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Gary Whannel (1983) notes, however, that, at the same time that social-
ists decry the importance that sports have achieved in social life, they are also
attracted to the possibilities it opens up, of what could happen if that energy were
directed to political activity instead. But that vision is a fantasy. The challenge
for a cultural studies approach to sport is to use the fantasy creatively, to under-
stand the context within which sports spectating, as a cultural activity, takes
place, so that the domain of sport becomes not merely something to be deplored,
but rather a site on which to fight for definitions of the social world. Such a proj-
ect involves moving beyond the predominant circuses-and-opiates position.. It
also means moving beyond much of the work that has tended to characterize and
define critical approaches to sport. Although simplifying an increasingly complex
field, it is possible to identify two major themes in this literature: sports spectat-
ing as (a) ritual and ideology and (b) compensatory fulfillment.

Much of the tacit background to critical work on sport as ideology and ritual
is based upon a search for those factors that have prevented the economic con-
tradictions of capitalism from being expressed in revolutionary movements. The
orthodox argument runs that the ideological sphere of capitalism has prevented
workers from seeing the reality of their exploitation and has convinced them to
identify with the system that dominates them. Sport is a key institution in this
process. Sports function as a form of celebration of the dominant order. Other
writers have extended the analysis beyond the notion of ideology to that of rit-
ual. Noting that all societies require ritualistic celebration of their central value
systems, these writers focus on the role of sports in these processes. Michael Real
(1975) labels sport a form of mythic spectacle and argues that g

in the classical manner of mythical beliefs and ritual activities, the Super Bowl
is a communal celebration of and indoctrination into specific socially domi-
nant emotions, life styles, values . . . all functional to the larger society.

Rather than mere diversionary entertainment, it can be seen to function as a
-“propaganda” vehicle strengthening and developing the larger social structure.

(pp. 36, 42)

Richard Lipsky (1981) argues that the ability of sports to function as a social-

izer of dominant values, as well as providing a form of refuge, is derived from its

existence as a “dramatic life-world” in which the values of the larger society are

highlighted and celebrated by being inserted into a different (human) context:
In a different vein, John Alt (1983) argues that, while, traditionally, Western

sport has functioned as a ritual of liberal values, recent changes in the productive

sphere of a corporate and bureaucratic society have led to a new role for spectator
sports: that of compensatory fulfillment. Arguing that liberalism and its atten-
dant ideologies of fair play and moral order have broken down in the face of the
increasing bureaucratization of social life and its ends-oriented organization, Alt
contends that sports now have to cater to the “new cultural-emotional needs of
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the masses.” In short, as one part of the social world robs people of meaning and
emotional gratification, another part offers it to them in the form of commodified
spectacles. Sport offers excitement and emotional gratification denied to the citi-

-~ zens of a corporate society. We are back once again in the world of opiates.

This, then, is the legacy of a critical approach to sport. I do not want to deny
the utility of such analyses or their many considerable insights into the role that
sport plays in advanced capitalist societies. Indeed, later in this chapter, I hope
to fill out in more detail the specifics of this ritualistic, escapist ideology. I do,
however, want to insist that terms such as ideology are necessary but ultimately
insufficient for a full understanding of the role that sports play in modern society
and that the task now is to build on this base while, at the same time, overcom-
ing the obstacles that it throws up.

- The New Direction: Cultural Studies

One of the problems with the approaches outlined previously is that they have a

tendency to treat the people involved in these ideological and ritualistic processes

as largely passive, internalizing, and accepting the definitions of the situations

presented to them. They also tend to be static and functionalist in their modes

of explanation. While terms such as power (and even manipulation) are vital to a

_ proper understanding of sport, we must treat them as dialectical notions, rather

than as unidirectional and one-dimensional concepts.

The most ambitious attempt at this kind of reworking of the ideological
and cultural sphere has been connected with British cultural studies, specifically
with the writers associated with the Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies
(CCCS) at the University of Birmingham in England (especially under the direc-
torships of Stuart Hall and Richard Johnson). It is part of an attempt to shift the
focus of debate from a concentration on ideology to one on culture and to focus

_ on power from the viewpoint of contestation. Richard Johnson (1986-1987)

stresses the following three premises as the minimum basis of critical cultural
studies: (a) “Cultural processes are intimately connected with social relations,
especially with class relations and class formations, with sexual divisions, with
the racial structuring of social relations and with age oppressions as a form of
dependency”; (b) “culture involves power and helps to produce asymmetries in
the abilities of individuals and social groups to define and realise their needs”; (c)
“culture is neither an autonomous nor an externally determined field, but a site

of social differences and struggles” (p. 39).

Now, certainly, culture as a term cannot be used unproblematically in the
sense that there is wide agreement as to what it means—there is not. Raymond
Williams (1976) argues that it is one of the two or three most complicated words
in the English language. Johnson recognizes this and suggests instead that cul-
tural studies should focus on the terms consciousness and subjectivity, “with the
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key problems now lying somewhere in the relation between the tWo, . . . cul-
tural studies is about the historical forms of consciousness or subjectivity, or the
subjective forms we live by, or, in a rather perilous compression, perhaps a reduc-
tion, the subjective side of social relations” (19861987, p. 43). .
For the study of sport, these are highly pertinent and relevant organizing
terms. First, consciousness refers to the way in which we cognitively make sense
of the world, the knowledge that we have of it, of how it éola. and of our place
in it. It is largely a conscious, known process. Subjectivity, on the other hand,
refers to the absences in consciousness, or to the possibility that some things that
move us (such as aesthetic or emotional life) remain consciously unknown to us.
For Johnson, subjectivity “focuses on the ‘who I am’ or, as important, the ‘who
we are’ of culture, on individual and collective identities” (1986-1987, p. 44).
Sports certainly offer a mapping of the world, a way of understanding the social
relations within which we live our lives, but, unlike other media messages (e.g.,
the news), sports also involve us in other ways. There are passions .5<&<m9
emotional entanglements with the events that we witness that cannot simply
be explained under terms such as consciousness and ideology. They are a part (for
many people, heretofore largely male) of how social identity is formed.
Raymond Williams has coined two key terms (way of life and structure of xmm.v
ing) that can describe this tension between consciousness and mcgmoﬁ:w_? Wil
liams (1961) stresses that a simple description of cultural phenomena will not be

sufficient to understand those forms:

