Some supporters of the notion that sport builds character suggest that `it’s not the winning that’s important, it’s the taking part’. The lyrics from the song below perhaps suggest that many supporters and participants of sport have a very different outlook on what is important … 

WE’RE GONNA WIN

WE’RE GONNA WIN

DON’T WANNA BE A LOSER – GONNA WIN

CUZ WINNIN’ REALLY IS THE ONLY THING

GET OUT OF THE WAY WE’RE COMING IN

IF YA WANNA FIGHT JUST STEP INSIDE THE RING

DOES ANYBODY WANNA TAKE A SWING?

IT’S GOTTA BE ALL OR NOTHING

OH YEH WE’RE GONNA BE THE CHAMPIONS

YA WE’RE GOIN’ ALL THE WAY

WE’RE GONNA WIN

WE’RE GONNA WIN

FORGET ABOUT A DRAW - WE GONNA SCORE

AND THEN WE’RE GONNA GET A FEW MORE

MAYBE ANOTHER ONE JUST TO BE SURE

WE’LL MAKE YA LOOK JUST LIKE AN AMATEUR

UNTIL THE FINAL WHISTLE IT’S A WAR

AND THEN WE GONNA PICK YA OF THE FLOOR

WE WANNA HEAR THE CROWD REALLY ROAR

YA – WE’RE COMIN’ IN WE GONNA WIN WIN

WE’RE GONNA WIN - WE WANNA WIN

CUZ NUMBER ONE IS EVERYTHING

WE’RE GONNA WIN - WE WANNA WIN

WE’RE GONNA BE THE CHAMPIONS

WE’RE GONNA WIN

Written by Bryan Adams and R. I. Lange

©1996 Badams Music Ltd. / Zomba Music Publishers Ltd.

From the Bryan Adams album `18 til I die`

Taking Sides: “A critical sociological analysis of competitive sport as a medium for democratic youth work”
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CHAPTER 1.
SETTING THE SCENE –

Introduction and existing literature review

“All we can do is to hold fast to what virtues remain in sport, and spread as widely as possible the true principles of games-playing, and hope for ... a gradual return to a rational scale of values.”

Howard Marshall, in The Listener,1931 (cited in Kew, 1997)

Introduction

The purpose of this research is to critically examine the role and influence of sport within the educational context of democratic youth work. Ultimately the research aims to challenge the `common sense` notion that sport in general, but especially competitive team sport, `builds character ` and is generally a positive experience in the lives of young people. This less than impartial view of sport proliferates through the overwhelming majority of discourse on sport and youth work, which is in itself an under-discussed topic. Thus this work seeks, at least in part, to balance the scales of discussion in order that the youth work theorist and practitioner may draw their own conclusions about the role of sport in youth work from a more critically informed position.

This aim will be achieved by assessing the political, cultural and sociological power of sport as a vehicle for maintaining social hegemony and thus as a tool which maintains and reinforces the negative values of patriarchy, racism, ablism, and other inequalities, rather than challenging these forces towards the aim of emancipation of the oppressed. Thus it will question whether participation in competitive sport instils positive values in young people, as would be recognised by democratic youth work theory, or if in fact sport plays a major role in the domestication of young people and others within modern industrialised capitalist societies. This broader discussion of the influence of sport in society is one that is largely neglected in current literature. However, it is felt that it is necessary to draw a deeper understanding of the sociological significance of sport in order that one may critically assess its use and misuse as a tool for youth work practice.

In order that sport as a sociological concept may be deconstructed, it is first necessary to give a concise definition of what is understood by the term sport in this research. This may seem elementary, however it is justified if further exploration is to be undertaken. Coakley (1998) provides a widely accepted sociological working definition of sport that will form the basis for this research:

`Sports are institutionalised competitive activities that involve vigorous physical exertion or the use of relatively complex physical skills by individuals whose participation is motivated by a combination of personal enjoyment and external rewards`. (Coakley, 1998: 19)

The interpretation of the formalised and competitive nature of sport, whilst not absolute, is an accepted sociological distinction between play, recreation, game and sport and this relationship can be observed along a continuum as shown below (adapted from Nixon II and Frey, 1996). 
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Play


Recreation

Game


Sport

Informal
                                                                                                                  Formalised

Unstructured                                                                                                  Structured (Rules)

Voluntary participation                                                                    Some compulsion (Ability)

For Fun                                                                                                     Winning and Reward

[image: image6.wmf]Play is here seen as a very informal and unstructured activity with voluntary participation for non-utilitarian fun. At the opposite end of the continuum, sport is classed as formal and institutionalised physical competition, with external regulation (rules and organising bodies), and non-voluntary participation in the serious pursuit of winning and/or other material rewards. Recreation and game can be placed somewhere between play and sport with game more closely resembling the characteristics of sport.

Understanding Democratic Youth Work

Even a superficial delve into the sphere of what has come to be known as `youth work` indicates the highly problematic nature of defining what is, and is not, included within this term. The question `what is youth work?`, though seemingly fundamental to  understanding the theory and practice which falls under this heading, is almost never asked (Jeffs and Smith, 1988). In order to create a usable definition of what is here implied and understood by democratic youth work, it will be necessary to take a short journey through time.

The earliest forms of youth work can be seen as `attempts … to reshape working-class cultures in the image of bourgeois norms and values` having `arisen out of bourgeoisie concerns about the behaviour, beliefs and fitness of working-class young people` (Smith, 1988: 20-21). Early youth work’s attempts at social reshaping were resisted to some degree by working-class youth, and this resistance ultimately played an important part in the redefinition of youth work (Smith, 1988).

Though difficult to construct an absolute definition of youth work, consensus exists that it is primarily an educational activity which offers informal learning opportunities (Jeffs and Smith, 1986, 1987; Rosseter 1987; Newman and Ingram, 1989). ‘Youth work is first and foremost concerned with young people’s education not their subordination, indoctrination or indeed, recreation. Education is the business of youth work’ (Young, 1991: 1).

Although this moves us closer to an understanding of the expressed aims of democratic youth work, the term education is in itself a highly complex and philosophically contested concept (Watson and Ashton, 1995; Cohen, 1969). It is important to clarify from the outset that the educational focus of the democratic youth worker is far removed from the sterile and narrow academic instruction that is often understood to be education within schooling. As Illich (1973: 44) describes in a beautifully succinct manner `Most learning is not the result of instruction. It is rather the result of unhampered participation in a meaningful setting`.

The democracy within the educational experiences provided by youth work can firstly be seen as an attempt to diversify from the curricular based and positivist style of output measurement seen within schooling. Once more Illich can be used to neatly explain this, `Neither learning nor justice is promoted by schooling because educators insist on packaging instruction with certification` (Illich, 1973: 19). Secondly, democratic education can be seen as a movement towards constructive social change. The precise nature of change may be slightly different in the mind of each worker, however the basis for the change will have fundamentally similar goals. The values of empowering young people, as a marginalized group within society, is key, as is the breakdown of the current unequal and unjust social hegemony through the emancipation of those currently oppressed. The role which we have described has, in many circles, come to be synonymous with the role of the informal educator. Education for liberation is a democratic process. Fostering democracy is not marginal to the task of the informal educator, it is a central process (Jeffs and Smith, 1999).

Furthermore it can be immediately seen that this work is overtly political in its aims and methods. Indeed many youth work jargon based descriptions outline the role of the youth worker as social and political education. Establishing and building democracy, often on a local level is key to the position of democratic youth work. Thus, the work can be seen to be not only political, but fostered upon specific political values and notions, namely those of equality of opportunity for all and a belief in the power of the democratic process. Cultivating knowledge, skills and virtues is a necessity if political participation is to be encouraged and democratic libertarian education fostered (Gutmann, 1987 cited in Jeffs and Smith, 1999).

