in the kill. If this is a correct 
interpretation of Stokvis's data, then the formation of clubs may not have 
been the only significant development to have taken place in England. The 
practice of killing 'by proxy', that is by the hounds instead of the hunting 
humans, may have been a development that took place here too. In short, 
the validity of Elias's hypothesis about parliamentarization and sportization 
may be restricted as far as fox-hunting is concerned to this latter innovation 
and the emergence of clubs rather than to the development of this peculiar 
hunting ritual as a whole. Its adequacy in relation to cricket, boxing and 
horse-racing is an issue which remains to be explored, 

Present indications are thus that Ruud Stokvis may have falsified part of 
Elias's thesis on empirical grounds. However, I am afraid that the same 
cannot be said regarding his more general contention that, in our work on 
the development of modern sport, Norbert Elias and I have placed too much 
emphasis on the control of violence. According to Stokvis, 'the main 
characteristics of modern sports are their organization on national and 
international levels and their accompanying standardization'. 'The rise of 
modern sports', he writes, 'should be interpreted as another manifestation 
of the increase in the scale and complexity of social life in Europe and the 
USA.' And thirdly, he suggests that: 



270 Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process 

not all popular pastimes had a violent character before they were trans
formed into modern sports. Violence was only involved in those pas
times whose competition brought the participants into close physical 
contact. ... Most of the pastimes that evolved into modern sports, such 
as cricket, golf, bowling, tennis, archery, horse-racing and all the other 
sports involving racing, did not have a violent character. 

Although they are clearly adequate to a certain degree, these contentions are 
nevertheless arguably deficient on a number of grounds. For example, if, as 
I believe to be the case, Elias's work has generally pointed us in the right 
direction, sports could not have become organized nationally without the 
prior occurrence of substantial national unific.ation - the emergence of 
more-or-less unified nation-states - processes which empirically involved 
the monopolization of violence under state control and which involved what 
Elias called violent 'elimination struggles' among contenders for the royal 
position. Nor, again if Elias's theorization points us in the right direction, 
could increases in the scale and complexity of social life have taken place 
independently of processes of pacification under state-cofurol. The work of 
Anthony Giddens on the nation-state and violence supports Elias on this 
point. J6 Similarly, the existence of international rules of sports presupposes 
at least a degree of peaceful collaboration between the representatives of 
different nations. International sports bodies were not formed in times of 
war, and international competitions such as the World Cup and the Olym
pics tend to be suspended at such times. Indeed, they are sometimes even 
threatened when an escalation of tension between major powers which 
stops short of actual war takes place, as was shown by the US boycott of the 
Moscow Olympics as a result of the Soviet action in Afghanistan. 

This argument can be taken even further. While Ruud Stokvis would 
have been right if he had suggested that not all the popular pastimes which 
developed into modern sports were equally violent intrinsically and that the 
chances for violent interaction probably always tend to be greatest in the 
physical contact sports, his arguments in this regard are oversimplified in 
some respects and arguably simply wrong in others. In fact, they involve 
treating sports as if they exist(ed) to some extent in a social vacuum. For 
example, he overlooks the fact that aggressive feelings are liable to be 
aroused in any competitive activity and can lead to violent outcomes where 
norms demanding self-control over violent impulses have not been deeply 
internalized. In a word, it seems reasonable to suppose that the level of 
violence even in non-contact sports is likely to depend, ceteris paribus, on 
the level of civilization of the participants and of the societies to which they 
belong. It may even be the case, as the research of Richard Sipes (1973) 
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suggests, that the more violent and aggressive a society overall the greater 
will be the tendency of its members to favour violent and aggressive sports. 
Ruud Stokvis also overlooks in this connection the copious opportunities 
for violent physical interaction that exist in horse-racing and the various 
forms of competitive running that involve humans alone. Under present 
conditions, these sports may not often involve large-scale physical confron
tations or escalate to a level of seriousness which threatens their existence 
as sports, but think, for example, of the frequency of pushing, jostling and 
even deliberate 'spiking' in such events. Finally, although it would clearly 
be ludicrous to suggest that a game like golf or, to take an example that 
Ruud Stokvis does not mention, croquet had violent origins - unless, that is 
to say, it could be shown that the latter is a distant relatiNe of polo - he 
seems completely unaware of the fact that cricket is a quintessential exam
ple of a war-game. Perhaps his inclusion of it in his list of 'non-violent' 
sports derives from an acceptance of the non-cricket-playing foreigner's 
image of the game. But whether or not that is so, cricket involves hurling an 
extremely hard projectile at a mock castle, 'the wicket'. In fact, being 
bowled is still sometimes referred to as 'being castled'. One of the central 
tactics in the game also involves deliberately aiming the ball directly at the 
heads of opposing players, ostensibly in the hope of intimidating them and 
increasing the chances that they will playa false stroke. Of course, cricket 
involves the guile and deceptiveness of the slower bowlers and not simply 
the intimidatory tactics of their faster counterparts. (To say this is not to 
imply that the latter do not use guile and deceptiveness too.) It also involves 
eating cucumber sandwiches during the tea-interval and a whole series of 
'gentlemanly' rituals between opponents. However, none of this should be 
allowed to divert attention from the fact that cricket simultaneously in
volves, as a central ingredient, opportunities for aggressive behaviour at a 
much more basic level. Nor should it be forgotten that, even though the 
game began to develop its modern form under the aegis of a ruling class that 
was under-going a 'civilizing spurt', individual members of that class were 
still capable of cruelty to social subordinates and were engaged, at the same 
time as they were involved in the early development of cricket and other 
sports, in the predatory build-up of the largest empire - at least in the formal 
sense of being named as such - that the world has ever known. 