Cultural history must be more than the sum of the particular histories, for it is
with the relations between them, the particular forms of the whole organiza-
tion, that it is especially concerned. I would then define the theory of culture as
the study of relationships between elements in a whole way of life. . . . Akey
word, in such analysis, is pattern: it is with the discovery of patterns of a charac-
teristic kind that any useful cultural analysis begins, and it is with the relation-
ships between these patterns, which sometimes reveal unexpected identities m:.&
correspondences in hitherto separately considered activities, sometimes again
reveal discontinuities of an unexpected kind, that general cultural analysis is

concerned. (pp. 46-417)
Connected with this way of life is a structure of feeling that refers to the

felt sense of the quality of life at a particular place and time: a sense of the ways
in which particular activities combined into a way of thinking and living. . .
It is as firm and definite as “structure” suggests, yet it operates in the most deli-

cate and least tangible parts of our activity. (p. 48)

Sports, perhaps more than any other cultural phenomenon, lie at this tension
between consciousness and subjectivity, between way of life and structure of feeling.
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While Williams has made an immense contribution to the development
cultural studies, I think it is fair to say that the very fierce critique of his wo
by E. P. Thompson has yielded just as valid contributions. In his now clas:
review of Williams’s The Long Revolution, Thompson (1961) stresses (at leas
three things in opposition. The first is with a concern to break with the litera
tradition when talking of culture and to include within a whole way of life the t¢
rain of everyday, concrete, practical cultural processes that are cut through ar
through with power. Second, while Williams coined the term way of life, Thom
son insists on a corrective to a “whole way of conflict . . . a way of struggle
Third, uniting the first two, Thompson wants to substitute for Williams’s abstra
historical forces the idea that it is people who make history, rather than vi
versa. Quoting Marx, he argues, “History does nothing, it possesses no immen
wealth, fights no battles. It is rather man, real living man who does everythin
who possesses and fights.” (p. 33) E

However, while Thompson is undoubtedly a key figure in the development
cultural studies, the inclusion of his concerns into an evolving theoretical fram
work depended, in part, on the appropriation by critical scholars of the new
translated work of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, whose key contributic
to Western Marxism has clearly been the notion of hegemony. In many appropri
tions, this has simply been taken as a slightly more complex form of ideologic
domination. In contrast, Gramsci insisted that power and domination are alwa
exercised in a combination of force and consent and that the two never ope
ate in isolation. Hegemony consists, in part, of a class asserting intellectual ar
moral leadership in a particular period. This is not done in a way that simp
imposes ideology on a passive and accepting subordinate class; instead, the heg
monic process is one of negotiation, compromise, and struggle in which the ru
ing class, or, more precisely, the ruling bloc, gives concessions in one area so th:
it may receive them in another.

Similar to Thompson, Gramsci (1971) also insists that, if and when heg
mony is won, it operates not solely at the level of coherent philosophies, but :
the level of everyday consciousness or common sense. To the extent that hege
mony operates at this level, it becomes far easier to naturdlize a particular we
of defining things, because common sense is not coherent and does not hav
to be. It has been “inherited from the past and uncritically absorbed” (p. 333
It is the “way things are.” Raymond Williams (1977) notes that, for Gramsc
hegemony

is a lived system of meanings and values—constitutive and constituting—which
as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming. It thus
constitutes a sense of reality for most people in society, a sense of absolute
because experienced reality. (p. 110)

.H, Similarly, John Hargreaves (1982b) argues the following:
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It is easy to see how, from this point of view, popular culture, and specifically
sport, could be given their proper share of attention alongside other cultural
constituents of civil society, like language usage, formal and informal education,
the media, habits and customs, etc., as resources out of which a class fashions its
hegemony. (p. 115)

It was undoubtedly Gramsci’s discussion of these issues that led Louis
Althusser to his seminal redefinitions of the field of Marxist ideology studies
and his reworking of the base/superstructure metaphor. Although, for many dif-
ferent reasons, Althusser’s work, in recent years, has been much criticized and
sometimes simply ignored, there is much of value that can be drawn from his
writings. For example, Stuart Hall (1985) paraphrases Althusser’s formulation of
ideology in For Marx in the following way: as “systems of representation—com-
posed of concepts, ideas, myths or images—in which men and women . . . live
their imaginary relations to the real conditions of existence” (p. 103). Althusser
(1977) argues that all societies (even socialist ones) require ideology, because the
understanding of real conditions does not occur in any simple or direct way—
there is no one understanding or experience of social existence that imposes itself
in our minds in a direct, unmediated way: “It [ideology] is a structure essential to
the historical life of societies” (p. 232). Our understanding of our conditions is
always socially constructed. This does not mean that social relations are not real,
that they do not exist separate from our understanding of them. As Hall says,