Obviously these global ideals may be difficult to trace at a grass roots level if observing the day-to-day operations of the democratic youth worker, however it is important to remember that these basic philosophies will inform and dictate the work they will carry out. Therefore it is these values which must be considered if we are to develop a critical sociological analysis of sport from the perspective of democratic youth work.

Although purist examples of democratic youth work philosophy are difficult to trace historically and in contemporary practice, it is clear that examples do exist. For instance, the Woodcraft Folk was founded upon beliefs of ‘education for social change’. For the Woodcraft Folk, education means educating children to think for themselves and to challenge the existing societal values, rather than accepting the current values without question. Ultimately they have taught, and continue to teach, that it is fundamental for children to build an enquiring and challenging mind. Whilst careful not to indoctrinate a set of beliefs in the young people they work with, their educational philosophy is eloquently captured in the statement ‘If they believe, they must know the reason why they believe’ (Salt and Wilson, 1985: 42). 

So we now see a new dimension added to the educational potential of youth work, that is the necessity for education to be a two-way process, to teach and learn simultaneously. Without acceptance of the non-pedagogical process of informal education, the work is destined to fail and current social hegemony is likely to reign supreme. ‘The totally destructive and constantly progressive nature of obligatory instruction will fulfil its ultimate logic unless we begin to liberate ourselves right now from our pedagogical hubris’ (Illich, 1973: 55)

The vision of a libertarian educational experience is not without complications and indeed certain intrinsic paradoxical qualities. The notion of libertarianism implies a fundamental acceptance of the notion of freedom as of crucial significance. Yet it is through a complete acceptance of the importance of freedom that individuals and groups are able to oppress their neighbours and to exploit their fellow beings.

The notion of democratic libertarian education here proposed for youth work, is one where the libertarian element seeks to liberate the oppressed from their oppressors, however it does not embrace the all encompassing notion of absolute freedom, but allies itself with a more egalitarian outlook. Thus this form of education will seek to be democratic and liberating but will also promote equality of rights in order that the pursuit of freedom may not become a tool for the powerful to exert and maintain hegemony.  Paradoxically, it can be seen that to promote freedom in this way requires a degree of control. Certain core values for the libertarian educator become non-negotiable, thus restricting freedom and imposing democracy. Wright (1989) discusses the tangible pressures created by this tension in relation to the setting up and working within a `Free School`. Ultimately, what is proposed to be understood here, as democratic education is, basically, the ability and encouragement of individuals to think and to understand for themselves. As Dewey (1916) elicits ‘Processes of instruction are unified in the degree in which they centre in the production of good habits of thinking. While we may speak, without error, of the method of thought, the important thing is that thinking is the method of an educative experience’ (Dewey, 1916: 163).

Although these restrictions may not be apparent or necessarily exercised at an individual level, they are certainly evident within the macro-theories of informal democratic education.

Existing Literature

Sociological research and data continues to expand as the implications of sport’s role in society is increasingly considered. However, literature specifically addressing the issues of sport within a youth work context is sparse. Moreover, literature which accepts the central educational focus of youth work as a democratic process and uses this as a basis for critical analysis is almost completely omitted from academic texts, thus much of the research for this work has been borrowed and adapted from other fields.

Nonetheless, the discussion of sport’s value as a medium for youth work has been a debate on the fringe on youth work policy and theory for some time, and here we look to briefly reproduce some of the main arguments.

From extensive research of academic material, journals, local and national policy statements and informal discussions with colleagues in the field, it would appear that three stances on sport in youth work exist. Firstly there are those who strongly advocate the use of sport. Reasons suggested for the inclusion of sport in youth work have included that young people are interested in sport and young people’s interests is the starting point for youth work (Lloyd, 1998). This is proven, it is alleged, by the high proportion of young people actively involved in and enjoying sport and is a common view amongst the advocates of sport (Yarlett and Amswych, 1999). Other attitudes on the use of sport include the neutral stance and those who believe that is has negative sociological affects. These three opinions will be considered further in chapter two of this work.

Peck (2000) strongly advocates the use of sport, arguing that if sport is left out then youth workers are missing out on a major area for youth development and contact. Once again, Peck uses the high level of participation in sport by young people as a mitigating factor in his argument, aligning this to the implications for increased health and fitness. Whilst he does at least warn of the potential damage of ‘press-ganging’ young people in heavily competitive sport, Peck believes that the popularity of sport can bring the great reward of increased membership. A membership which can then work on other issues as well as joining in the sporting activities which enticed them. Whilst the main focus of Peck’s argument focuses on increasing contact, improving skills and building self motivation and discipline, he does also describe the potential for sport to raise awareness of issues, such as comparison work with young people looking at their contemporaries from other countries. Whilst an interesting proposition, could anyone seriously believe that the medium of competitive sport is the best, let alone the only, way to achieve this? Peck’s biased view of sport is summed up with the comment ‘you could carry on using sport as a time filler in your group – and in general that time won’t be wasted’ (2000: 25). This opinion that sport is nearly always a positive tool for use with young people shows a lack of awareness of the political and sociological implications for sport within youth work, and a somewhat naive experience of the wider implications of sport in society.

Sport, it is claimed, can achieve anything from increased skill and confidence (Astbury, 1999)… to improving communication and reducing disaffection (Rees, 1998). Indeed it has been claimed that ‘sport provides a perfect medium for structured and purposeful youth work’ (Astbury, 1999: 24). Interestingly, Astbury’s perfect medium, also provides an opportunity for measurement and accreditation through two sponsored schemes. No doubt this fits neatly and well with the formal role of statutory education Astbury finds himself in as a teacher of physical education, but does it fit as neatly with the philosophical aims of youth work?

It would appear from scouring recently published material on the role of sport within youth work, that local and national policy as well as youth work journals and publications have given to providing a somewhat one-sided portrayal of the debate. Moreover, many of the articles which have been published are misleading and sometimes particularly badly researched. For example, unsubstantiated claims such as ‘Sport encourages active participation and is well geared to involving everyone’ (Yarlett and Amswych, 1999), whilst not only blatantly untrue, as we will see, can be followed by a statement that ‘Competitiveness will not aid your session in any way’ (ibid.). As we have already discussed, competitiveness is inextricably linked with sport and cannot be avoided. This discrepancy in the deeper understanding of sport in society is far from an isolated case. It is disappointing to see that, most of the journals and publications concerned with youth work seem content to publish any material which sides with the positive influence on sport, no matter how, unsubstantiated, contradictory, or weakly evidenced they may be. Indeed one could almost suspect something of a conspiracy from these publications, when one considers the dearth of information on the negative aspects of sport. Is there some sort of hidden agenda for encouraging the blind use of sport within youth work, or has the true educational and democratic potential vanished from the view of mainstream youth work in Britain?

Although few and far between, superior critical discussions of the role of sport in youth work do exist. Particularly of note is the discourse of Frank Kew, who has become an acknowledged commentator in the critical sociological analysis of sport. Kew has argued that the key to providing positive, effective and meaningful sporting opportunities in youth work lies in ‘an understanding of the real nature of sport’ (1987: 16). In this analysis Kew emphasises the heterogeneous nature of sport and asserts that it is only through an understanding of the diversity in challenge, process and outcome of sports that youth work can successfully harness the educational potential of sport. Furthermore Kew effectively delineates sports characteristics in a simple way, showing the ‘significant structural differences between sports which must be addressed in any policy for effective provision’ (1987: 16). Kew then, believes that the diversity in abilities, values, attitudes and experiences of young people, necessitates a more analytical and measured use of programming sport into youth work, arguing that;

‘Youth workers need to be sensitive to the particular appeal that different sports, through their structural properties, might have for young people’.

