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Theory and methods
Th&eacute;orie et m&eacute;thodes

Pierre Bourdieu

Sport and social class

I speak neither as an historian nor as an historian of sport, and so I
appear as an amateur among professionals and can only ask you, as
the phrase goes, to be ’good sports’... But I think that the in-
nocence which comes from not being a specialist can sometimes
lead one to ask questions which specialists tend to forget, because
they think they have answered them, because they have taken for
granted a certain number of presuppositions which are perhaps
fundamental to their discipline. The questions I shall raise come
from outside; they are the questions of a sociologist who, among
the objects he studies, encounters sporting activities and enter-
tainments (les pratiques et les consommations sportives) in the
form, for example, of the statistical distribution of sports activities
by educational level, age, sex, and occupation, and who is led to
ask himself questions not only about the relationship between the
practices and the variables, but also about the meaning which the
practices take on in those relationships.

This article is a translation of a paper given at the International Congress of the
History of Sports and Physical Education Association, held in March 1978 at the
Institut National des Sports et de 1’Education Physique, Paris. The original title was
&dquo;Pratiques sportives et pratiques sociales&dquo;.
The translation is by Richard Nice.
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I think that, without doing too much violence to reality, it is

possible to consider the whole range of sporting activities and
entertainments offered to social agents - rugby, football, swim-
ming, athletics, tennis, golf, etc. - as a supply intended to meet a
social demand. If such a model is adopted, two sets of questions
arise. First, is there an area of production, endowed with its own
logic and its own history, in which ’sports products’ are generated,
i.e. the universe of the sporting activities and entertainments social-
ly realized and acceptable at a given moment in time? Secondly,
what are the social conditions of possibility of the appropriation of
the various ’sports products’ that are thus produced - playing golf
or reading L ’Équipe, cross-country skiing or watching the World
Cup on TV? In other words, how is the demand for ’sports pro-
ducts’ produced, how do people acquire the ’taste’ for sport, and
for one sport rather than another, whether as an activity or as a
spectacle? The question certainly has to be confronted, unless one
chooses to suppose that there exists a natural need, equally
widespread at all times, in all places and in all social milieux, not
only for the expenditure of muscular energy, but more precisely,
for this or that form of exertion. (To take the example most
favourable to the ’natural need’ thesis, we know that swimming,
which most educators would probably point to as the most

necessary sporting activity, both on account of its ’life-saving’
functions and its physical effects, has at times been ignored or
refused - e.g. in medieval Europe - and still has to be imposed by
means of national ’campaigns’.) More precisely, according to what
principles do agents choose between the different sports activities
or entertainments which, at a given moment in time, are offered to
them as being possible?

I. The production of supply

It seems to me that it is first necessary to consider the historical and
social conditions of possibility of a social phenomenon which we
too easily take for granted: ’modern sport’. In other words, what
social conditions made possible the constitution of the system of in-
stitutions and agents directly or indirectly linked to the existence of
sporting activities and entertainments? The system includes public
or private ’sports associations’, whose function is to represent and
defend the interests of the practitioners of a given sport and to
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draw up and impose the standards governing that activity,’ the
producers and vendors of goods (equipment, instruments, special
clothing, etc.) and services required in order to pursue the sport
(teachers, instructors, trainers, sports doctors, sports journalists,
etc.) and the producers and vendors of sporting entertainments and
associated goods (tee shirts, photos of stars, the tiercé,2 etc.). How
was this body of specialists, living directly or indirectly off sport,
progressively constituted (a body to which sports sociologists and
historians also belong - which probably does not help the question
to emerge)? And, more exactly, when did this system of agents and
institutions begin to function as a field of competition, the site of
confrontations between agents with specific interests linked to their
positions within the field? If it is the case, as my questions tend to
suggest, that the system of the institutions and agents whose in-
terests are bound up with sport tends to function as a field, it
follows that one cannot directly understand what sporting
phenomena are at a given moment in a given social environment by
relating them directly to the economic and social conditions of the
corresponding societies: the history of sport is a relatively
autonomous history which, even when marked by the major events
of economic and social history, has its own tempo, its own evolu-
tionary laws, its own crises, in short, its specific chronology.
Thus one of the most important tasks for the social history of

sport could well be to establish its foundations by constructing the
historical genealogy of the emergence of its object as a specific
reality irreducible to any other. It alone can answer the question -
which has nothing to do with an academic question of definition -
as to the moment (it is not a matter of a precise date) from which it
is possible to talk of sport, i.e. the moment from which there began
to be constituted a field of competition within which sport was
defined as a specific practice, irreducible to a mere ritual game or
festive amusement. This amounts to asking if the appearance of
sport in the modern sense of the word is not correlative with a
break (which may have taken place in several stages) with activities
which may appear to be the ’ancestors’ of modern sports, a break
which is itself linked to the constitution of a field of specific prac-
tices, endowed with its own specific rewards and its own rules,
where a whole specific competence or culture is generated and in-
vested (whether it be the inseparably cultural and physical com-
petence of the top-level athlete or the cultural competence of the
sports manager or journalist) - a culture which is in a sense
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esoteric, since it separates the professional from the layman. This
leads us to cast doubt on the validity of all those studies which, by
an essential anachronism, pursue analogies between the games of
European or extra-European precapitalist societies, erroneously
treated as pre-sporting practices, and sports in the strict sense,
whose historical appearance is contemporary with the constitution
of a field of production of ’sports products’. Such a comparison is
only justified when, taking a path diametrically opposed to the
search for ’origins’, it aims, as in Norbert Elias’ work, to grasp the
specificity of sporting practice or, more precisely, to determine how
certain pre-existing physical exercises, or others which may have
received a radically new meaning and function - as radically new
as in the case of simple invention, e.g. volleyball or basketball -
become sports, defined with respect to their rewards, their rules,
and also the social identity of their participants - players or spec-
tators - by the specific logic of the ’sporting field’.
So one of the tasks of the social history of sport might be to lay