By way of concluding this response to Ruud Stokvis, it is worth pointing 
out that, while he is right to criticize Norbert Elias for having relied on a 
small number of sources, he can himself be charged with a similar short
coming regarding his critique of aspects of Kenneth Sheard's and my work 
on the development of football. I am referring to Stokvis's use in this 
connection of the work of H. A. Harris and - most dubious of all - the 
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journalist Geoffrey Green. Norbert Elias's sources were at least primary! 
More particularly, while Thomas Arnold's late eighteenth century pre
decessor at Rugby, Thomas James, was certainly an Etonian, Geoffrey 
Green - on whose work Ruud Stokvis so unquestioningly relies - presents 
no evidence for his argument that James may have taken the Eton 'Field 
Game' to Rugby. It is nothing more than a speculation and a dubious one at 
that. There are a number of reasons for saying this. ,There is, for example, 
no mention of the 'Field Game' in James's a~count of the boys' leisure 
activities during his own days as a pupil at Eton. Not even football gets a 
mention. The closest, in fact, is an obscure reference to a game called 
'goals' (Ogilvie, 1957: 75, 104; 1973: 64-86). Furthermore, while, when 
James was headmaster at Rugby, he certainly seems to have encouraged the 
boys to exercise - swimming, cricket and hare-and-hounds are mentioned 
in that connection but again not football (Ogilvie, 1957: 106) - it would 
have been uncharacteristic for a public-school master at that stage to have 
used sport as a means for improving relations between staff and students. 
That was the sort of strategy employed after the I 840s in the era of the so
called public-schools 'games cult' (see Dunning and Sheard, 1979: 76, 100, 
103). In any case, the Field Game did not become fully codified in the sense 
of being based on written rules until 1849. Given that, a process of diffusion 
of the kind hypothesized by Green would have been difficult though not 
impossible. If it did occur, that would, of course, be consistent with the 
divergent development of the Rugby and Eton games. It would not, how
ever, explain the development of such diametrically opposite practices as 
carrying and scoring over the bar in the Rugby game, and scoring under 
the bar and an absolute taboo on handling in its counterpart at Eton. Fur
ther to this, James was at Rugby from 1778 to 1794, that is, in the period 
of maximum disorder in what were, in the late eighteenth and early nine
teenth centuries, generally disorderly schools. Rugby, in fact, experienced 
at least one full-scale pupil rebellion under James's headship - in 1786. 
It is difficult to conceive of such a situation being conducive to the orderly 
spread of a game-form from one public school to another. 