(Kew, 1987: 17). 

Although Kew’s article is a rare warning of the destructive potential of sport for our work, its limited length and scope reduce its overall impact. Hopefully the research presented here will expand upon the analytical theme which Kew has introduced, and perhaps provide more light on the potential negative influence of the ill considered use of competitive sport within a youth work curriculum.

CHAPTER 2.
BUILDING CHARACTER THROUGH SPORT –

The Educational Potential of Sport In Youth Work
“Team spirit is an illusion you only glimpse when you win.”

Steve Archibald, whilst at Barcelona F. C. (cited in Nawrat, 1998)

‘Bland assertions about the role of sport in personal and social development have been made for over a century, since sports were first ‘civilised’ for use in English public schools in the mid-19th century’ (Kew, 1987: 17). Common sense, it appears, tells us that sport is not only good for us in a physical sense, it also enables us to become better people through the development of interpersonal skills, teamwork, and value creation. In short common sense tells us that sport builds character. Indeed ‘sports have been seen variously as promoting such qualities as respect, loyalty to and identification with others; courage in the face of adversity; self-respect; self-confidence; and leadership training’ (ibid).

These grandiose claims, whilst subject to increasing scrutiny, ‘remain articles of faith among many people including … many professionals within the Youth Service’ (Kew, 1987: 17). Whilst this may be true, it is difficult, if not impossible to prove empirically, thus this analysis will begin with a more neutral stance.

Beliefs about the contribution of sport to character building have a long history, dating from Ancient Greece and as implied earlier were at their most prominent in the ‘muscular’ Christianity of the English public schools of the 19th Century. This notion of character implies the possession and development of desirable moral qualities.  One may immediately be compelled to question which qualities are imbued with the title of desirable and moreover, to whom are they desirable. These questions will be addressed later in this chapter, but for now we must merely accept that there are such things as desirable moral qualities.

There are essentially, three different views on the place of sport in moral development:

Positive view: desirable qualities demonstrated on the field of play can be and are transferred into everyday life experiences.

Neutral view: sport is a form of play and recreation and thus is separate from everyday life. Therefore the qualities which are demonstrated in sport are inconsequential and irrelevant to everyday behaviours.

Negative view: cheating and foul play are natural consequences of competition and, in order to succeed in modern sport, players need to and do display personal characteristics such as dominance, over-assertiveness and self-centredness.

(adapted from Lee, 1998)

Despite limited research and conflicting evidence, a belief in the power of sport in general, and in team games particularly, to promote socially desirable values persists, not only in Britain but also elsewhere. (Lee, 1998). In the United Kingdom ‘the Government believes that such concepts as fair play, self-discipline, respect for others, learning to live by laws, and understanding one’s obligations to others in a team are all matters that can be learnt from games properly taught’ (Department of National Heritage, 1995).

Whilst Lee (1998) argues that the key to this belief lies in the qualifier ‘properly taught’, it may serve to note the use of the word ‘games’, which we have defined as being significantly different from sport.

Studies, or at least observations, of the position of sport within youth work overwhelmingly regard active participation in sport and sporting programmes as a positive experience for young people. For example Anderson (1993) describes some of the reasons for investment in sport as;

· Social development – transferable skills (communication, negotiation, leadership and motivation, political awareness)

· Realisation of latent ability

· Identifiable improvements in physical dexterity

· Employment and training opportunities

· The relief of boredom and frustration

· A means of encouraging positive interaction and peer group association

· Building of confidence and teamwork

· Health and fitness improvement and learning

· Fostering association with environmental matters

Whilst many, if not all, of these outcomes can indeed be achieved through the involvement of young people in sporting pursuits, it is questionable whether they are natural by-products. Are these outcomes inevitable, or is serious planning of a sporting curriculum necessary to ensure they develop? If the latter is the case, as argued by Kew when stating that `it is not enough to assume that, by some magic formula, sport contributes to a person’s personal, moral and social development’ then a more pragmatic view must be adopted. Indeed many instances of contemporary sporting practice might be invoked to suggest that it is ‘dysfunctional in this respect` (Kew, 1987: 17). Then it could be argued that perhaps activities other than sport, those which are co-operative and non-competitive such as drama and other arts, are perhaps better placed to deliver these outcomes.

Whilst Davis (1993) advocates sport’s benefits along similar lines to Anderson, he is aware of problematic issues. For him, four such issues are required to be addressed at National and Local level. He describes these as;

1. Whilst much youth work is involved with sport, often by denying that sport is an effective vehicle for youth work, the youth constituency is doing young people a disservice.

2. Much of youth work’s involvement in sport is competitive with an overemphasis on winning – the prime motivation is not, actually, personal and social development.

3. Youth work training has largely been issues and not activity based, so sport has been excluded from youth worker training.

4. The Youth Service needs to ask itself to what extent is sport central or marginal to its work?

(Davis, 1993)

Leaman (1984) notes that ‘characteristics of activity, initiative, independence and competitiveness are in many ways symbols of masculinity in our society; these values are regarded highly by society and rewarded accordingly’, furthermore he describes how ‘the sorts of behaviour considered desirable and natural in women – submissiveness, compliance, humility – are all aspects of passivity, and are in all cases contraries of the sorts of qualities which sport seeks to develop’ (1984: 9). Leaman further develops this discussion by exploring curricular and presentational differences in sport within schools with a view to examining gender difference. Gender issues are explored more thoroughly in Chapter Three of this work.

Stevenson (1975, 1985) carried out a thorough review of the literature addressing possible socialisation effects through sport and concluded that little undisputed knowledge exists around the psychosocial effects of participation in sport. 

Light Shields and Light Bredemeier have carried out considerable research into character development within physical activity and suggest that ‘Psychologists have had difficulty verifying specific relationships between sport involvement and various facets of psychosocial development’ (1995: 191). However they propose that few would doubt that sport involvement has some impact, due to the ‘intense experience to which many young people devote significant time and energy’ (ibid.). Sociologists point out a correspondence between broader social values and those seemingly nourished in the world of sport. Rather than demonstrating sport as a unique arena for developing specific traits or competencies, sociologists tend to emphasise how sport is integrated without socialising influences, ‘passing on the norms and ethos of culture’ (ibid.).

Schafer (1971) exemplifies this, observing that ‘interscholastic athletics serve first and foremost as a social device for steering young people – participants and observers alike – into the mainstream of American life through overt and covert teaching of attitudes, values and behaviour patterns (1971: 6, cited in Light Shields and Light Bredemeier, 1995). Schafer thus believes that the conventional behaviour shown by coaches in schools are likely to be encouraged or insisted upon as the behaviour of the athletes.

Most youngsters find it difficult to explain abstract concepts such as that of sportsmanship. This can be partially attributed to the value which macro-society places upon winning. As Sitz (1997) discusses, young people see all the attention and rewards reaped upon winners throughout sport whilst losers receive little or no focus. The informal message young people learn through sport therefore is that people are only valued if they are a winner (Sitz, 1997).

Physical prowess has historically often been equated with moral strength or “muscular Christianity”, and indeed physical presence, stoic courage in pain endurance and judgement under pressure are portrayed as development towards manhood (Whitson, 1990). As we will see in more detail the positive values attributed to growth through sport are the desirable attributes of masculinity alone.