the real foundations of the legitimacy of a social science of sport as
a distinct scientific object (which is not at all self-evident), by
establishing from what moment, or rather, from what set of social
conditions, it is really possible to speak of sport (as opposed to the
simple playing of games - a meaning that is still present in the

English word ’sport’ but not in the use made of the word in coun-
tries outside the Anglo-Saxon world where it was introduced at the
same time as the radically new social practices which it designated).
How was this terrain constituted, with its specific logic, as the site
of quite specific social practices, which have defined themselves in
the course of a specific history and can only be understood in terms
of that history (e.g. the history of sports laws or the history of
records, an interesting word that recalls the contribution which
historians, with their task of recording and celebrating noteworthy
exploits, make to the constitution of a field and its esoteric

culture)?

The genesis of a relatively autonomous field of production and cir-
culation of sports products

Not possessing the historical culture needed to answer these

questions, I have tried to mobilize what I knew of the history, par-
ticularly of football and rugby, so as at least to try to formulate
them better. (There is of course no reason to suppose that the pro-
cess of constitution of a field took the same form in all cases, and it
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is even likely that, as with Gerschenkron’s model of economic
development, the sports which came into existence later than others
consequently underwent a different history, largely based on bor-
rowings from older and therefore more ’advanced’ sports.) It seems
to be indisputable that the shift from games to sports in the strict
sense (which, as Defrance points out, must be distinguished from
gymnastics3) took place in the educational establishments reserved
for the ’élites’ of bourgeois society, the English public schools,
where the sons of aristocratic or upper-bourgeois families took
over a number of popular - i.e. vulgar - games, simultaneously
changing their meaning and function in exactly the same way as the
field of learned music transformed the folk dances - bourrees,
sarabands, gavottes, etc. - which it introduced into high-art forms
such as the suite.
To characterize this transformation briefly, i.e. as regards its

principle,4 we can say that the bodily exercises of the ’61ite’ are

disconnected from the ordinary social occasions with which folk
games remained associated (agrarian feasts, for example) and
divested of the social (and, a fortiori, religious) functions still at-
tached to a number of traditional games (such as the ritual games
played in a number of precapitalist societies at certain turning-
points in the farming year). The school, the site of skhole, leisure,
is the place where practices endowed with social functions and in-
tegrated into the collective calendar are converted into bodily exer-
cises, activities which are an end in themselves, a sort of physical
art for art’s sake, governed by specific rules, increasingly irreduci-
ble to any functional necessity, and inserted into a specific calen-
dar. The school is the site, par excellence, of what are called
gratuitous exercises, where one acquires a distant, neutralizing
disposition towards language and the social world, the very same
one which is implied in the bourgeois relation to art, language and
the body: gymnastics makes a use of the body which, like the

scholastic use of language, is an end in itself. (This no doubt ex-
plains why sporting activity, whose frequency rises very markedly
with educational level, declines more slowly with age, as do cultural
practices, when educational level is higher. It is known that among
the working classes, the abandonment of sport, an activity whose
play-like character seems to make it particularly appropriate to
adolescence, often coincides with marriage and entry into the
serious responsibilities of adulthood.) What is acquired in and
through experience of school, a sort of retreat from the world and
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from real practice, of which the great boarding schools of the ’elite’
represent the fully developed form, is the propensity towards activi-
ty for no purpose, a fundamental aspect of the ethos of bourgeois
’elites’, who always pride themselves on disinterestedness and
define themselves by an elective distance - manifested in art and
sport - from material interests. ’Fair play’ is the way of playing
the game characteristic of those who do not get so carried away by
the game as to forget that it is a game, those who maintain the ’role
distance’, as Goffman puts it, that is implied in all the roles

designated for the future leaders.
The autonomization of the field of sport is also accompanied by

a process of rationalization intended, as Weber expresses it, to en-
sure predictability and calculability, beyond local differences and
particularisms: the constitution of a corpus of specific rules and of
specialized governing bodies recruited, initially at least, from the
’old boys’ of the public schools, come hand in hand. The need for a
body of fixed, universally applicable rules makes itself felt as soon
as sporting ’exchanges’ are established between different educa-
tional institutions, then between regions, etc. The relative

autonomy of the field of sport is most clearly affirmed in the
powers of self-administration and rule-making, based on a

historical tradition or guaranteed by the State, which sports
associations are acknowledged to exercise: these bodies are invested
with the right to lay down the standards governing participation in
the events which they organize, and they are entitled to exercise a
disciplinary power (banning, fines, etc.) in order to ensure obser-
vance of the specific rules which they decree. In addition, they
award specific titles, such as championship titles and also, as in
England, the status of trainer.
The constitution of a field of sports practices is linked to the

development of a philosophy of sport which is necessarily a
political philosophy of sport. The theory of amateurism is in fact
one dimension of an aristocratic philosophy of sport as a