What Ruud Stokvis appears to have done in this connection is to have 
accepted at face-value a journalist's projection into the past of a game-form 
that he loved - soccer, of which the no-handling Eton Field Game is 
prototypical - in order to increase the length of its pedigree. There can, 
however, be no reasonable doubt on the basis of the currently available 
evidence that a relatively undifferentiated kicking and handling game such 
as rugby has more in common with the folk-antecedents of the modern 
game than does the more differentiated game of soccer with its specializa
tion around the use of feet and absolute taboo on handling for all players 
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except the goalkeeper. There are no grounds for believing this taboo to be 
anything other than a comparatively recent development. In any case, Ruud 
Stokvis shows his misunderstanding of the argument proposed by Kenneth 
Sheard and myself when he says that: 'contrary to what Dunning and 
Sheard wrote, it was not the Etonians who tried to distinguish themselves 
from Rugby. It was the other way around.' This completely misses the point 
of our hypothesis that the incipient bifurcation of rugby and soccer appears 
to have been in part a consequence of status rivalry between Rugbeians and 
Etonians in which each group was trying to distinguish itself from the other 
(Dunning and Sheard, 1979: 98-9). Ruud Stokvis did not need such a 
misconstrual of our hypothesis to sustain his argument, probably in large 
measure valid, that Norbert Elias got some aspects of the development of 
fox-hmiting wrong. Nor did he need to expand his case into what, if my 
arguments here have any substance, is mainly a faulty critique of Elias and 
myselffor concentrating too much on the control of violence in our work on 
the development of sports. 

Although I disagree with much of it, Ruud Stokvis's critique represents, 
in my opinion, a step forward for this area of the sociology of sport. J7 It does 
so for the simple reason that it attempts to strike at the empirical and 
theoretical core of what Elias and I have written and constructively to 
develop a counter-case. It does not, that is to say, treat our work simply 
dismissively by the use of labels such as 'functionalist' and 'evolutionary'. 
That is why I have singled it out for detailed treatment. I look forward to 
seeing Ruud Stokvis's reply to my counter-critique. 

CONCLUSION: FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS OF FIGURATIONAL 
SOCIOLOGY AND THE SOCIOLOGY OF SPORT 

There are many other criticisms of the figurational sociology of sport 
advanced by the contributors to this volume that I could have responded to. 
I could, for example, have pointed out in relation to Allen Guttmann's claim 
that Elias and I failed to come to terms\with the critiques of catharsis theory 
that, whatever other failings and lacunae there may be in our work - and 
they are undoubtedly legion - it is precisely our point relative to the 
proponents of conventional views of catharsis that a principal raison d' etre 
of sport and leisure events is the creation rather than, in any simple sense, 
the relief of tensions. It would have been similarly possible for me to 
respond at length to Jenny Hargreaves's assertion that, in the preface to 
Quest for Excitement (Elias and Dunning, 1986: 2), I argued that physical 
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educationalists who have contributed to the sociology of sport have tended 
to perform 'poorly'. That was not my point at all. It was rather that such 
scholars have tended to focus on sports-related issues first and foremost, 
and that their work sometimes displays a lack of organic embedded ness in 
central sociological concerns. With the proviso that Jenny Hargreaves is 
one of the growing number of physical educationalists to whom it does not 
apply, that is a judgement that I stick to. However, I stick to it only if it is 
coupled with my related point that sociology as a whole shows its continu
ing dependency on 'heteronomous evaluations' rather than its orientation 
towards scientific concerns by the failure of so many of its leading ad
vocates to appreciate either the growing significance of sport as an area 
of social life or its importance as a subject for sociological enquiry. 

Many of Alan Clarke's arguments could also have been subjected to 
detailed scrutiny. I shall content myself, however, with a few brief com
ments. The first thing worthy of note is the 'startling absence' of the 
concept of power in figurational sociology that Alan Clarke claims to 
detect. This is in itself a rather 'startling' observation. Our concept of power 
may not be sociologically adequate or the same as that employed by Alan 
Clarke but it is, in fact, one of figurational sociology's central concepts. As 
Norbert Elias wrote: 'Power is a structural characteristic ... of all human 
relationships' (l978b: 74; see also 37ff, 65ff, 80ff, 81-91, 92---4, 139ft). In 
other words, it knot only 'radical' sociologists who are attuned to problems 
of power. Nor, as I argued earlier specifically in relation to Marxists, can 
their understandings of power be said to be sociologically unproblematic. 