Light Shields and Light Bredemeier (1995: 191) conclude ‘that a close connection exists between sport and the broader society is indesputable’. The research of Sipes (1973, 1975, 1976) is evidenced in support of this claim. Sipes  (1973) for example found, in a comparative study of ten peaceful societies and ten societies with long traditions of fighting and war, that; contact sports were popular in 90% of the warlike societies and in only 20% of the peaceful societies. Similarly, the research of Keefer Goldstein and Kasiarz (1983) points to the fact that military activity is positively related to the popularity of contact sports.

Sage (1998) analyses character building from a sport and society perspective and suggests that sport as a cultural practice promulgates an ideology supporting the position of the dominant powers in society.

‘Sport must be understood as a set of social practices and relations structured by the culture in which it exists. Treating sport as a social practice means situating it in the context of social power and culture. Mottoes and slogans, such as “sports builds character” must be seen in light of their ideological intent … Ideology tends to be aligned with dominant and powerful interests in society, and its role to institute their practices and vision of the world as universal … Modern sport forms are part of the terrain upon which the dominant ideology is constructed and sustained’.

(Sage, 1998: 634)

The origins of sport’s application as a method employed by youth workers runs in parallel with the development of youth work. Sport’s position in youth work can be traced back at least as far as 1870’s, where the YMCA made an effort to recruit adolescent working-class members and extended its interests to include recreational and sporting facilities (Hendrick, 1990).

From the earliest historical periods of youth work, there has often been a focus upon the building of `character` within young people. The `making of men` as Russell and Rigby describe, moved the `primary object, the keeping of lads off the streets … into moulding their characters and physique` (Russell and Rigby, 1908: 22). It can be seen that, in the early days at least, for youth work education often meant the physical, moral and mental training of lads and this was achieved by providing a model for social organisation and leadership (Smith, 1988). Moreover we can see that for working class girls the education for social conformity was deemed of greater importance. In stark contrast to contemporary youth work philosophy, initial youth work models sought to restrain the freedom of adolescent girls as it was felt that too much independence was dangerous and would tempt them away from their allotted roles of wife and mother (Dyhouse, 1981; Smith, 1988).

Sport, by definition, takes place within a social environment. The values which are prescribed as positive, therefore, are contextualised within societal and cultural aspects. Values are not objective, but are shaped and normalised by culture and society. It must then be appreciated that the positive values, one may hope to instil into young people through sport in Britain, are those values that are characterised as virtuous by a modern industrial capitalist society. As Sage (1988) has reminded us, the character building which will go on by involving young people in sporting pursuits and activities are not based upon some neutral values which are excepted throughout the entire world as good and true. We must understand that the character that is being built is based upon the values of the current powerful hegemony within our capitalist society and that the values instilled to young people through sport in this context are those which are likely to cause the maintenance rather than the dissolution of current hegemony. Is this the role of the democratic youth worker?

CHAPTER 3.
DECONSTRUCTING SPORT - Building A

Critical Sociological Argument

“Football is one of the very few, perhaps now the only, subject on which it is possible to have an intelligent and equal conversation across class, cash and colour.”

Melvyn Bragg, in the Evening Standard, 1995 (cited in Nawrat, 1998)

It is fair to say that sport, in one form or another, plays a significant part in the lives of the public in contemporary British society. Sport fascinates the media, as can be observed by the priority given to sport in newspapers, books and film, and television news broadcasts. Unsurprisingly the public absorbs and promulgates this fascination and for many people sport is a major part of life, be it playing, watching, reading about or aspiring towards sporting greatness. This is not to say that sport affects all groups and individuals within society equally, or in similar ways, merely that sport is a major focus within the social functioning of contemporary Britain. The inequality that can be seen throughout sport is the theme for this chapter.

Although sport can be seen to be a major function in British social life, it is argued that the significance of sport is rarely placed under an analytical microscope outside of academia. Indeed, until as recently as the 1980’s the sociology of sport was seen as irrelevant and sport was rarely critically researched. Due to the proliferation of the mass media, television’s influence on sports and the growth of popularity of organised sports in advanced industrial societies, events such as the Olympics, football’s World Cup and the American Superbowl now attract audiences in their billions. The significance of sport in people’s lives is now more obvious than ever and critical research into the role sport plays in society is increasing.

It is in this contemporary location that a critical analysis of the sociological significance of sport will take place, in the hope of challenging many `common sense` notions of the apolitical nature of sport and its neutral role, of reflecting rather than constructing, societal values. For this reason the next chapter attempts to deconstruct the sociological value of sport and give the reader a view beyond their personal emotional experiences and insight into deeper meanings that may be attached to sport.

The Sociological Significance of Sport

[image: image7.wmf]
(Source: Coakley, 1998)

Competitive sport enjoys huge popularity throughout the world and has a considerable social importance. Popular attitudes indicate that sport is viewed as a `free voluntary activity that works beyond the constraints of the prevailing political economy` and is `a private activity in which political agencies have no business` (Polley, 1998: 12). This prevalent apolitical view, whether naive or negligent, fails to take account of the long term, structural relationship that exists between sport and politics and projects a fundamental flaw in the `common sense` approach to sport within society. Through a critical analysis of the social inequalities and political influences which are prevalent in sport, an attempt will be made to challenge sport’s neutrality and to make a more measured assessment of the role that sport may play in democratic youth work.

Sport, Sex and Gender

Sex and gender in contemporary sport are of fundamental sociological significance and for this reason attention will now be turned to feminist critiques of sport.

Feminist critiques of sport have argued that:

`Participation in sport by both men and women is contoured by gender relations, by conventional ideas about masculinity and femininity, by socially constructed images of the body, and by the networks of power and control in sports organisations.

(Kew, 1997: 127).

Feminist commentators such as Bryson (1987), Hall (1987) and Messner and Sabo (1990) have argued that sport is a very patriarchal in its organisation, in the extreme it can be described as `an institution created by and for men` (Messner and Sabo, 1990: 9). Furthermore it has been argued that sport has served to bolster the `sagging ideology of male superiority and … reconstitute masculine hegemony` (ibid).

Whitson (1990) argues that sport is one of the central sites in the social production of masculinity. This can be seen through the requirement of male adolescent peer groups for demonstration of athletic prowess. Thus boys who are good at sport have profited and believe sporting prowess in males is natural. Conversely boys who do not excel at sport often have their very masculinity challenged and are therefore embarrassed by weakness or lack of co-ordination. Moreover it is argued that the masculine `norms` of mental and physical toughness, whilst historically constructed, continue to be reinforced through contemporary sport. Oriard (1984) emphasises this practically, discussing the importance of football in learning to become a man. Similarly, Hornby (1992) espouses the importance of football in shaping the life experience of the British working-class man.

The positive reinforcement of masculine qualities can be attributed as partially causal in the homophobic attitudes prevalent within sport and sporting institutions (Pronger, 1990) and can also be seen to play a major role in the active non-participation in many sports by young females. As Scully and Clarke note `total participation rate varies by gender, with males having a higher participation rate than females` (1997: 27).

Participation in sport amongst adolescents is greatly affected by the differently portrayed acceptance and prestige associated with gender roles. Many young women reject sport because they do not associate it with womanhood, whereas young men see sport as an integral part of adult masculinity (Coakley and White, 1992).  Houlihan (1991) describes a polarisation between sport and femininity in popular ideology stating that `to be a woman is to be an inadequate athlete and to be a successful woman athlete is to be an inadequate woman` (Houlihan, 1991: 16). Kew (1997) concurs with this view of female sports stating `adolescent culture for girls has little place for sport, and in contrast to boys, little peer group status is attached to sporting prowess` (1997: 130). A class dimension can be incorporated into this argument, as `middle class girls are much more likely to value sports participation than working class girls` and are therefore more likely to join sports clubs and organisations (ibid).