disinterested practice, a finality without an end, analogous to ar-
tistic practice, but even more suitable than art (there is always
something residually feminine about art: consider the piano and
watercolours of genteel young ladies in the same period) for affirm-
ing the manly virtues of future leaders: sport is conceived as a train-
ing in courage and manliness, ’forming the character’ and in-

culcating the ’will to win’ which is the mark of the true leader, but a
will to win within the rules. This is ’fair play’, conceived as an
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aristocratic disposition utterly opposed to the plebeian pursuit of
victory at all costs. (And then one would have to explore the link
between the sporting virtues and the military virtues: remember the
glorification of the deeds of old Etonians or Oxonians on the field
of battle or in aerial combat.) This aristocratic ethic, devised by
aristocrats (the first Olympic committee included innumerable
dukes, counts and lords, and all of ancient stock) and guaranteed
by aristocrats, all those who constitute the self-perpetuating oligar-
chy of international and national organizations, is clearly adapted
to the requirements of the times, and, as one sees in the works of
Baron Pierre de Coubertin, incorporates the most essential assump-
tions of the bourgeois ethic of private enterprise, baptized ’self-
help’ (English often serves as a euphemism). This glorification of
sport as an essential component in a new type of apprenticeship re-
quiring an entirely new educational institution, which is expressed
in Coubertin’s writings, particularly l’Education en Angleterre and
I’Education anglaise en France, 5 reappears in the work of
Demolins, another of Fr~d6ric Le Play’s disciples. Demolins
founded the Ecole des Roches and is author of A quoi tient la
supériorité des Anglo-Saxons and l’Education nouvelle, in which
he criticisms the Napoleonic barracks-style lycee (a theme which has
subsequently become one of the commonplaces of the ’sociology of
France’ produced at the Paris Institut des Sciences Politiques and
Harvard). What is at stake, it seems to me, in this debate (which
goes far beyond sport), is a definition of bourgeois education which
contrasts with the petty-bourgeois and academic definition: it is

’energy’, ’courage’, ’willpower’, the virtues of leaders (military or
industrial), and perhaps above all personal initiative, (private)
’enterprise’, as opposed to knowledge, erudition, ’scholastic’ sub-
missiveness, symbolized in the great lycee-barracks and its

disciplines, etc. In short, it would be a mistake to forget that the
modern definition of sport that is often associated with the name of
Coubertin is an integral part of a ’moral ideal’, i.e. an ethos which
is that of the dominant fractions of the dominant class and is

brought to fruition in the major private schools intended primarily
for the sons of the heads of private industry, such as the Ecole des
Roches, the paradigmatic realization of this ideal. To value educa-
tion over instruction, character or willpower over intelligence,
sport over culture, is to affirm, within the educational universe
itself, the existence of a hierarchy irreducible to the strictly
scholastic hierarchy which favours the second term in those opposi-
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tions. It means, as it were, disqualifying or discrediting the values
recognized by other fractions of the dominant class or by other
classes (especially the intellectual fractions of the petty-bourgeoisie
and the ’sons of schoolteachers’, who are serious challengers to the
sons of the bourgeoisie on the terrain of purely scholastic com-
petence) ; it means putting forward other criteria of ’achievement’
and other principles for legitimating achievement as alternatives to
’academic achievement’. (In a recent survey of French in-

dustrialists,6 I was able to demonstrate that the opposition between
the two conceptions of education corresponds to two routes into
managerial positions in large firms, one from the Ecole des Roches
or the major Jesuit schools via the Law Faculty or, more recently,
the Institut des Sciences Politiques, the Inspection des Finances or
the Ecole des Hautes Etudes Commerciales, the other from a pro-
vincial lycee via the Ecole Polytechnique.) Glorification of sport as
the training-ground of character, etc., always implies a certain anti-
intellectualism. When one remembers that the dominant fractions
of the dominant class always tend to conceive their relation to the
dominated fraction - ’intellectuals’, ’artists’, ’professors’ - in
terms of the opposition between the male and the female, the virile
and the effeminate, which is given different contents depending on
the period (e.g. nowadays short hair/long hair; ’economico-

political’ culture/‘artistico-literary’ culture, etc.), one understands
one of the most important implications of the exaltation of sport
and especially of ’manly’ sports like rugby, and it can be seen that
sport, like any other practice, is an object of struggles between the
fractions of the dominant class and also between the social classes.
At this point I shall take the opportunity to emphasize, in pass-

ing, that the social definition of sport is an object of struggles, that
the field of sporting practices is the site of struggles in which what is
at stake, inter alia, is the monopolistic capacity to impose the
legitimate definition of sporting practice and of the legitimate func-
tion of sporting activity - amateurism vs. professionalism, partici-
pant sport vs. spectator sport, distinctive (elite) sport vs. popular
(mass) sport; that this field is itself part of the larger field of strug-
gles over the definition of the legitimate body and the legitimate use
of the body, struggles which, in addition to the agents engaged in
the struggle over the definition of sporting uses of the body, also in-
volve moralists and especially the clergy, doctors (especially health
specialists), educators in the broadest sense (marriage guidance
counsellors, etc.), pacemakers in matters of fashion and
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taste (couturiers, etc.). One would have to explore whether the
struggles for the monopolistic power to impose the legitimate
definition of a particular class of body uses, sporting uses, present
any invariant features. I am thinking, for example, of the opposi-
tion, from the point of view of the definition of legitimate exercise,
between the professionals in physical education (gymnasiarchs,
gymnastics teachers, etc.) and doctors, i.e. between two forms of
specific authority (’pedagogic’ vs. ’scientific’), linked to two sorts
of specific capital; or the recurrent opposition between two an-
tagonistic philosophies of the use of the body, a more ascetic one
(askesis = training) which, in the paradoxical expression culture
physique (’physical culture’) emphasizes culture, antiphysis, the
counter-natural, straightening, rectitude, effort, and another, more
hedonistic one which privileges nature, physis, reducing culture to
the body, physical culture to a sort of ’laisser-faire’, or return to
’laisser-faire’ - as expression corporelle (’physical expression’ -