+-Social relations do exist. We are born into them. They exist independent of our
will. They are real in their structure and tendency. . . . Social relations exist,
independent of mind, independent of thought. And yet, they can only be con-
" ceptualized in thought, in the head. (1985, p. 105)

‘These real relations, however, do not declare their meanings directly and
unambiguously. That is why Althusser calls ideology an imaginary relation. Ideol-
ogy is the way that people live the relation between themselves and their con-
ditions of existence. Moreover, this is not simply false consciousness, as in the
traditional Marxist sense of ideology, because people have to live these imagi-
nary relations; they have to survive and operate practically in the material world
according to these imaginary relations. Ideology must then bear some relationship
to real conditions, otherwise it could not work; it would fall apart as obviously
false. This is the sense in which Althusser (1971) is able to talk about ideology
not simply as abstract representations but as having a material existence in that
ideas are lived out in practices:

The “ideas” of a human subject exist in his actions. . . . I shall talk of actions
inserted into practices. . . . And I shall point out that these practices are gov-
erned by the rituals in which these practices are inscribed, within the material
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existence of an ideological apparatus, be it only a small part of that apparatus: a
small mass in a small church, a funeral, a minor match at a sports’ club, a school
day, a political party meeting, etc. (p. 158)

From this context, it becomes easier now to make sense of Althusser’s central
claim that “ideology interpellates individuals as subjects.” It is through ideology
defined in this way that we recognize ourselves as socially constituted individuals
in our own particular culture. We are again back to our starting terms of con-
sciousness and subjectivity. Althusser writes the following:

In truth, ideology has very little to do with “consciousness,” even supposing this
term to have an unambiguous meaning. It is profoundly unconscious. . . . Ide-
ology is indeed a system of representations, but in the majority of cases these
representations have nothing to do with “consciousness”: they are usually images
and occasionally concepts, but it is above all as structures that they impose on
the vast majority of men, not via their “consciousness”: They are perceived-
accepted-suffered cultural objects and they act functionally on men via a process
that escapes them. (1977, p. 233)

This formulation again has a great deal of relevance for the study of sport, pre-
cisely because it is viewed as separate from the rest of social life, it is viewed as
neutral when it comes to issues of power and politics, and it works at multiple
levels of social existence in a very powerful and profound way.

While Althusser tends to collapse the distinction between ideology and
culture, other writers who have been influenced by his work insist on the ana-
lytic separation. For example, Clarke et al. (1976) define culture as “that level
at which social groups develop distinct patterns of life and give expressive form
to their social and material life-experience” (p. 10), distinguishing among the
dominant culture, the class culture, and the youth subculture. It is the relation
among them that is important to investigate. There is no straightforward passage
from culture to ideology in this perspective. Paul Willis (1977) argues that the
cultural level is a mediation through which wider structural determinants (class,
gender, race, and so on) need to pass to reproduce themselves in distinct social
ways. Moreover, the cultural level is not determined but is open for contestation.
In relation to the key terms I have been working with here, perhaps the best
formulation of this relation is to say that ideology is the form that culture takes in
conditions of hegemony.

I have spent a good deal of time and space elaborating on some of the main
features of cultural studies, because I believe that critical scholars of sport must
address these issues, which have redefined the field. It is a framework that insists
upon the cultural level as a place where people actively seek to understand the
conditions of their existence, where social groups battle and struggle over the

~ definitions given to social life, and where unequal access to the resources to
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accomplish this lead to the privileging of some groups’ views over those of oth-
ers. The production of culture (or cultural production) is an active process with
no predetermined result that can be read from its relation to other levels of the
social formation.

While insisting on the analytic necessity of terms such as struggle and contes-
tation, we should take care not to privilege them in situations in which they are
not to be found. Sports may be one of those arenas that is relatively free from real
contestation. As Chas Critcher says,

Sport is no longer, if it ever was, a major area of cultural contestation. .

Change and tension are always evident but these are principally within rather
than over sport. Understanding how and why this has happened remains an
important question to those interested in understanding how capitalist culture

works. (1986, p. 343)

The vital question then becomes, in what ways are some cultural forms taken out
of the play of overt struggle?

Cultural Studies, the Media, and Cultural Commodities

These issues have specific reference to the study of sports. In the remainder of
this chapter, I address the task of cultural studies in understanding sport, paying
special attention to the role of the media.

+ I have not dealt specifically with the sports-media relation as yet, because I
was concerned to establish the proper theoretical background that is necessary
with regard to the broader field of cultural studies. However, as soon as we con-
centrate specifically on the subject of sports in capitalism, it becomes apparent
that we can talk only about a sports-media complex (see Jhally, 1984). This can be
(briefly) justified in two fundamental ways: (a) Most people do the vast majority
of their sports spectating via the media (largely through television), so that the
cultural experience of sports is hugely mediated, and (b) from a financial point of
view, professional point of view, and, increasingly, collegiate point of view, sports
are dependent upon media money for their very survival and their present orga-
nizational structure.