On a more positive note, I agree with Alan Clarke when he writes that 
the figurational explanation of football hooliganism fails 

to account for why the football ground becomes the focus for this 
contestation of masculinity. Similar figurations of young 'roughs' popu
late the streets of St Helens and Warrington as they do Liverpool and 
Manchester. Rugby League and professional football offer no similari
ties in tenns of the incidence of hooliganism. Unless scale is the deciding 
factor, there is an element missing from the figurational explanation. 

Along with such things as degrees of media exposure and intensity of 
support as measured, for example, by the frequency of away-match travel, 
scale may well be one of the elements that explain this lacuna in our case 
regarding the differential occurrence of hooliganism at soccer and Rugby 
League. I suspect, though, that there may be socio-cultural differences in 
the kinds of support that these two games attract as well. This is an issue 
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which will be resolvable only through further research. I fully agree with 
Alan Clarke that such research ought ideally to focus on 'the football 
figuration' rather than just the 'hooligan figuration' but am acutely aware of 
how difficult it is under present conditions to get funds for research which 
is not orientated towards issues that are perceived as 'social problems' by 
the 'funding fathers' and their 'masters'. 

Research is needed, too, on the social construction of gender roles. 
Although I cannot agree that our conceptualizations of masculinity and 
femininity are 'static', I sympathize with Alan Clarke when he writes that 
some of our arguments about women and football come 'close to creating 
a new form of exploitation for women, drawing them in to pacify yet 
another social arena'. My colleagues and I are acutely aware of the dilem
mas posed here. All I can say is that, while we regard such issues as the part 
played by sport in the reproduction and change of gender roles as, by and 
large, still-open questions and as requiring a great deal of further inter
disciplinary theorizing and research, I suspect that writers such as Alan 
Clarke are happy, for the most part, to remain at the level of ideology in this 
regard. 

This brings me to the final points I want to make. I suspect that one of 
the sources of opposition to the theory of civilizing processes may be a 
feeling on the part of some of the critics that, despite our avowals to the 
contrary, a combination of class and ethnocentric hubris lurks somewhere 
within our work. I hope I have said enough in this chapter to dispel any such 
notion. According to Norbert Elias, as I have said, even people in the 
'advanced' societies of the contemporary West are 'late barbarians'. Fur
thermore, he maintained that our knowledge of ourselves and the societies 
that we form remains in many ways rudimentary. It strikes me as possible, 
indeed, that in a sense it may not be figurational sociologists but some of 
our critics who display a tendency to hubris. At least that appears to be a 
possibility with those - Marxists, critical feminists and others - who seem 
to believe that present theories and ideologies provide an adequate basis for 
effective social action. Despite the welcome convergences that are detect
able, for example in the work on sport of figurational sociologists and 
hegemony theorists, I suspect that this issue is likely to remain a major bone 
of contention. They appear to think they have 'the answers' and believe in 
the efficacy of action here and now. We believe we are still only in the early 
stages of gaining useful sociological knowledge. We acknowledge that, as 
citizens, we are constrained to act largely in ideological terms but, as 
sociologists, our fundamental commitment is to the increase of knowledge 
because knowledge, we believe, is a sine qua 110n for effective action in 
relation to the range of problems and dilemmas that currently face humanity 
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whether in sport or elsewhere. We also believe that action on the basis of 
ideologies is likely to produce unintended consequences and that, on bal
ance, these are likely to be of an undesirable rather than a desirable kind. 
Hence our research concern, on the one hand with the unintended 
interdependences within which human action always takes place and, on the 
other, with the unintended aggregate consequences that tend to follow from 
the interweaving of the intentional actions of pluralities of interdependent 
human beings. 

I noted earlier that, according to Norbert Elias, Marx's work represents 
'one symptom of a beginning'. I also suggested that Elias regarded his own 
work as another such symptom. The same holds true regarding the work of 
figurational sociologists in the fields of sport and leisure. That is to say, 
while we hope it represents a contribution to knowledge and understanding 
in these fields, it has never been presented as any kind of definitive, 
complete or final answer. That is because, in our view, 'definitive' answers 
are, in the main, impossible at the present stage of knowledge. All that is 
possible for the most part is preparatory spadework. In other words, it is 
simply our hope that our lise of a figurational perspective has enabled us to 
contribute to the laying of firm foundations in the sociology of sport and 
elsewhere. 