’anti-gymnastics’) does nowadays, teaching its devotees to unlearn
the superfluous disciplines and restraints imposed, among other
things, by ordinary gymnastics.

Since the relative autonomy of the field of bodily practices en-
tails, by definition, a relative dependence, the development within
the field of practices oriented towards one or the other pole,
asceticism or hedonism, depends to a large extent on the state of the
power relations within the field of struggles for monopolistic
definition of the legitimate body and, more broadly, in the field of
struggles between fractions of the dominant class and between the
social classes over morality. Thus the progress made by everything
that is referred to as ’physical expression’ can only be understood
in relation to the progress, seen for example in parent-child rela-
tions and more generally in all that pertains to pedagogy, of a new
variant of bourgeois morality, preached by certain rising fractions
of the bourgeoisie (and petty bourgeoisie) and favouring liberalism
in child-rearing and also in hierarchical relations and sexuality, in
place of ascetic severity (denounced as ’repressive’).

The popularization phase

It was necessary to sketch in this first phase, which seems to me a
determinant one, because in states of the field that are nonetheless
quite different, sport still bears the marks of its origins. Not only
does the aristocratic ideology of sport as disinterested, gratuitous
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activity, which lives on in the ritual themes of celebratory
discourse, help to mask the true nature of an increasing proportion
of sporting practices, but the practice of sports such as tennis,
riding, sailing or golf doubtless owes part of its ’interest’, just as
much nowadays as at the beginning, to its distinguishing function
and, more precisely, to the gains in distinction which it brings (it is
no accident that the majority of the most select, i.e. selective, clubs
are organized around sporting activities which serve as a focus or
pretext for elective gatherings). We may even consider that the
distinctive gains are increased when the distinction between noble
- distinguished and distinctive - practices, such as the ’smart’
sports, and the ’vulgar’ practices which popularization has made of
a number of sports originally reserved for the ’elite’, such as foot-
ball (and to a lesser extent rugby, which will perhaps retain for
some time to come a dual status and a dual social recruitment), is
combined with the yet sharper opposition between participation in
sport and the mere consumption of sporting entertainments. We
know that the probability of practising a sport beyond adolescence
(and a fortiori beyond early manhood or in old age) declines
markedly as one moves down the social hierarchy (as does the pro-
bability of belonging to a sports club), whereas the probability of
watching one of the reputedly most popular sporting spectacles,
such as football or rugby, on television (stadium attendance as a
spectator obeys more complex laws) declines markedly as one rises

_ in the social hierarchy.
Thus, without forgetting the importance of taking part in sport

- particularly team sports like football - for working-class and
lower middle-class adolescents, it cannot be ignored that the so-
called popular sports, cycling, football or rugby, also function as
spectacles (which may owe part of their interest to imaginary par-
ticipation based on past experience of real practice). They are
’popular’ but in the sense this adjective takes on whenever it is ap-
plied to the material or cultural products of mass production, cars,
furniture or songs. In brief, sport, born of truly popular games, i.e.
games produced by the people, returns to the people, like ’folk
music’, in the form of spectacles produced for the people. We may
consider that sport as a spectacle would appear more clearly as a
mass commodity, and the organization of sporting entertainments
as one branch among others of show business (there is a difference
of degree rather than kind between the spectacle of professional
boxing, or Holiday on Ice shows, and a number of sporting events
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that are perceived as legitimate, such as the various European foot-
ball championships or ski competitions), if the value collectively
bestowed on practising sports (especially now that sports contests
have become a measure of relative national strength and hence a
political objective) did not help to mask the divorce between prac-
tice and consumption and consequently the functions of simple
passive consumption.

It might be wondered, in passing, whether some recent

developments in sporting practices - such as doping, or the in-
creased violence both on the pitch and on the terraces - are not in
part an effect of the evolution which I have too rapidly sketched.
One only has to think, for example, of all that is implied in the fact
that a sport like rugby (in France - but the same is true of
American football in the USA) has become, through television, a
mass spectacle, transmitted far beyond the circle of present or past
’practitioners’, i.e. to a public very imperfectly equipped with the
specific competence needed to decipher it adequately. The ’con-
noisseur’ has schemes of perception and appreciation which enable
him to see what the layman cannot see, to perceive a necessity
where the outsider sees only violence and confusion, and so to find
in the promptness of a movement, in the unforeseeable inevitability
of a successful combination or the near-miraculous orchestration
of a team strategy, a pleasure no less intense and learned than the
pleasure a music-lover derives from a particularly successful