Within the tradition of cultural studies that I have been examining, there
are a couple of models of media analysis that can be readily adapted for the study
of mediated sport and that I will use in the following sections. Stuart Hall (1980)
lays out what has become a very influential approach to media studies with his
encoding/decoding model. Drawing upon Marx’s model of the circuit of capi-
tal (production, circulation, distribution/consumption, and reproduction), and
criticizing traditional mass communication sender/message/receiver models, Hall
encourages us to think of the different moments of the communication process as
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“a ‘complex structure in dominance,” sustained through the articulation of con-
nected practices, each of which, however, retains its distinctiveness and has its
own specific modality, its own forms and conditions of existence” (p. 128).
Richard Johnson (1986-1987) also draws upon Marx’s model of the circuit of
capital to suggest his own circuit of culture model, which bears many resemblances
to Hall’s, as well as exhibiting important differences (such as being able to be
applied to cultural products in general and not simply media forms). The model

represent[s] a circuit of the production, circulation and consumption of cultural
products. Each box represents a moment in this circuit. Each moment or aspect
depends upon the others and is indispensable to the whole. Each, however, is
distinct and involves characteristic changes of form. It follows that if we are
placed at one point of the circuit, we do not necessarily see what is happening
at others. The forms that have most significance for us at one point may be very
different from those at another. Processes disappear in results. (p. 46)

There are four moments of the process: (a) a focus on the production of cultural
products, (b) a focus on the texts that are produced, (c) a focus on how these
texts are read by ordinary people, and (d) a focus on lived cultures and social rela-
tions that relate to the uses made of the readings of texts, as well as being materi-
als that new forms of cultural production can draw upon. It is with these types of
understanding about the nature of this circuit of culture and the relations among
the different moments that I shall proceed with the specific discussion of medi-
ated sports.

Production: The Commodity Context

The cultural and ideological role of sport in advanced capitalism (especially in
the United States) is impossible to understand without locating the centrality of
commodity relations to the framework of which it is a part. If we follow through
the political economy of professional and college sports, we will see that each
stage is dominated by a concern with commodities. The overall logic is provided
by the processes concerned with the circulation of commodities in general.
Corporations directly sponsor teams and events in the hope of attaching their
names to the meaning of the particular activities. The auctioning off of the Los
Angeles Olympics was perhaps the most spectacular example to date of this link-

ing of the spheres of commerce and sports. (Its blatancy led some commentators

to describe them as the “hamburger Olympics.”) Indeed, given the prevalence
of brand names in the athletic events themselves and the use made of sporting
themes in the advertisements that appeared between the events, the blurring of
the line between the two realms was so complete that, at times, it was difficult to
tell exactly what one was watching.
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field awaits a detailed historical study of the political economy of professional
sports, as well as data on the extent of cross-ownership among the spheres of
sports, media, and commerce.

While the commodity structure is an indispensable way of understanding the
interlocking of sports, media, and commerce, it is also a useful way of looking at
the role of individual players within this framework. The advertising revenues
that manufacturers provide to media, who in turn buy broadcasting rights, is at

the root of the sizable increases in player salaries over the last thirty years. The

players then are able, like other workers, to sell their specialized labor power to
employers for its market value. In addition to this, however, players are also try-
ing to create a commodity that they can, in turn, sell—celebrity. In this way,
players can obtain revenues directly from manufacturers that are interested in
having famous players endorse their products. For many players, this may be of
even greater value than higher sports salaries, in that they can trade in their
celebrity for many years after they have finished playing.

The last major actor that needs to be understood in this commodity structure
is the state. Although the state itself, in the United States, is not involved in the

- production and sale of commodities, it performs a vital function for the whole
 structure—it defines the conditions within which the other activities take place.

With. specific regard to the media and sport, we can identify three important
areas. First, the state provides an exemption from antitrust legislation for sports
leagues in their negotiations with television networks. This leads to far higher

prices that networks have to pay, although they are guaranteed a nonfractioned

udience (see Horowitz, 1978). Second, advertising expenditures by manufactur-

- ers are.tax deductible as business expenses. If they were not, the whole structure

the sports-media complex would be altered, as the proportion of advertising
enues directed toward broadcast media would be much smaller. Third, the
tate can impose (or lift) restrictions on the types of products that can be adver-
ed and the media that they can be advertised on and thus again can affect the
ount of advertising dollars that the sports-media complex can attract.

- There has been a great deal written about the effect that this commodity
ructure has had on the organization and nature of professional sports. It has led

to sports leagues changing the rules of the game to provide a better television
package; clubs moving from one city to another based not upon stadium support,
£ but upon the television audience; the flow and momentum of the game being

iterrupted as the game is stopped for time-outs that are called so that televi-
n can show commercials; the creation and destruction of entire sports leagues

‘based upon whether or not television support could be found; and the ability (or

bility) of teams to sign players, depending on the size of the television market
m controls. 4

A corresponding view treats the process of the increasing commercialization
ports (largely through the media) as leading to a massification of sports, as the
ch now is for new mass audiences for advertisers, rather than the appeal to
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the so-called cultivated minority who really understand what sports are about.
John Alt writes the following:

The form of the spectacle—commodity rationalization—comes to envelop the
structure of sports performances, shaping, changing, and altering the game to
meet market and technical criteria. . . . Packaging the game, altering the rules
and action, is undertaken to create special effects, usually in the form of visual-
audial images. . . . In the extreme, the spectacle form reduces sport to its most
banal and sensational elements as standards of excellence are repressed by com-

mercial norms. (1983, p. 98)

Additionally, the increasing commercialization of professional sports has led to
players’ paying more and more attention to individual rather than team accom-
plishments and has changed the way that sports are played. Community wbm. team
loyalty are jettisoned in favor of self-identification in the building of celebrity.

Production: Encoding the Message

The last section looked at the wider constraints that are produced by the commod-
ity-logic of the market selling on the way that sports appear to us in this society.
In this section, I wish to focus on the more immediate and practical factors that
affect the nature of the mediated sports message on television. The first point that
needs to be made is'simple but vital: Television does not present us with a sports
event but with a sports event (already highly structured by the ooBBo&Q;om..Ev
that is mediated by television. A sports event is live and unscripted, and television
is forced to provide its own structures and ideological viewpoints in a cs.E.cm way.
Directors, producers, camera operators, editors, and commentators are inserted
between the live event and the home audience. As Stuart Hall notes,

The production process is not without its “Jiscursive” aspect: it, too, is framed
throughout by meanings and ideas; knowledge-in-use concerning the routines of
production, historically defined technical skills, professional ideologies, institu-
tional knowledge, definitions and assumptions, assumptions about the audience
frame the constitution of the programme through this production structure.