Despite recent progression towards equality in sport, sex is still a major determinant in dividing and discriminating participants and competitors. These divisions manifest in many ways including; differentials in prize money and media coverage, thus lower prestige for women’s sport than men’s; small numbers of sports where men and women compete together and/or as equals; the dominance of the sporting establishment and media by men, the media coverage of men and women as gendered subjects; the marketing of different sports for different sexes; the structural constraints in changing facilities that assume both differences between sexes and heterosexuality. We can see clearly then, that divisions are not only still assumed but they are `deeply embedded in the ways in which sport is played, watched and organised` (Polley, 1998: 91).

Competitive team games have traditionally had a strong focus on male-defined standards for exercise and expectations for leisure. For this reason perhaps, teenage girls prefer individual or partner activities to team sports (Armstrong and McManus, 1995). Yet both the National Curriculum for schools (PE) and Youth Work curricula appear to place great emphasis on competitive team sports, especially football, cricket, rugby, hockey and netball. Armstrong and McManus suggest the national curriculum discriminates against girls and promotes their inactivity (ibid).

The research of Scully and Clarke has shown that `patterns appear to be differentiated between boys and girls not only in terms of proportion … but also in the type of activity chosen` (1997: 27). It can be seen that the level of participation in sport as well as the type of sporting involvement is greatly determined by sex. A consensus in literature supports this research asserting that the cultivation of femininity places limitations on participation rates and choices for females (Scraton, 1986; Coakley and White, 1992; YARD, 1997). It can be seen that females who choose to take part in sport are likely to participate in those which society considers acceptable for females such as gymnastics, ice skating, swimming and dance. It can clearly be seen that specific gender roles are reinforced through sport. Indeed the more one analyses the historical and contemporary social role of sport, the more one begins to concur with Whitson’s (1990) view that sport plays a central role in constructing and differentiating between masculinity and femininity and thus influences the shaping of identity in girls and boys.

Whilst a committed feminist movement has raised consciousness and improved experiences for women on many levels, Scraton (1992) has argued that physical education is conspicuously absent from major theoretical analysis. Recent governmental initiatives have been implemented with the aim of making school sports more accessible to girls, such as abolishing the historical gym skirt, to place less emphasis on body image. However the fundamental inequalities that exist within contemporary sporting culture remain mostly unchallenged in both schools and wider society as we acclimatise to the challenges of a new millennium.

Passmore (1995) brings health issues in the debate forum, furthering Armstrong’s statement that `girls physical activity declined markedly in their teenage years` and understandably this creates potential for risks to their health in later years (Passmore, 1995).

It is fair to say that participation in sport is largely determined by sex. Thus if sport plays a significant role in a youth work programme it is likely that the participants of those programmes will predominantly be young males. Indeed, it can be seen throughout the history of youth work that in general young males dominate mixed sex provision. This fact was highlighted by the Thompson Report (1982), when stating;

`As regards … young people aged 14 and over, the evidence suggests that … the boys outnumbered the girls by about 3:2 … in terms of their participation in activities and the use of facilities, the boys are more conspicuous than this proportion would suggest`

(HMSO, 1982, p. 63).

If, as expressed in most Youth Service aims, part of the role of youth work is to redress inequality, and we accept that females are an oppressed group within British society, then developing a curriculum with a large focus on sport would appear counter-productive, as it is likely to exclude, or at least discourage female participation.

Once we accept that a difference in participation exists between girls and boys, we can see that provision of sports within a youth work curriculum if inadequately planned, delivered and monitored with the assistance of a broad range of young people, can become highly discriminatory. Furthermore we can see that through promoting and delivering competitive team sports as part of a youth work curriculum we should not be surprised that youth work provision is dominated by young adolescent males, but can expect to see this dominance increasing. It is accepted that a robustly planned sporting curriculum may reduce the level of male domination, but a deeper understanding of sport would be required by youth work staff and management if this is to be achieved.

Race Stratification in Sport

It has been argued that many popular sports in contemporary Britain, and other industrialised societies, serve to create and reinforce racist attitudes within participants and supporters. This view is understandable when one considers that racial inequalities pervade all other facets of British social life, thus sport is unlikely to be excluded from this negative influence.

Survey findings show that Black people, both men and women, are under-represented in many sports, but over-represented in others (Kew, 1997). ‘Black people have become stereotyped with particularised sport involvement characteristics reinforced by their sport pursuit success over the last century or so’ (Lashley, 1995: 75). Furthermore, Lashley explains how this stereotyping has contributed to the lack of academic success within Britain’s schools for Black young people highlighting the disproportionate numbers of Black children that are allocated to lower examination streams and the over-representation of those children in school sports teams (Lashley, 1986). Kew (1997) concurs with this view of inequality, describing the detriment to Black sportspersons of coercive encouragement into competitive and professional sports to seek to make a living, rather than viewing sport as a leisure pursuit.

Lashley (1995) therefore argues that ‘the high visibility of Black youth sport success acts as a reinforcer to the already operationalised stereotype of Blacks being only good at sport’. Moreover he argues that whilst this stereotyping impinges on other facets of life for Black youth, such as education, it also creates a framework of exploitation and controlled involvement or exclusion. Lashley focuses on the socially constructed distribution of Black sport participation, highlighting the high ‘use’ or ‘consumption’ of Black youths for sports such as boxing, football and athletics, fast bowling crickers and non-decision making roles in general. He contrasts this with low usage in sports such as gymnastics, tennis, golf, swimming, goalkeeping and refereeing or umpiring events. Although not cited by Lashley, this practice is perfectly exemplified by the lack of Black quarterbacks within US footballs National Football League, whilst many of the more physical positions such as running backs are held predominantly by Black athletes.

It is also argued that equal access to socially valued rewards and resources through sport is severely limited for members of certain ethnic minority groups (Sage, 1998). Furthermore, racism within sport serves to reduce the potential for what Kew (1997) has called ‘life after playing’, that is the possibility of coaching, managing or moving into the upper echelons of sporting organisations. 

So ironically, whilst sport promotes such excellent and worthy schemes as the `Show Racism the Red Card` programme throughout football, the organisation and management of sport continues to allow racism to pervade and proliferate through its own ranks within decision-making, allocation of resources and control and appointment of staff. Fundamentally, sport can generally be observed to be an institution in which white males hold power.

How do the issues of racism within sport affect the debate on the suitability of sport for democratic youth work? The limited discussion above draws to our attention the need to look carefully at all youth provision and particularly those provisions which exist for the benefit of communities with a high proportion of Black youth, in order that if sports are to be included in programming, then the trap of selective screening of sports, based on racial stereotyping is not sprung. We must at the very least begin to discuss and understand these issues, if we are to work towards being part of a constructive solution to racism and other societal problems, rather than contributing to their promulgation through ignorance and unwillingness to challenge current thinking and practice.

Sex, gender and racial divisions are not the only inequalities that can be seen to exist within the sphere of sport. Gallagher (1997), for instance discusses differences in participation based upon religious denomination in Northern Ireland, particularly linking these differences to school’s curriculum. However, to conclude this chapter we will briefly examine the role of sport in what is perhaps the most visible inequality. That is, creating divisions between the able-bodied and those with some form of disability.

An impairment, whether sensory, mental or physical, restricts an individual from performing certain skills, tasks and activities. Much discourse exists on the relationship between society and disability, such that many have argued that it is society which discriminates, handicaps and imposes barriers on disabled people, through its social organisations based on the conveniences and financial implications of non-disabled people (Kew, 1997). 