rendering of a favourite work. The more superficial the perception,
the less it finds its pleasure in the spectacle contemplated in itself
and for itself, and the more it is drawn to the search for the ’sensa-
tional’, the cult of obvious feats and visible virtuosity and, above
all, the more exclusively it is concerned with that other dimension
of the sporting spectacle, suspense and anxiety as to the result,
thereby encouraging players and especially organizers to aim for
victory at all costs. In other words, everything seems to suggest
that, in sport as in music, extension of the public beyond the circle
of amateurs helps to reinforce the reign of the pure professionals.
When Roland Barthes, in an article entitled &dquo;Le grain de la voix&dquo;,’
contrasts Panzera, a French singer of the inter-war period, with
Fischer-Dieskau, whom he sees as the archetypal product of
middle-brow culture, just as others contrast Cartot, perfect even in
his imperfections, with the too-perfect pianists of the age of long-
playing records, he is exactly reminiscent of those who contrast the
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inspired rugby of a Dauger or a Boniface with the ’well-oiled

machinery’ of the Béziers team or France captained by Fouroux.
This is the viewpoint of the ’practitioner’, past or present, who, as
opposed to the mere consumer, the ’hi-fi freak’ or armchair sports-
man, recognizes a form of excellence which, as even its imperfec-
tions testify (Cortot’s famous ’mistakes’), is but the extreme limit
of the competence of the ordinary amateur. In short, there is every
reason to suppose that, in music as in sport, the purely passive com-
petence, acquired without any personal performance, of publics
newly won by records or television, is at least a negative, i.e. per-
missive, factor in the evolution of production (one sees, incidental-
ly, the ambiguity of a certain style of ’ultra-left’ critique: denuncia-
tion of the vices of mass production - in sport as in music - is
often combined with aristocratic nostalgia for the days of

amateurism).
More than by the encouragement it gives to chauvinism and sex-

ism, it is undoubtedly through the division it makes between pro-
fessionals, the virtuosi of an esoteric technique, and laymen, reduc-
ed to the role of mere consumers, a division that tends to become a

deep structure of the collective consciousness, that sport produces
its most decisive political effects. Sport is not the only area in which
ordinary people are reduced to fans, the extreme caricatural form
of the militant, condemned to an imaginary participation which is
only an illusory compensation for the dispossession they suffer to
the advantage of the experts.

In fact, before taking further the analysis of the effects, we must
try to analyse more closely the determinants of the shift whereby
sport as an elite practice reserved for amateurs became sport as a
spectacle produced by professionals for consumption by the
masses. It is not sufficient to invoke the relatively autonomous
logic of the field of production of sporting goods and services or,
more precisely, the development, within this field, of a sporting
entertainments industry which, subject to the laws of profitability,
aims to maximize its efficiency while minimizing its risks. (This
leads, in particular, to the need for specialized executive personnel
and scientific management techniques that can rationally organize
the training and upkeep of the physical capital of the professional
players: one thinks, for example, of American football, in which
the squad of trainers, doctors and public-relations men is more
numerous than the team of players, and which almost always serves
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as a publicity medium for the sports equipment and accessories in-
dustry.)

In reality, the development of sporting activity itself, even

among working-class youngsters, doubtless results partly from the
fact that sport was predisposed to fulfil, on a much larger scale, the
very same functions which underlay its invention in the late nine-
teenth century English public schools. Even before they saw sport
as a means of ’improving character’ in accordance with the Vic-
torian belief, the public schools, ’total institutions’ in Goffman’s

sense, which have to carry out their supervisory task twenty-four
hours a day, seven days a week, saw sport as ’a means of filling in
time’, an economical way of occupying the adolescents who were
their full-time responsibility. When the pupils are on the sports
field, they are easy to supervise, they are engaged in healthy activity
and they are venting their violence on each other rather than
destroying the buildings or shouting down their teachers; that is
why, Ian Weiberg concludes, &dquo;organized sport will last as long as
the public schools&dquo;.8 So it would not be possible to understand the
popularization of sport and the growth of sports associations,
which, originally organized on a voluntary basis, progressively
received recognition and aid from the public authorities,9 if we did
not realize that this extremely economical means of mobilizing, oc-
cupying and controlling adolescents was predisposed to become an
instrument and an objective in struggles between all the institutions
totally or partly organized with a view to the mobilization and sym-
bolic conquest of the masses and therefore competing for the sym-
bolic conquest of youth. These include political parties, unions,
and churches, of course, but also paternalistic bosses, who, with
the aim of ensuring complete and continuous containment of the
working population, provided their employees not only with

hospitals and schools but also with stadiums and other sports
facilities (a number of sports clubs were founded with the help and
under the control of private employers, as is still attested today by
the number of stadiums named after employers). We are familar
with the competition which has never ceased to be fought out in the
various political arenas over questions of sport from the level of the
village (with the rivalry between secular or religious clubs, or more
recently, the debates over the priority to be given to sports
facilities, which is one of the issues at stake in political struggles on
a municipal scale) to the level of the nation as a whole (with, for ex-
ample, the opposition between the Federation du Sport de France,
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controlled by the Catholic Church, and the Federation Sportive et
Gymnique du Travail controlled by the left-wing parties.) And in-
deed, in an increasingly disguised way as State recognition and sub-
sidies increase, and with them the apparent neutrality of sports
organizations and their officials, sport is an object of political
struggle. This competition is one of the most important factors in
the development of a social, i.e. socially constituted, need for spor-
ting practices and for all the accompanying equipment, in-