It is also my personal hope that the critique and counter-critique pro
vided by the essays in Sport al/d Leisure ill the Civilizing Process will prove 
conducive to the furtherance of constructive debate and fruitful research in 
the field. Above all, I hope that the essays in this volume will help to clear 
up some of the confusions and to clarify some of the misunderstandings that 
have grown up regarding figurational sociology, in that way helping to pave 
the way for debate about its real strengths and weaknesses and for research 
into the various propositions advanced by its advocates. 

As far as the future of the figurational sociology of sport is concerned, 
we are, as I said, only at the beginning. The research programme that lies 
ahead is, correspondingly, a large one. Only a few aspects of the pressing 
tasks that face us can be singled out for mention here. The part played by 
sport in the social construction and change of gender roles is a project that 
will certainly loom large. Then there are such questions as those posed for 
sport by developing European integration, the decline of the Soviet empire, 
the rise of the Far East, the collapse of apartheid in South Africa, and the 
continuing travails of African, Middle Eastern, Central and South American 
and other 'less-developed' countries. Problems are also posed by the gath
ering - in large part media-fuelled - global competition between European 
and American sport-forms. What is the likelihood of sports such as baseball 
and 'gridiron' football really catching on in the European context and of 
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sports such as soccer catching on in North America? What will the conse
quences of such processes of diffusion be for traditional sports on either 
side of the Atlantlc? Can they prosper side by side or is one set likely to 
push the other to the margins? Does American world hegemony imply the 
probability of hegemony for American sport-forms? And what about Japanese 
financial power? What will be the consequences of this for the spread of 
Japanese sports and other cultural forms? 

Figurational work on what are conventionally called sport and 'the 
economy', sport and 'politics' and sport and 'the state' is also urgently 
required. So is further work on football hooliganism, player violern:e, drug 
dependency, and racial, national and ethnic tensions, prejudice and dis
crimination as manifested in and through sport. As I have said repeatedly in 
this chapter, nothing that figurational sociologists have done so far - including 
our work on football hooliganism - represents anything more than a be
ginning. We hope to build on what we have done so far. I hope that others 
will join us in this quest and also help by pointing out constructively where 
we have gone wrong and in what ways our work can be improved. 

Let me finally express the hope that the essays in this volume will help 
to persuade more sociologists that the sociology of sport is a field which is 
vibrant and alive. I hope too, that Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Pro
cess will help to persuade more of them of the growing world-wide signifi
cance of sport and leisure, and of the urgent need that there is for construc
tive research into and debate about the manifold and complex issues that 
this raises. It is my belief that we have a golden opportunity at the moment 
to raise the status of the sociology of sport within the subject as a whole. 
However, if we continue to be ostrich-like in relation to paradigms that are 
different from our own and engage in sterile name-calling instead of 
meaningful debate and meaningful research, I am afraid that such an oppor
tunity may pass us by. 

Notes 

* 

1. 

My friends, Joop Goudsblom, Richard Kilminster, Stephen Mennell, Pat 
Murphy, Chris Rojek and Ivan Waddington read an earlier draft of this 
chapter and I have benefited greatly from their critical comments. 
'Figurational sociology' is a term coined by Norbert Elias in the 1960s as a 
replacement for the term 'developmental sociology' which he had used 
earlier. However, towards the end of his life, he came to prefer the term 
'process sociology' as a means of conveying the distinctiveness of his ap
proach. Horne and Jary (1987) have suggested that figurational sociology is 
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not really distinctive - they misleadingly say we claim to be 'unique' - but 
simply consists in 'the raising of classical sociological questions, and ... 
recourse to sociological "best practice", in an area where these had hitherto 
been conspicuously absent'. No figurational sociologist would disagree with 
this except in the sense that identifying labels are arguably necessary in a 
multi-paradigmatic and competitive field. We certainly do not claim that our 
approach is 'unique'. Nor do we claim 'exclusivity' as Alan Clarke implies. 

2. It is to me remarkable that figurational sociologists are often accused of 
ignoring others' work and of not locating what they write in the context of 
central sociological concerns when the very people who make such claims 
are guilty of ignoring an attempt to survey the whole of sociology from a 
figurational standpoint. I am referring to Johan Goudsblom's excellent So
ciology in the Balance which came out as early as 1977 and which, to my 
knowledge, has been unjustly ignored by virtually all British and American 
sociologists. I sincerely hope that the same fate will not befall Stephen 
Mennell's equally excellent Norbert Elias, Civilization and the Human Self
Image. It provides a masterly exposition of virtually the whole of the 
figurational genre and deserves to be widely read. 