Sport and Disability

It is perhaps within a sporting context, that this social construction of disability can be most clearly seen. Due to prejudice, discrimination and stigmatisation, people with disabilities historically have often confronted obstacles when trying to participate in the mainstream of society and sport. Although opportunities for participation in segregated and specialised forms of sport specifically for the disabled has increased in recent times, ‘the path to opportunity, acceptance, and respect for disabled athletes has remained cluttered with obstacles. This is especially true when disabled athletes try to cross the line into integrated sports settings’ (Nixon II and Frey, 1996: 222). 

It would appear that these societally created barriers to inclusion and participation for all within sports is in diametric opposition to the values of inclusion, participation and equality held dear to democratic youth work philosophy. Thus, whilst societal norms dictate that, in general, able-bodied and disabled young people should be separated where sporting pursuit is involved, youth work’s value for inclusion is entirely at odds with this. 

Few examples exist of sporting programmes which are thought out and delivered in such a way as to encourage participation for all groups. Conversely many poorly structured programmes centring around sport positively discourage or alienate certain groups of young people, forcing other segregated sports developments to cater particularly for those groups. Whilst mainstream society accepts this as an unavoidable consequence of the unfortunate difference in ability of able-bodied and disabled groups of young people, it attempts to forge a notion that able-bodied athletes are a homogenous group with similar levels of ability. This is most certainly not the case, and when one examines many sports programmes it can be seen clearly that not only are those individuals with disabilities excluded from many of these elitist institutions, but indeed a majority of young people are unable to participate as their skills are not deemed to have reached the necessary level of proficiency.

In this culture of sporting elitism, is the programme of youth work immune to these issues or is it an all too common failing of youth work sporting activity that the problems we have discussed are often left unaddressed?  Davis (1993) for one argues that the latter is more often than not the case with youth work’s involvement in sport having an overemphasis on winning and the prime motivation not being personal and social development.

Surely whilst emphasis is placed on winning, encouragement of those young people with less ability or some form of disability will always be restricted. Whilst sport may well be considered a part of socialisation in which youth work can entwine itself so as to encourage participation and inclusion, this can only be done through a programme of education and rationally programmed sporting activity, after these issues have been addressed and understood. However, as we have seen, competition is an intrinsic element of the social constitution of sport. To what extent can this be minimised by the youth worker or any professional wishing to harness sport for personal and social development?

Kasser (1995) perhaps suggests an alternative means of providing physical activity within a programme for personal and social education which is more comprehensively built around an ethos of inclusion and participation. She proposes that contrary to the current dictate of teaching those with physical differences that they cannot join in and play the same sports as their friends, we should begin to nurture their individuality and not feel that we must teach them the same activity in the same way with the same rules. Kasser proposes that this can be done by withdrawing from the competitiveness of sport and encouraging personal and social growth for all through inclusive games. By adapting games to enable young people not only to participate in games but also to be involved in their inception and development, young people with different skills and abilities will not only enjoy the games, but grow through increased confidence and self esteem. They will begin to learn about their own strengths and weaknesses in a social context. They will learn about others, and their differences, and will truly have a social learning experience. Perhaps by removing the emphasis of current youth work sport participation from not only winning, but also from drone-like acceptance of rules and structures administered through professional bodies and leagues, perhaps we will teach young people to question and to ask why the world is such as we have made it? As Illich (1973) argues, sport and games, when used within schools in the form of tournaments  `are not only removed from the sphere of leisure; they often become tools used to translate playfulness into competition, a lack of abstract reasoning into a sign of inferiority. An exercise which is liberating for some character types becomes a straightjacket for others` (Illich, 1973: 84).

Perhaps the youthful innocence of the enlightened will lack the cynicism and socially created attitudes of ‘common sense’. Attitudes which dictate that organised sport is best, and which inform us that separation is necessary for all those involved in sport. Perhaps if this move were made on a large enough scale, current social hegemony may, in the future, be challenged by an informed and experienced group of adults who have grown knowledgeable through the positive interactions of a generation of youth workers who were not obsessed with competition and winning. However for these changes to take place would involve a radical shift in thinking, for of course, the philosophy of competition is one which is intrinsic to the modern industrialised capitalist society.

CHAPTER 4.
POLITICS, SPORT & CAPITAL – The Inescapable 

Political and Financial Consequence of Sport

“Sport is an elite business, its dealings conducted by powerful individuals behind closed doors ... Business is the inner game of sports, the game of the really big players – the owners.”

Jerry Gorman and Kirk Calhoun, of Ernst and Young Business

Consultants, 1994 (cited in Coakley, 1998)

Sage (1990) argues that increasing interest in sport as a social phenomenon can be attributed to a shift from informal activities of play to commodity governed spectacles shaped by the marketplace, altering its meanings and practices. Sage is not the first commentator to use a Marxist perspective to critique sport’s influence over social hegemony. Hoch (1972) produced an economic reductionist critique of sport since supplemented by Gruneau’s (1983) dialectical examination of sport. Hargreaves (1986) also provides a useful contribution to the understanding of sport’s role in solidifying bourgeois hegemony. It is thus evident that an exploration of the economic politics of sport is required for an insightful deconstruction of sport.

In late nineteenth-century Britain, most affluent people who were interested in sport saw it as separate from other areas of their lives; separate from work, from religion and certainly from politics. ‘A minority of influential Britons, aided by foreign sympathisers, tried to persuade the world that sport was play and nothing but’ (Mason, 1993: 44). Obviously, in contemporary society we can see that this idea is a nonsense. Sport takes place within society, and society and the individuals within it are free to use sport as they will. As Mason (ibid.) suggests ‘To maintain, as many people within sport the world over do, that politics should be kept out of sport, is itself a political statement’.

Allison (1986) discusses the `considerable and necessary politics of sport` (Allison, 1986: 17). He informs us that sport creates `politically usable resources`, such as social order, physical health, and local and national prestige. He also examines the divisive nature of sport, in that it arouses conflicts between different interest groups over wealth, group identity, resource access and individual and public morality (op cit, 12-16).

Sport is a political arena because views and opinions vary within it. However, it is fair to say that the 20th Century saw major growth in the political use and awareness of sport, both on and off the field. This is perhaps seen most clearly through analysis of international sport, which brings competition between individuals and teams from different countries. ‘The Olympic Games has always been a political as well as a sporting event’ as it tends to reflect international conflicts of the time (Mason, 1993: 44).

Sporting boycotts due to conflicting interests, as seen in the Olympic games and notably causing much controversy through the South African sporting prohibitions imposed due to the Apartheid system, have continuously demonstrated the links between politics and sport. Closer to home, sport’s ability to promote the ‘National Interest’ has been used by the government and media on many occasions. For example, Mason (1993) describes the use of the England v Scotland football matches as a medium for Scots to promote and parade their Scottishness and thus their separateness from the English. Some years, and much political campaigning later, we see Scotland inaugurate their own parliament – quite distinct and separate from England.

What relevance do these major political issues have to the role of sport within youth work? Interestingly, the same sort of criticisms can be levelled at youth sport. As we have shown, sport is important within a modern capitalist society, and this importance filters power through to sports at a youth level. For example, the fervour and fanaticism which can be seen to be exhibited at national sporting events, and also in many battles between rival football team’s supporters, can clearly be seen in many sports between young people. The sport’s influences as something of importance is used to extenuate and exaggerate the differences between the young people and in extreme cases this can be used to incite hatred.

Those socialist commentators who have deemed sport worthy of critical assessment have tended to attack sport as ‘a distraction, a way of providing a safety valve and keeping the masses quiet, as an arm of the state and a way of building nationalism, as a part of capitalist business and as a form of bourgeois ideology’ (Whannel, 1983: 18).