struments, personnel and services. Thus the imposition of sporting
needs is most evident in rural areas where the appearance of

facilities and teams, as with youth clubs and senior citizens’ clubs
nowadays, is almost always the result of the work of the village
petty-bourgeoisie or bourgeoisie, which finds here an opportunity
to impose its political services of organization and leadership&dquo; and
to accumulate or maintain a political capital of renown and

honourability which is always potentially reconvertible into

political power.
It goes without saying that the popularization of sport, down

from the elite schools (where its place is now contested by the ’in-
tellectual’ pursuits imposed by the demands of intensified social
competition) to the mass sporting associations, is necessarily ac-
companied by a change in the functions which the sportsmen and
their organizers assign to this practice, and also by a transforma-
tion of the very logic of sporting practices which corresponds to the
transformation of the expectations and demands of the public in
correlation with the increasing autonomy of the spectacle vis-A-vis
past or present practice. The exaltation of ’manliness’ and the cult
of ’team spirit’&dquo; that are associated with playing rugby - not to
mention the aristocratic ideal of ’fair play’ - have a very different
meaning and function for bourgeois or aristocratic adolescents in
English public schools and for the sons of peasants or shopkeepers
in south-west France. This is simply because, for example, a spor-
ting career, which is practically excluded from the field of accep-
table trajectories for a child of the bourgeoisie - setting aside ten-
nis or golf - represents one of the few paths of upward mobility
open to the children of the dominated classes; the sports market is
to the boys’ physical capital what the system of beauty prizes and
the occupations to which they lead - hostess, etc. - is to the girls’
physical capital; and the working-class cult of sportsmen of

working-class origin is doubtless explained in part by the fact that
these ’success stories’ symbolize the only recognized route to wealth
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and fame. Everything suggests that the ’interests’ and values which
practitioners from the working and lower-middle classes bring into
the conduct of sports are in harmony with the corresponding re-
quirements of professionalization (which can, of course, coexist
with the appearances of amateurism) and of the rationalization of
preparation for and performance of the sporting exercise that are
imposed by the pursuit of maximum specific efficiency (measured
in ’wins’, ’titles’, or ’records’) combined with the minimization of
risks (which we have seen is itself linked to the development of a
private or State sports entertainments industry).

II

The logic of demand: sporting practices and entertainments in the
unity of life-styles

We have here a case of a supply, i.e. the particular definition of
sporting practice and entertainment that is put forward at a given
moment in time, meeting a demand, i.e. the expectations, interests
and values that agents bring into the field, with the actual practices
and entertainments evolving as a result of the permanent confron-
tation and adjustment between the two. Of course, at every mo-
ment each new entrant must take account of a determinate state of
the division of sporting activities and entertainments and their
distribution among the social classes, a state which he cannot alter
and which is the result of the whole previous history of the struggles
and competition among the agents and institutions engaged in the
’sporting field’. For example, the appearance of a new sport or a
new way of practising an already established sport (e.g. the ’inven-
tion’ of the crawl by Trudgen in 1893) causes a restructuring of the
space of sporting practices and a more or less complete redefinition
of the meaning attached to the various practices. But while it is true
that, here as elsewhere, the field of production helps to produce the
need for its own products, nonetheless the logic whereby agents in-
cline towards this or that sporting practice cannot be understood
unless their dispositions towards sport, which are themselves one
dimension of a particular relation to the body, are reinserted into
the unity of the system of dispositions, the habitus, which is the
basis from which life-styles are generated. One would be likely to
make serious mistakes if one attempted to study sporting practices
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(more so, perhaps, than with any other practices, since their basis
and object is the body, the synthesizing agent par excellence, which
integrates everything that it incorporates), without re-placing them
in the universe of practices that are bound up with them because
their common origin is the system of tastes and preferences that is a
class habitus (for example, it would be easy to demonstrate the

homologies between the relation to the body and the relation to
language that are characteristic of a class or class fraction).’2 In-
sofar as the ’body-for-others’ is the visible manifestation of the

person, of the ’idea it wants to give of itself’, its ’character’, i.e. its
values and capacities, the sports practices which have the aim of
shaping the body are realizations, among others, of an aesthetic
and an ethic in the practical state. A postural norm such as

uprightness (’stand up straight’) has, like a direct gaze or a close
haircut, the function of symbolizing a whole set of moral ’virtues’
- rectitude, straightforwardness, dignity (face to face confronta-
tion as a demand for respect) - and also physical ones - vigour,
strength, health.
An explanatory model capable of accounting for the distribution

of sporting practices among the classes and class fractions must
clearly take account of the positive or negative determining factors,
the most important of which are spare time (a transformed form of
economic capital), economic capital (more or less indispensable
depending on the sport), and cultural capital (again, more or less
necessary depending on the sport). But such a model would fail to
grasp what is most essential if it did not take account of the varia-
tions in the meaning and function given to the various practices by
the various classes and class fractions. In other words, faced with
the distribution of the various sporting practices by social class, one
must give as much thought to the variations in the meaning and
function of the different sports among the social classes as to the
variations in the intensity of the statistical relationship between the
different practices and the different social classes. To answer this
question, one might be tempted to turn to the specialists, who, like
nutritionists for food and drink, claim to possess a purely technical
definition of what bodily exercise ought to be by reference to a
purely technical definition of what the body ought to be. In reality,
the sociology and social history of sport, which establish the varia-
tions, according to the period, society or social class, of the func-
tions assigned to bodily exercise, also enable us to characterize the
illusion that there exists a technical definition, i.e. one that is
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socially neutral and objectively based (on nature), of sporting exer-
cise, as the occupational ideology of the professionals who produce
and sell sporting goods and services. As is clearly seen in the case of
a diet, which will vary depending on whether the objective - which
the dietician’s technique cannot of itself determine - is to get fat-
ter or thinner, to approach a weight defined in terms of an ideal
which varies with time, place and milieu, the ’choice’ of the ’aims’
of sporting exercise is determined by a system of principles which
orient the whole set of practices, i.e. sexual practices and eating
habits, aesthetic preferences and style of dress, and so on.