3. See, for example, Home and Jary, 1987: 86-112. 
4. I hope that, having read this chapter, the open-minded reader will come to see 

that many aspects of Home and Jary's critique of the figurational sociology 
of sport involve responding to a caricature of our position rather than to what 
we actually say. 

5. The work of Anthony Giddens is a prime candidate in this regard. For 
example, his The Nation-State and Violence (1985) contains arguments that 
are remarkably similar to some articulated by Elias as early as 1939, yet Elias 
merits only one mention by Giddens and that is dismissive (p. 195). The 1939 
argument by Elias I am referring to related to the significance of the central 
control of violence and pacification under state control for economic growth 
and the emergence of modem capitalism. In fact, Giddens fails even to 
mention Volume 2 of The Civilizing Process in his bibliography. 

6. I can see now that Norbert Elias and I made a mistake when preparing Quest 
for Excitement (1986) for publication in not relating what we had written in 
the 1960s to work done in the sociology of sport since that time. Much of it 
is excellent and reference to it might have helped to avoid some of the 
hostility to figurational sociology of figures working in the field. 

7. One of Norbert Elias's pieces of advice to students was: 'fight your teachers. 
That is one of the preconditions for the advance of knowledge. But always 
fight them in a well-prepared and non-aggressive way.' 

8. The paper was given at a meeting of the now defunct 'Teachers' Section' of 
the BSA held at the London School of Economics in late 1965 or early 1966. 
It was on the concept of development and attempted to demonstrate the 
reality-congruence of this concept by means of discussions of the civilizing 
process and the early development of football. With some modifications, it 
was later published as The Concept of Development: Two Illustrative Case 
Studies' (1966). 

9. The Conference Proceedings were published in 1966 under the title 
Kleingruppenforschung und Gruppe im Sport (Koln und Opladen: 
Westdeutscher Verlag). The conference was organized and the proceedings 
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edited by Giinther Liischen. I should like to take this opportunity to record the 
debt to Giinther of all who work in the sociology of sport. Without his 
seminal academic and organizational contributions the field could never have 
risen to its present standing. 

10. I am thinking in this connection of the work of my good friends, Stan Parker 
and Ken Roberts. See, for example, S. R. Parker (1971) and K. Roberts 
(1978). Interestingly, Bert Moorhouse has recently criticized the work of 
Parker and Roberts along lines which overlap to some extent with the 
figurational critique. Nevertheless, Moorhouse (1989) still writes as if Quest 
for Excitement had never appeared! 

11. See pp. 65 ff. of the present volume. 
12. As with Ian Taylor, I could cite many 'of Alan Ingham's articles in this 

connection. For present purposes it must be enough just to cite these two. 
13. See p. 69 of the present volume. 
14. See Norbert Elias (1978), esp. Ch. 6, 'The Problem of the Inevitability of 

Social Development', for a discussion of this issue. 
15. It is probably worth pointing out in this connection that Norbert Elias failed 

to foresee the end of the 'cold war' and that in his most recently published 
book, Studien liber die Deutschen, he told the Germans that they would have 
to learn to live with the division between the Federal and Democratic Repub
lics. 

16. Giddens (1984: xx) has expressed this emphasis thus: 'concentration upon 
epistemological issues draws attention away from the more "ontological" 
concerns of social theory, and it is these upon which structuration theory 
primarily concentrates'. 

17. According to Giddens (1984: xvii), 'The social sciences are lost if they are 
not directly related to philosophical problems by those who practise them.' 
Elias took the opposite view, regarding the work of scholars like Giddens as 
journeys into a blind alley. 

18. See, for example, Callinocos (1985). See also Held (1989) and Bryant and 
Jary (1990). If for no other reason, the volume edited by Bryant and Jary is 
of note for its inclusion of an excellent critique of Giddens from a figurational 
standpoint by Richard Kilminster of the University of Leeds. Richard 
Kilminster's chapter deserves to be very widely read. 