(1980, p. 129)

Gary Whannel (1984) provides an illuminating example from the coverage of
the 1980 Moscow Olympics of what happens when this hidden production process
loses its internal unity. Soviet television provided the video pictures of the events,
to which British television could add its own commentary. The agendas of these
two institutions, however, were very different. While Soviet television émsﬁw@ to
present the games as being unaffected by the U.S.-led boycott, British television |
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wished to emphasize their abnormal character. This led to an “enthralling tele-
vision battle—a struggle between Soviet television and the British channels to
define the meaning of the Games” (p. 36). As this example illustrates, the medi-
ating production process is not a closed system. “They draw topics, treatments,
agendas, events, personnel, images of the audience, ‘definitions of the situation’
from other sources and other discursive formations within the wider socio-cul-
tural and political structure of which they are a differentiated part” (Hall, 1980,
p. 129). In this sense, the encoding process involves precisely what it says—using
codes (technical, organizational, social, cultural, and political) to produce a mean-
ingful discourse. Wren-Lewis and Clarke (1983) offer a reading of the television
coverage of the 1982 soccer World Cup from the perspective of the surround-
ing political context (the Malvinas/Falklands War). From the perspective of the
Johnson model mentioned previously, this wider context from which materials are
drawn would constitute the moment of lived cultures and social relations.

The existing research on this production moment of the circuit of culture is
very sparse. The few studies that do exist tend to work back from the encoded
messages to a reading of motives and practice. Peters (1976), Buscombe (1974),
and Williams (1977) have conducted these kinds of studies. Whannel also works
backward from the message to come up with four important aspects of television
sports production:

First, hierarchization, the process of signalling that some things are more impor-
tant than others. Second, personalization, the presentation of events from an
individualized perspective. Third, narrative, the telling of events in the form
of stories. Fourth, the placing of events in the context of frames of reference.

(Cantelon & Gruneau, 1988, p. 183)

In Canada, Rick Gruneau and Hart Cantelon are attempting at the present
time the most ambitious and thorough analysis of TV sports from the viewpoint
of production of which I am aware. This involves, among other things, a focus
on the organizational structures of the sports commentators’ booth through both
ethnographic and interview research methods (in addition to content analysis of
the actual encoded messages). Such a project is urgently required for the Ameri-

 can situation also. Todd Gitlin (1983) has shown how this can be accomplished

for the understanding of prime-time television. The time is ripe for an Inside
Sports Time companion to his work.

- The Texts of Mediated Sport

Within critical analyses of sports, the reading of sports (through the media or

directly) for their ideological meanings has been very prominent, and these read-

ings are very important follow-ups to the focus on production and encoding—a
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shift from process to product. As we have seen, there is no natural Bm.mzﬂpm. of
sport. The meaning of mediated sport is the outcome Om a complex w.aow ation
of technical, organizational, economic, cultural, political, and social moﬁoﬁw
There is nothing accidental about this process, and we mro.cE not forget, moH.m
the stress on complexity, negotiation, and struggle, that this o&ﬁﬁ,& .@8&;0.2%_5
takes place within a capitalist context, where access to resources is differentia y
distributed. As Whannel notes,

Sport offers a way of seeing the world. It is part of the system of ideas that sup-
ports, sustains and reproduces capitalism. It offers a way of seeing the world that
makes our very specific form of social organization seem natural, correct and

inevitable. (1983, p. 27)

Many writers have focused on this general ability that sports &mnoﬁmmm mem.
because of the seeming separation of sport from other areas of Eo., to naturalize
forms of organization that have a social and political Ummm. Despite Eoﬁmmmﬁm
evidence to the contrary (boycotts, kidnappings, player strikes, and so nsv‘ t m».
refrain to keep politics out of sport is still constantly heard. In the Hmz_,&S&Q ﬁw
this section, I wish to highlight briefly some of the major tenets of this Smﬁcnm,\
ized and ideological version of the world. ,

Militarism and Nationalism

Many major sports telecasts are saturated with militaristic <m_Cm.m that start ,wﬂwr
the presentation of the colors or the flying overhead of fighter E.wE.mSn.m mmH mﬁ
Star-Spangled Banner” is sung. Again, I :mmm. to stress nwmn.ﬁgm is m:b@ y DM

showing what is going on at the game: the television presentation of ﬁ_“ m”mm miws $
is normally highly technically mediated, with elaborate camera angles; over mmm
ping pictures of players, flags, and weapons; and ow.nomb use of Exﬁwwomﬁow mw.