It would not be difficult to show that the different social classes
do not agree as to the effects expected from bodily exercise,
whether on the outside of the body (bodily hexis), such as the visi-
ble strength of prominent muscles which some prefer or the

elegance, ease and beauty favoured by others, or inside the body,
health, mental equilibrium, etc. In other words, the class variations
in these practices derive not only from the variations in the factors
which make it possible or impossible to meet their economic or
cultural costs but also from the variations in the perception and ap-
preciation of the immediate or deferred profits accruing from the
different sporting practices. (It can be seen, incidentally, that

specialists are able to make use of the specific authority conferred
by their status to put forward a perception and appreciation defin-
ed as the only legitimate ones, in opposition to the perceptions and
appreciations structured by the dispositions of a class habitus. I am
thinking of the national campaigns to impose a sport like swim-
ming, which seems to be unanimously approved by the specialists in
the name of its strictly ’technical’ functions, on those who &dquo;can’t
see the use of it&dquo;.) As regards the profits actually perceived,
Jacques Defrance convincingly shows that gymnastics may be ask-
ed to produce either a strong body, bearing the outward signs of
strength - this is the working-class demand, which is satisfied by
body-building - or a healthy body - this is the bourgeois de-
mand, which is satisfied by a gymnastics or other sports whose
function is essentially hygienic.’3

But this is not all: class habitus defines the meaning conferred
on sporting activity, the profits expected from it; and not the least
of these profits is the social value accruing from the pursuit of cer-
tain sports by virtue of the distinctive rarity they derive from their
class distribution. In short, to the ’intrinsic’ profits (real or im-
aginary, it makes little difference - real in the sense of being really
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anticipated, in the mode of belief) which are expected from sport
for the body itself, one must add the social profits, those accruing
from any distinctive practice, which are very unequally perceived
and appreciated by the different classes (for whom they are, of
course, very unequally accessible). It can be seen, for example, that
in addition to its strictly health-giving functions, golf, like caviar,
foie gras or whisky, has a distributional significance (the meaning
which practices derive from their distribution among agents
distributed in social classes), which, unanimously recognized and
acknowledged on the basis of a practical mastery of the probability
of the various classes practising the various sports, l~ is entirely op-
posed to that of pétanque, 15 whose purely health-giving function is
perhaps not very different but which has a distributional

significance very close to that of Pernod and all strong drinks, and
all types of food that are not only economical but strong (also in
the sense of spicy) and supposed to give strength because they are
heavy, fatty and spicy. It is no accident that the ’strong-man’ was
for a long time one of the most typically popular entertainments -
remember the famous D~d~ la Boulange who performed in the
Square d’Anvers, alternating feats of strength with a mountebank’s s
patter - or that weight-lifting, which is supposed to develop the
muscles, was for many years, especially in France, the favourite
working-class sport; nor is it an accident that the Olympic
authorities took so long to grant official recognition to weight-
lifting, which, in the eyes of the aristocratic founders of modern
sport, symbolized mere strength, brutality and intellectual poverty,
in short the working classes.

We can now try to account for the distribution of these practices
among the classes and class fractions. The probability of practising
the different sports depends, to a different degree for each sport,
primarily on economic capital and secondarily on cultural capital
and spare time; it also depends on the affinity between the ethical
and aesthetic dispositions characteristic of each class or class frac-
tion and the objective potentialities of ethical or aesthetic ac-
complishment which are or seem to be contained in each sport. The
relationship between the different sports and age is more complex,
since it is only defined - through the intensity of the physical ef-
fort required and the disposition towards that effort which is an
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aspect of class ethos - within the relationship between a sport and
a class. The most important property of the ’popular sports’ is the
fact that they are tacitly associated with youth, which is spon-
taneously and implicitly credited with a sort of provisional licence
expressed, among other ways, in the squandering of an excess of
physical (and sexual) energy, and are abandoned very early (usually
at the moment of entry into adult life, marked by marriage).
By contrast, the ’bourgeois’ sports, mainly practised for their func-
tions of physical maintenance and for the social profit they bring,
have in common the fact that their age-limit lies far beyond youth
anc~ perhaps comes correspondingly later the more prestigious and
exclusive they are (e.g. golf). This means that the probability of
practising those sports which, because they demand only ’physical’
qualities and bodily competences for which the conditions of early
apprenticeship seem to be fairly equally distributed, are doubtless
equally accessible within the limits of the spare time and, secondari-
ly, the physical energy available, would undoubtedly increase as
one goes up the social hierarchy, if the concern for distinction and
the absence of ethico-aesthetic affinity or ’taste’ for them did not
turn away members of the dominant class, in accordance with a
logic also observed in other fields (photography, for example). 16
Thus, most of the team sports - basketball, handball, rugby, foot-
ball - which are most common among office workers, technicians
and shopkeepers, and also no doubt the most typically working-
class individual sports, such as boxing or wrestling, combine all the
reasons to repel the upper classes. These include the social composi-
tion of their public which reinforces the vulgarity implied by their
popularization, the values and virtues demanded (strength, en-