19. Giddens's equivalent for the concept of interdependency chains is that of 
'time-space distanciation' or 'time-space stretching' (see Giddens, 1984: 
258-9). While it may have a degree of spurious scientificity, such a concept 
arguably lacks the clear-cut structural connotations of the concept of inter
dependency chains. Against that, the latter may not adequately capture the 
balance between enablement and constraint, containing too much of an 
implied emphasis on the latter pole. 

20. Giddens's attempt in this connection to overcolne the tendency towards 
dichotomizing the 'micro' and 'macro' levels of sociological analysis is 
welcome. It is another aim that he shared with Norbert Elias and was, in fact, 
a central topic of discussion in the Leicester Sociology Department when 
Giddens was there (see Giddens, 1984: 139ff). Although I do not agreewith 
all of it, see also Nicos Mouzelis's excellent, 'Restructuring Structuration 
Theory' for a lucid and cogent critique of some of Giddens's central 
conceptualizations on this score. 
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21. It is perhaps worth recording in this connection that the MA thesis submitted 
by Giddens to the London School of Economics in 1961 was on the subject 
of sport. Given that, this lacuna in his later work represents something of a 
contradiction. 

22. See, apart from the discussion in What is Sociology?, Norbert Elias's Ap
pendix I to the English translation of The Civilizing Process (1978) pp. 221-
63. This was the Introduction to the 1968 German edition. 

23. This is not to deny the fact that processes in a 'de-secularizing' direction are 
currently dominant in some parts of the Moslem world. From a figurational 
standpoint, one of the interesting problems that are posed in this connection 
is that of the interdependence of these processes with the predominantly 
secularizing developments in the West and with the fluid and shifting balance 
of global power. 

24. See p. 19 of the present volume. 
25. See Dunning (1990). Along with my colleagues, Patrick Murphy and Ivan 

Waddington, I am currently seeking funds for a project on sport and gender. 
26. I could cite many sources in this connection but, for present purposes, 

Hargreaves (1984) will have to suffice. 
27. I have referred here to 'civilizing processes' in the plural in order to convey 

the idea of the specificity within the general movement of, for example, the 
English, French and German civilizing processes. The plural connotation also 
conveys Elias's idea that the concept of a civilizing process can also be used 
with reference to the socialization of single individuals. 

28. A good idea of what has been achieved in this connection is conveyed in 
Mennell (1989). 

29. The publishers in question were the German firm Urizen Books, the publish
ers of the first translation. Stephen Mennell has reminded me that the title 
they employed for the American edition of volume 2 was Power and Civility. 
The substitution of 'civility' for 'civilization' and 'civilizing process' is, of 
course, a classic instance of precisely the 'process reduction' that Elias 
constantly urged sociologists to avoid in their modes of concept-formation. 

30. The German word 'EntwUlf could be equally well translated as 'sketch' or 
'draft' . 

31. For an interesting recent application and development of Elias's work on this 
subject, see Bleicher (1990). 

32. See also Mennell (1990). 
33. For an attempt to test Elias's theory in the context of German social develop

ment, see Krumrey (1984). 
34. In vol. I of The Civilizing Process, Elias (1978a) refers to the Chinese prac

tice of eating with chopsticks, and quotes the Chinese view of Westerners as 
'barbarians' because 'they eat with swords' (p. 126). He speculates that the 
disappearance of the knife from the Chinese table may have been connected 
with the early dominance in Chinese society of scholarly officials over the 
warrior segment in the ruling class. 

35. Among Elias's unpublished work on this subject is a brilliant fragment on 
boxing. Unfortunately, he was unable to locate it when we were preparing 
Quest for Excitement for publication. 

36. See the analysis in the first half of Giddens (1985). 
37. I have not mentioned it in the text but I want to draw attention in this 
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connection to the work of Frank Kew. He has imaginatively combined a 
modified ethnomethodology with the figurational perspective in order to shed 
light onto the development of the rules of sports and games. Among other 
things, what he shows very successfully is how Elias and I, in our work on the 
dynamics of sport groups, did not pay sufficient attention to the tensions and 
struggles between players and legislators as a determinant of changes in the 
rules (see Kew, 1990). Like the work of Ruud Stokvis, Frank Kew's con
structive, but by no means uncritical, approach to the ethnomethodological 
and figurational perspectives represents, in my view, a positive and very 
welcome development in the sociology of sport. 
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