In particular Hargreaves discusses the development of popular sporting forms with regard to the ‘layering of cultures [overcoming] the resistance and tendency to independence of subordinate groups’ in a way such that ‘it positively favoured a bourgeois social hegemony at the local level’ (1986: 36). Thus Hargreaves suggests that the development of sport from the 1840’s to the present has ‘helped to mediate [working-class] fragmentation, reduce the class’s cohesiveness and its independence’ (ibid.).

Furthermore Hargreaves connects the commercialisation of sport and the expansion of the voluntary sports apparatus with ‘pertinent effects on the way working-class people became involved in sports and on the overall character of the sports network, of significance for the achievement of hegemony’ (1986: 65). Hargreaves places particular importance on sports pages which grew and developed from the middle and upper-classes sports specialist journals. Circulation into the masses he proposes were ‘absolutely vital’ in the successful selling of sport and in the place sport achieved in working-class culture. (1986: 67). Essentially Hargreaves places sport as central in the process of differentiating the two major class groups, the working-class and the bourgeoisie, ‘so that different, in some ways opposed, class identities and conceptions of society were formed around sporting activity … sports in complex ways reproduced internal divisions within these groups, which mitigated opposition between the classes’. 

Thus sport has enabled the ruling elite to demarcate itself, whilst allowing the middle classes to differentiate themselves from the working-class and identify with the elite within a backdrop of social reform and increased socialist political action. Moreover this demarcation and differentiation has become culturally accepted and encouraged without a true awareness of the political nature of historical sport development through to contemporary sporting culture. For an example of this one need look no further than the public school’s specialism in cricket and rugby whilst comprehensive school has long dwelled on pure football, as this is the culturally accepted and indeed worshipped form of sport within the working-class.


“Why don’t we settle this in a civilised way? We’ll charge admission to watch!”

(Source: Coakley, 1998)

What significance does this cultural and political division have on the youth work and sport debate? In my opinion, a critical significance. For if the role of the youth worker is social change towards democracy, through their informal educational methods, then these issues must be considered. Whilst it is accepted that the big picture of social change and the erosion of current social hegemony through youth work may not be a universally accepted goal, it is the view upon which youth work is herein considered. In looking at social change, one must accept that the evidence indicates great social and cultural division between the classes within the sporting realm. The implication this has on the work we do with young people is therefore evident. If we accept sport as a tool for our work, then we are likely to in some ways reinforce the class division which currently exists in society. Our selection of sporting programmes, it could be suggested, is limited by the class relationship of our user group. Whilst many practitioners may argue that ‘youth work is for all’, plainly with targeted funding and the sometimes hidden agenda of social control of the unruly masses, in many projects the majority of provision exists to serve only working-class youth. Once this is accepted, the youth worker has a dilemma. Choose football and appeal to the target audience, albeit a mostly male, able-bodied audience. Or choose an alternative sport, perhaps rugby or cricket and face a reduced take up rate and political wrangling over who and where to play, not to mention in the case of cricket a huge cost for the ‘correct’ whites and equipment or the ignominy of standing out in the crowd.

Perhaps an excellent example of the class struggle with sport for the youth worker is shown through outdoor pursuits and especially the Duke of Edinburgh (DoE) accreditation scheme. Historically and currently the DoE scheme is proposed to cater for any young person in the 16-25 age band. Yet the compulsory expedition element of the scheme often informally excludes vast numbers of young people. Why? The reason is two-fold. Firstly the cost of the scheme and more importantly the equipment required to carry out an expedition is great, often too much for working-class young people, especially the designer makes of outdoor clothing and accessories. Secondly the class demarcation and differentiation discussed above is plainly evident within outdoor pursuits such as hiking. The middle class activity is easily identified by the grossly inflated prices paid for top name brands within this sport. Whilst it could be argued that these top name brands are not a requirement, I could recall numerous tales of informal coercion and bullying of individuals who are not ‘in the right kit’. Some of these problems have admittedly been identified within the scheme of late and many Award Centres loan out equipment, whilst the Campaign for Youth promotion is looking to involve more disadvantaged and marginalized young people in the DoE scheme. However, other issues such as the domination of masculinity and the action man culture, remain prominent and limit the participation of females in many sporting arenas as we have discussed.

Commerce is impossible to avoid in virtually any observation of organised sport in contemporary society. Through advertising, sponsorship, endorsements, gambling and specific sports marketing, organised sport has become inextricably linked to the wider economic setting (Polley, 1998). Since their establishment in the nineteenth century, there has been money in sports and ‘entrepreneurs in sports such as boxing, soccer and motor sports, have sought to make financial capital out of their practice’ (Kew, 1997: 32).

Furthermore, Kew (1997) argues that the most far-reaching and powerful influence on contemporary sports is ‘a highly developed process of commodification’ (Kew, 1997: 32). This commodification is described as the way sports are increasingly shaped by a market rationality. Thus sports are not just played, coached and administered but are packaged as spectacles to be sold to consumers for a profit (often a very substantial profit).

Critical commentators resist the pressure of the sporting hierarchy and government in regarding commercial involvement in sport as benign and beneficial. Hargreaves (1986), for example, identifies four relationships between capital and sport:

· As a profit making business enterprise wherein investment functions to accumulate capital, and where capitalists own, control or organise the business.

· Sports which seek not to maximise profit for private capital, but to operate at least at cost to remain viable. As National Governing Bodies are now required to produce development plans and set strategic objectives, the external demands on these local sport organisations becomes great. This gives rise to tensions and conflicts as voluntary associations are asked to change their sedimented culture and practice (Abrams and Wolsey, 1996).

· As a widespread social practice, sport stimulates the accumulation of capital indirectly through providing a market for sporting goods and services. This includes specialist and designer clothing, equipment, designing and building the necessary facilities and the gambling industry.

· Sport functions as a sales adjunct to aid capital accumulation by the non-sporting commercial sector. This is achieved through sponsorship of competitions, sports stars and programmes etc as well as advertising at events, in published material and most importantly on television.
Hargreaves, (1986)

It is difficult to deny the commercialisation effect that profiteering and the mass media have had upon sport. Look no further than the previously unheard of kick-off times for football’s current Premiership. What was once a Saturday three o’clock kick-off as part of the footballing culture may now be a Sunday afternoon, Saturday morning or even a Friday or Monday evening. Why? Because football no longer has control over its own destiny, it belongs to the movers and shakers of the market place. Indeed many top sports performers now earn more income through sponsorship deals than their chosen profession. Perhaps the actual sport will eventually become almost inconsequential.

Some socialist thought proposes that sport is a distraction for the working class, a distraction from action for social change. It is argued that in similar fashion to the Roman emperors pacifying the masses with bread and circuses, now sport serves as the pacifier of the oppressed. Indeed, Whannel discusses the argument that sport has become the prime distraction ‘Just as religion was once the opium of the people, now it is sport that narcotises the working classes’ (Whannel, 1983: 20). Furthermore, it is discussed how television and the mass media has exacerbated the situation wherein ‘the world is increasingly dominated by elaborate spectacles which serve to mask the ruthless exploitation of the existing economic order’ (ibid.).

Indeed in some ways sport can be seen to offer an escape from the drudgery of every day working-class life. If you can become a top athlete then the financial earnings are huge, whilst a superstar lifestyle is also to be had. This is a far cry from a potentially uncertain lifetime of employment/unemployment in a restricted range of working roles. 