dissolves. The Super Bowl. especially seems to be inextricably ﬁ.ﬁm up wit Hﬁ is
militaristic ideology. Writers have also noted the manner in which the <m\< an-
guage of Sports commentators embodies &w. <oom&:~m.5~ nTmﬁ. one éo% mMn_M
ally expect of a society that houses the BESHN and Em:mnmpm_ ooa.wﬂmx a m:
heart. For example, in football, phrases such as the TOB:, the aerial attac T
“advancing into enemy territory,” “the bullet pass,” and 9.@ ommsmz.m arsena

are common ways of describing and interpreting the ostensibly sporting action

971). o

o= M MNWM%@ Mnovoawmﬁﬁbm the militaristic one is, of course, the Dwnosmﬂrm,mpw oﬁmw
This takes place in two related movements. First, “we” are mm.wwﬁmﬁwm Woﬁw t mﬁ%‘m
the foreigners, through the use of stereotypical Hmﬁmmmwnmﬁwbm. They” are Hm\w
ferent from us culturally and psychologically. Second, “we, QTOA are mmmmq.mﬁmm
from them, are drawn together under the mythical sign of the nation. This itse

involves a two-step procedure. In the initial step, our real differences (of class,
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ethnicity, religion, and so on) are dissolved to create a false unity of nation (Amer-
icanness, Englishness, and so on). As Clarke and Clarke write of the English situa-
tion regarding this, the unity is not simply a sum of the different parts, but

is structured in a particular direction. It draws its conceptions of Englishness
from a specific set of social images and practices—those of the dominant social
groups. Nationalism as an ideology works in two directions. One is to mark us
off from the “others”—foreigners, strangers, aliens—it identifies and values what
is unique to us. The other is to draw us together, to unite us in the celebration,
maintenance and furtherance of “our” way of life. (1982, p. 80)

Competition and the Rules of the Game

At the heart of all sports is competition. The definition given to the form of the
competition found in sports is thus an important dimension to their understand-
ing. As for most factors involved in the analysis of cultural products, there is no
single definition that holds cross-culturally. Joan Chandler (1983) argues that
there are important differences between the United States and Britain in terms
of the relationship between competition and social mobility and that these are
reflected in the structures of competition found in their respective sports and the
meanings given to them by the media.

In the United States, competition in sport is viewed essentially as competi-
tion between equals, without differential access to resources playing an impor-
tant role. Moreover, the rules of the game are clear and neutral, so that the basis
of the competition is unobscured. It is essentially fair competition, with the indi-
vidual being the prime unit of action, so that failures become individual rather
than social or class failures. The relationship of this kind of definition of compe-
tition to the way in which dominant groups would like to define competition in
the wider economic, social, and cultural world is an important issue to discuss

(see Jhally, 1988).

Labor, the Team, and Authority

One of the major themes in the critical analysis of sport is that sports reflect and

celebrate the basic features of the capitalist labor process by presenting them in an
idealized form. John Hargreaves summarizes this approach in the following terms:

In their organization and functioning the major popular sports are seen as rep-
licating all the fundamental features of modem nationalized industrial produc-
tion: a high degree of specialization and standardization, bureaucratized and
hierarchical administration, long-term planning, increased reliance on sci-
ence and technology, a drive for maximum productivity, a quantification of
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performance and, above all, an alienation of both the producer and consumer.

(1982a, p. 41)

The media, with the constant stress oh quantification of specialized perfor-
mance, and the focus on the coaches and managers as being the place where
decisions are made, ritually celebrate the most alienating features of the capital-
ist labor process. This is accomplished by a stress on the sports world as, above
all, a human realm rather than a technical one. The media transform authority
structures that are hierarchical and exploitative into ones that become identified
by the personal and the human (see Lipsky, 1981). An abstract alienated author-
ity is personally mediated by very visible owners and coaches who are not an
concerned leaders who care along with the ordi-

impersonal corporate elite but
nary fans.

Gender

All societies differentiate along lines of sex. It is a universal marker of human
identity. These biological divisions, however, do not have the same meaning
cross-culturally. The social understanding of biological difference is what many
writers have termed the domain of gender. This refers to the specific cultural and
social meanings surrounding what it means to be male or female in any society.
This is obviously a huge subject, and I do not want to do more here than give the
briefest indication of the role that mediated sports play in the complex processes
that produce this meaning. There are, 1 think, three analytical dimensions o
the issues: (a) How do mediated sports define notions of masculinity? (b) How
do mediated sports deal with the relation between male and female athletic per-

ce? (c) How do mediated sports define notions of femininity? (For discus-

forman
sions of these issues, se€ Hargreaves, 1986; Sabo & Runfola, 1980; Willis, 1982.)
this area.

Much important work remains to be done in

Race

Mediated sports present perhaps the most visible arena for racial minorities. .

While, in many other cultural forms, minorities have a token role, in contempo- |
utely fundamental role. As such, black players act

rary sports they play an absol
as powerful role models for black youngsters. However, just as for gender, race in

tt is defined within a hugely ideological field. In 1987, a major controversy wa
created by the insensitive (although entirely reflective of the group of which the
are a part) remarks by Al Campanis and Jimmy “the Greek” Snyder on black:
g the intellectual capabilities needed for managerial positions in sports
of blacks from managerial posts and even from playing positions tha

spo

not havin
The absence
stress decision
activities that particular groups of people are cap

i

able of performing. Again, i
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the s
i MDNWWWM%QU&H season, the accurate (although perhaps ill-timed) remarks of
o oﬂm&nﬂmumwséwﬂwm%mmw ﬂronmTIﬁrwm white players (such as Larry Bird) mwm |
. ard to achieve what they have done, while bl
Mm WAME&.W as Magic Johnson) are credited with natural ability .ﬁvmﬁ M& MMHM Wﬁm&v
an:mo% Mﬁﬁ.m& or 29.;8@ upon—showed how sensitive minority groups mawm/mm
efinitions. Again, much work remains to be done in this area ’ °