Moreover some authors describe how the unreal situation that can often be found within sport, that of the underdog achieving success against all odds, helps to pacify the working-class through the building of hope and excitement. For whilst the underdog may overcome in sport on occasion, the way this is overplayed by the media gives a false impression that it is in fact a common event. Subconsciously it is believed that the working-class are led to believe that this is a situation which can occur for them in their working lives. Of course the reality of this happening for most is a minute fraction of a percent, but sport in a similar way to the National Lottery is believed to encourage the oppressed to dream rather than to fight. After all how many thousands of young working-class boys grow up with a dream of becoming a professional footballer? They too believe in the pacifying slogan “It could be you!”.

The early development of leisure and sport provision between the mid 1940’s through to the early 1960’s in Britain can be seen to be based firmly upon principles of welfare (Henry, 1993). However, Polley describes a `pressing need for sport to become more widely available` around the 1950’s due to the fuctionalist readings of `sport as a means of social control, socialisation, cohesion and discipline`. This pressing need came as a direct response to an observed `growing youth problem` associated with Teds and later Mods and Rockers linked to rising levels of disposable income and leisure time amongst young males (Polley, 1998: 18). Thus we can begin to see the parallel development of youth work and leisure/sport and why there is a historical link. Indeed, The Albermarle Report (1960) assumes connections between inadequacies in sport and leisure provision and the problems created by idle juveniles. We may see then that the development of sport as a tool for youth work is built on a historical notion of social control of working-class youth, most certainly a political aim. Is this political aim one which we as democratic youth workers accept? Do we go along with the notion of building character, obedience and ultimately social control through physical exercise and structured sporting pursuit? Or conversely do we challenge and critique the role which sport has historically played within youth work and attempt to construct a new agenda for democratic work with young people, one which seeks emancipation rather than domestication?

A historical view of sport would seem to suggest that many of the factors which corrupt sport, such as money, politics, drugs, violence, commercialism, and professionalism are believed to be extrinsic to sport itself, but are associated with the strains and stresses of modern society (Polley, 1998). However, as we have seen the political and commercial influences on sport are plain for all to behold, and moreover they are influences which can affect sport at every level. We therefore cannot expect to be immune from these issues at a youth sport level, but must instead learn more around these issues and in turn teach of them to the clients with whom we work.

We have seen then that sport is a popular cultural form and has particular significance in both reflecting and shaping society. Sport has significance because it `inherently involves struggle and contestation over the use of, and access to people’s resources. Land, time, wealth, as well as the cultural resources linked to the individual’s gender, ethnicity, age, level of ability, and class are all key factors in people’s choices, opportunities, and limitations in sport` (Polley, 1998: 164). Sport is thus a crucial part of the debate on equality and inequality and this significance must not be overlooked. 

Due to its social significance, it is argued that we must look upon sport not only as something which reflects the society it is played in, but which `is shaped and constrained by wider forces … and interacts with them and reproduces them` (Polley, 1998: 5). As democratic youth workers, will the use of sport within our programmes assist in redressing inequalities and in the emancipation of the oppressed, or will we instead reinforce current social hegemony and reproduce racism, sexism and other areas of discrimination in our young cohorts? We can actually see that sport is a very difficult medium in which to learn anything positive in the way of personal and social development if we absorb the following `… nobody yells at a child who forgets some lines during a play, who misspells a word … or who hits the wrong key during piano recital. But … if a youngster drops a ball, misses a tackle or allows the opposing team to score, look out …` (Engh, 1999: 47-48).

Kew suggests that whilst sport can be seen as essentially a `conservative institution which both celebrates and sustains attitudes and practices inherited from the past`, conversely it may also be a `place for challenging these time-worn and inequitable practices` (Kew, 1997: 128). Indeed examples exist which show the potential of the sporting area to bring about beneficial social change. Basketball, for example showed the way to some reduction in racism in the American deep south, especially through the work of the Harlem Globe Trotters. However for every positive example which can be found of social action through sport, it is easy to put forward several very negative examples of the effects of elitism, competition and commercial gain.

Having, in truth, taken only a cursory glance at the complex political and social interaction within the sociology of sport, it would be unreasonable to adopt a reductionist theory, such as offered by the purist Marxist or Feminist commentators. Instead it is hoped that the reader is now able to engage in a more considered and holistic critique of the sociological significance of sport with regard to many inequalities and economic considerations. 

CONCLUSION

As Kew has stated `A central plank in recreation leadership education should be an understanding that the nature of sport is crucially diverse` (1987: 17). Similarly if sport is to enter into a methodology of democratic youth work then sport must be understood to be heterogeneous and diverse. Moreover if youth work is to embrace or at least accept sport as providing beneficial stimulation for young people’s personal and social development, then firstly sport must mean ‘sport’, rather than is often the case where sport means ‘football’.

This is not to say that football is an entirely negative social influence. For it is acknowledged that the ‘solidarities … local loyalties, the conventions of tough physicality, and the particular forms of humour [which] stem from the basic connection between football and its social roots’ (Whannel, 1983: 19) can be grasped as an aid to building shared interest and common bonds which can develop far and above the playing of football. However, it must not be forgotten that the diversity of sports is of secondary significance to the heterogeneity of young people. The differences in social experience and physical ability are just two factors which indicate that, whilst a widely varied programme of sporting activity may indeed have something for everyone, a game of football three nights a week provides a somewhat different enticement to the target group.

Many of the proponents of sport on the youth work agenda agree that sport ‘for it’s own sake’ is not acceptable ‘sport must be an integral part of the broader strategy and cannot stand alone as might have been the case in the past. Such a “stand alone” policy’, I would argue, would return us to an era best forgotten – one which I would describe as “the ping pong dynasty’ (Anderson, 1993: 7-8).

It is my personal belief that if a definitive answer to the question ‘should sport be a part of youth work delivery?’ exists, then it lies at neither end of the positive-negative continuum, but somewhere in between. The reason for the heavy emphasis on the negative potential of sport in terms of young people’s participation and character and value development is not intended to provide evidence for the case of removing sport from the youth work process. It is merely an attempt to address the balance of information, which is heavily in favour of reporting only the positive and beneficial aspects of sport.

By raising the awareness of youth workers to both the potential positive and negative effects of participation and involvement in sport, workers may become more aware of which sports are best suited to their aims. Thus, rather than a blind acceptance of the positive power of sport, an educated and informed programme can be developed which will meet the needs and wants of a broad range of young people.

Thus in conclusion, I would argue that whilst the current regime of pro-sporters requires considerable education, it is not necessary for it to be entirely usurped. Through a healthy cocktail of education, training and programme broadening, I believe than sport can indeed have a place within youth work. Unfortunately that place is not yet in the here and now but I fear is such a distance away that without considerable effort, it may never be reached.

Until then we are stuck with a hit and miss attempt to provide educational stimulation for personal and social development through an ill-thought, ill-prepared and narrow programme of sporting pursuit, which is delivered by a poorly educated and non-critical workforce. A sad state of affairs indeed. If, as has been the case, for many years, we chose simply to ignore sport as of minor political relevance we will do well to heed the words of Freire. ‘… one cannot be a social worker and be like the educator who’s a coldly neutral technician. To keep our options secret, to conceal them in the cobwebs of technique, or to disguise them by claiming neutrality does not constitute neutrality; quite the contrary, it helps to maintain the status quo’ (Freire, 1985: 39).

I would suggest that current political thinking around sport within youth work , or perhaps the lack of it, indeed helps to maintain status quo and thus supports current hegemony. This is not the role of democratic youth work, and thus it must be concluded that, in general, the current delivery of sport under the banner of youth work is wholly unacceptable to the democratic process.
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