Sports Culture and the Culture of Consumption

While in thi i
Wi éwwﬂ mﬂmm in mwa section has been on the meaning of the mediated sports
, we should not forget that one very i
ry important part of thes i
S 10t e texts is that
fresss mmMM nwjmm principally concern commodities, rather than sports—the m&,\mwm
— s. .mmw needs to be a focus on the manner in which the world of con
n i i \
Ammmﬂvm:«wﬂwwa%ﬂwﬁmm s:ﬁv mro ideology of sports that we have been discussing
A . Especially important in this regard is th i
e Tnally e : egard is the manner in which
Uo_aomw%m_z .DmEH&EBm form of sports ideology is attached to other (equally)
omains so as to render them natural as well. Rick Gruneau, writing Mm
)

‘the 1984 Olympic Games, notes that

ﬁ?@ com O O (@)
O _Uwgmﬁﬂo_u Om. HT@ # cation In H\ S >Dm0~®mv HWHW HND.H.:NNHHOD O%. ﬂw.w@ Qmamm
_U< a UH:\Nﬁﬂ OOHUOHNHKUHVV HTO NQCWHﬁﬂm S tegies e O<® m ﬁu %Hgmuﬂo NH_.Q
ﬂdm tra m~ S BU_. Q T H
HQ S,
SOr nr.m mﬂw;m Om. HTO WOWWNU TH@M#Q@UO% NHKW wa :Oﬁ_ ent specula-
Oﬂ_”wwﬂ Spon y u ~
tion on ﬁuﬂwaﬁmﬂ Uﬂomﬂmam W—UOCH HTO m.E.Hf—H@ mHHNHHOHWH careers Om. victorious WﬁT\
S, a cam ments 1n a common course. 00 1S aiscourse ﬁ#v@
~®H® : U@ e NH.O € &.wm urs ~HTHH~ ﬁT. Q y
ﬁ_u.mgmm Om NHWLO»HO success wva:”ww% #R@Mﬁmwmmv OOHMZHH.CHZ,HF WHw&. o_,w:uﬁﬁwﬁ 1aealts
) Q ~
cmrum @HOHE.:HQDH N American consumer OCT“CH@. e mmVOHH HLAO art wﬁm@:“ _”HNm
S 1 y
_UWOOHHHO &HNS\D mnto ﬁr.ﬂ Q.HmOOC.HmOm O* HHHO&OHH_. UCT:OHHw|N <®w~ ClE mOH O%@H@ me
J H SS1.
ﬁT.W comimon sense Om‘ BO&OB consumer OC#ﬁCHO. AHOWW. @Hv. NN'Nw Nmmv
)

Readers and Decoding

S % mu w . Hﬁ 18 C@H% ow
H*w@ ﬁc&. Om texts 1S 1mj OHHNH:“V _UEH OH_P to a @O—,Hwn CmmmﬁH to HAHM
wav ut e cannot m_.HEHU w Inier audience real HH~mm rom our rea Hmem S re

ejes i
m_m > /MMH@?J has pointed o:ﬁw however, the field of critical media studies has
y reluctant to take this step toward audience research (for good histori-

M . . . .
‘M QMHMMMMMV.. I ﬁvmbw this step is now imperative, especially as regards the cultural
ide ing of sport. An ethnography of sports viewing and the manner in

hich medi
dia messages atre a part of the process through which meaning is con-

making and thinking provides powerful definitions of the kinds of == stituted have to be included in the future of critical cultural studies. If
oL v : ultural studies.
seriously Althusser’s formulations on ideology as an imaginary lived HMM%MMW
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then we have to investigate the way in which sports discourses fit ._58 the web
of social practices of different groups. For instance, Althusser points out that
the ruling classes do not propagate their ideology as a false myth .vE“ as Q.:w way
in which they experience their real relations. They have to vm:mwo 99% own
myths of freedom before they can convince others of ﬁvwn.r. Thus, in 852@5 ﬁM
sports, it is possible that, for example, images of competition are %waomﬁ.&ﬁw
differently by groups in different social and class _oomﬁowml\ﬂ.ﬁ.Uoﬁmmozm see
it as a reflection of existing relations, whereas others look to it as a realm of
escape, where justice actually appears to prevail, unlike real —.Rm.

Moreover, there needs to be a recognition that sports 1s a realm of popu-
lar pleasure. People like sports. We need to focus on é?m some QLEH&_ forms
become popular, become principles of living. Furthermore, <<.rmm are ﬁfm. different
ways in which subjective forms are inhabited—playfully or in deep seriousness,
in fantasy or by rational agreement, because it is the thing to do or the &BW not
to do” (Johnson, 1986-1987, p. 72)1 There are real dangers mmmoo_mmo@ ,W,:ﬁr this
move. A focus on the audience has the potential to elevate and to privilege the
audience’s own understanding of its situation in a way that divorces the analy-
sis from the wider contextual conditions of power. Tania Modleski has warned
of this recent trend in which, ostensibly, critical cultural studies come close to
winding up as studies of “uses and gratifications” (1986). . .

To avoid these obvious temptations, we have to keep in mind two 56&82
analytical points. The first has to do with the nature of the fexts &mﬁ audiences
decode. Although, in abstract theory, the meanings associated with these are
open-ended, in concrete practice, social constraints act to close ﬁT.m range of pos-
sible meanings. Recognizing that texts are open to more than one interpretation,
Stuart Hall warns that

polysemy must not, however, be confused with pluralism. Oossoﬁmﬁ.:\.m codes are
not equal among themselves. Any society/culture tends, with varying degrees
of closure, to impose its classifications of the social and cultural political world.
These constitute a dominant cultural order, though it is neither univocal nor
uncontested. This question of the “structure of discourses in dominance” is a
crucial point. (1980, p- 135)

The second analytical point flows from the first: Audience Hmmm.ﬁmm take
place in particular conditions, and the identification of mw.ﬁmm becomes /w;wr mo.ﬁ
instance, sports on television are a certain type of watching, é.ﬁmwm one’s time is
being sold to advertisers. What effect do the surrounding oos.mﬁobm have on .ﬁ?w
nature of our watching? Why are we watching rather than doing o.“r.ma. activities?
How have cultural patterns changed with the introduction of ﬁm_.mﬁmﬂobw HTWmm
questions (and many others that could be posed here) emphasize nrm.ﬁ émm._:m
takes place in certain social conditions that are connected to the way in M.N?o
people live their everyday lives, and we cannot ask questions about audience
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decodi i i |

Eo?w“mﬁ@:\mn,o& from .ﬁrm.ma wider questions. In general, we need to remember
ipsky’s (1981) insight that sports can both provide an escape from par

H.‘

Lived Cultures and Social Relations

In a “determinate” moment the structure employs a code and yields a “message”
at another determinate moment the “message” via its decodings, issues into the
structure of social practices. We are now fully aware that this reentry into the
practices of audience reception and “use” cannot be understood in simple behav-
ioral terms. The typical processes identified in positivistic research onisolated
elements—effects, uses, “gratifications”—are themselves framed by structures of
understanding, as well as being produced by social and economic relations, which
shape their “realization” at the reception end of the chain and which permit the
meanings signified in the discourse to be transposed into practice or conscious-
ness (to acquire social use value or political effectivity). (Hall, 1980, p. 130)

Stuart Hall here has given us the challenge that a critical cultural approact
must meet. Ultimately, all the analyses of production, texts, and audiences mus
be integrated and contextualized within the broader frame of how people live
their lives and the constraints and possibilities imposed by wider social, cultural
political, and economic movements. I wish here to mention briefly some of th:
factors that a critical approach to mediated sports must consider in attemptin
this wider framing (in addition to all the ones previously mentioned).

The first issues are historical ones. Nicholas Garnham (1983) has noted tha
there is a class basis to cultural consumption. These issues need to be analyze
and linked to the distribution of what Pierre Bourdieu has called cultural cap:
tal. Additionally, we need to analyze the manner in which the arena of culture
consumption has shifted and changed through this century, especially since th
introduction of television. Obviously, this will be linked to the process that he
been labeled the industrialization of culture, in which cultural products are increa:
ingly provided directly by the market, rather than by nonmarket areas of soci
life. This again is related to the declining importance of cultural institution
such as the family, religion, and traditional working-class community. In the la
ter regard, Stanley Aronowitz (1988) has noted that, as the objective basis fc
working-class cultural life was eroded by economic movements in the 1950s, tk
locus of the new forms of community shifted to the emerging medium telev
sion, and that, although a coherent working-class no longer exists, the residu
images of that culture are still present on TV in the guise of cop shows and tt
camaraderie associated with beer commercials. The relation of sports (especial
its mediated, commercial form) to this disappearing cultural realm is a vital ax
around which relevant research questions can be posed.
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Questions need also to be posed in terms of the relations between the mean-
ings of commercial sports and the shifting field of gender relations. Many writers
have suggested that sports have become a refuge for men who are increasingly
threatened by the appearance of new gender roles and relations. Whatever the
merits of this kind of argument, we need answers to the question of why sports
have become defined in the almost exclusively male manner in which they
appear in our culture, as well as exploration of the historical shifts in the nature
of this identity.

In more general terms, there needs to be an analysis of the relation between
the predominant forms of mediated sports (the relative importance of baseball
and football within popular culture in different historical periods) and the shift-
ing nature of the surrounding social and economic relations. For instance, some
writers, such as McLuhan, have argued that the emergence of football as the most
popular sport in the past thirty years is connected to its being much more suited
to television (the medium is the message) than other sports. Others have suggested
that there is a close correlation between cultural forms and the wider economic
system and that the emergence of football is strongly related to the shift from
a competitive capitalism to its contemporary corporate and administered form.
Again, we need to devote more thought to these issues.

There are also other, more contemporary issues. For example, why are sports
so important as a form of nationalism, and what are their ideological and cultural
links to the military-industrial complex? Also, in addition to the linking of sports
discourses to the naturalizing of the commodity-form, the language of sports has
also been used in other spheres, especially the political. Why has sports language
become an important way to describe the activities of the state (see Balbus, 1975)?
Similarly, issues connected to the arms race are often couched in sporting terms. In
all these spheres, the key factor to be conceptualized is the nature of competition in
these realms (which becomes increasingly more obscure) and the ability of sports
to provide an illumination to the darkness (see Jhally, 1988). Again, the field
awaits a close historical analysis of the changing nature of competition in many
domains and the relation of this to the discourse of mediated sports competition.

Conclusion

Richard Johnson (1986-1987) has argued that cultural studies in general need
to focus on two sets of questions. The first group has to do with the use-values of
cultural forms and the issues of pleasure and popularity. The second group con-
cerns the outcomes of these cultural forms. Do they lead to repression or freedom?
How do they define social ambitions? Do they encourage a questioning of the
existing social realm? Do they point to alternatives? Answers to these questions
cannot be found by focusing on production or on texts or audiences alone: “They
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can best be answered once we have traced a social form right through the circuit
of its transformations and some attempt to place it within the whole context of
relations of hegemony within the society” (Johnson, p. 72). Ultimately, of course,
for our purposes here, what is called for is a thorough, nonreductive analysis of
the articulation of mediated sports to social, cultural, political, sexual, racial, and
economic factors—in short, a totalistic theory of sport and society and sport in
society. The basic analytical research framework outlined in this chapter should
enable us to get started on this important work.
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