durance, the propensity to violence, the spirit of ’sacrifice’, docility
and submission to collective discipline, the absolute antithesis of
the ’role distancq’ implied in bourgeois roles, etc.), the exaltation
of competition and the contest, etc. But in the case of a sport like
pgtanque it seems that only the logic of distinction can explain the
class distribution. This sport, the least distinguished and least
distinctive of all, since it requires practically no economic or
cultural capital and demands little more than spare time, regularly
culminates among the lower middle classes, especially among
primary-school teachers and clerical workers in the medical ser-
vices. Thereafter it declines, particularly sharply in categories
where there is the strongest desire to stand apart from the vulgar, as
among artists and members of the professions. To understand how
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the most distinctive sports, such as golf, riding, skiing or tennis, or
even some less recherche ones, like gymnastics or mountaineering,
are distributed among the social classes and especially among the
fractions of the dominant class, it is even more difficult to appeal
solely to variations in economic and cultural capital or in spare
time. This is firstly because it would be to forget that, no less than
the economic obstacles, it is the hidden entry requirements, such as
family tradition and early training, and also the obligatory
clothing, bearing and techniques of sociability which keep these
sports closed to the working classes and to individuals rising from
the lower-middle and even upper-middle classes; and secondly
because economic constraints define the field of possibilities and
impossibilities without determining within it an agent’s positive
orientation towards this or that particular form of practice. In

reality, even apart from any search for distinction, it is the relation
to one’s own body, a fundamental aspect of the habitus, which
distinguishes the working classes from the privileged classes, just
as, within the latter, it distinguishes fractions that are separated by
the whole universe of a life-style. On one side, there is the in-
strumental relation to the body which the working classes express in
all the practices centred on the body, whether in dieting or beauty
care, relation to illness or medication, and which is also manifested
in the choice of sports requiring a considerable investment of ef-
fort, sometimes of pain and suffering (e.g. boxing) and sometimes
a gambling with the body itself (as in motor-cycling, parachute-
jumping, all forms of acrobatics, and, to some extent, all sports in-
volving fighting, among which we may include rugby). On the
other side, there is the tendency of the privileged classes to treat the
body as an end in itself, with variants according to whether the em-
phasis is placed on the intrinsic functioning of the body as an
organism, which leads to the macrobiotic cult of health, or on the
appearance of the body as a perceptible configuration, the ’physi-
que’, i.e. the body-for-others. Everything seems to suggest that the
concern to cultivate the body appears, in its most elementary form,
i.e. as the cult of health, often implying an ascetic exaltation of
sobriety and dietetic rigour, among the lower middle classes, i.e.

among junior executives, clerical workers in the medical services
and especially primary-school teachers, who indulge particularly
intensively in gymnastics, the ascetic sport par excellence since it
amounts to a sort of training (askesis) for training’s sake.

Gymnastics or strictly health-oriented sports like walking or jog-
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ging, which, unlike ball games, do not offer any competitive
satisfaction, are highly rational and rationalized activities. This is
firstly because they presuppose a resolute faith in reason and in the
deferred and often intangible benefits which reason promises (such
as protection against ageing, an abstract and negative advantage
which only exists by reference to a thoroughly theoretical referent);
secondly, because they generally only have meaning by reference to
a thoroughly theoretical, abstract knowledge of the effects of an
exercise which is itself often reduced, as in gymnastics, to a series of
abstract movements, decomposed and reorganized by reference to
a specific and technically-defined end (e.g. ’the abdominals’) and is
opposed to the total movements of everyday situations, oriented
towards practical goals, just as marching, broken down into
elementary movements in the sergeant-major’s handbook, is op-
posed to ordinary walking. Thus it is understandable that these act-
ivities can only be rooted in the ascetic dispositions of upwardly
mobile individuals who are prepared to find their satisfaction in ef-
fort itself and to accept - such is the whole meaning of their ex-
istence - the deferred satisfactions which will reward their present
sacrifice.

In sports like mountaineering (or, to a lesser extent, walking),
which are most common among secondary or university teachers,
the purely health-oriented function of maintaining the body is com-
bined with all the symbolic gratifications associated with practising
a highly distinctive activity. This gives to the highest degree the
sense of mastery of one’s own body as well as the free and exclusive
appropriation of scenery inaccessible to the vulgar. In fact, the
health-giving functions are always more or less strongly associated
with what might be called aesthetic functions (especially, other
things being equal, in women, who are more imperatively required
to submit to the norms defining what the body ought to be, not
only in its perceptible configuration but also in its motion, its gait,
etc.). It is doubtless among the professions and the well-established
business bourgeoisie that the health-giving and aesthetic functions
are combined with social functions; there, sports take their place,
along with parlour games and social exchanges (receptions, din-
ners, etc.), among the ’gratuitous’ and ’disinterested’ activities
which enable the accumulation of social capital. This is seen in the
fact that, in the extreme form it assumes in golf, shooting, and polo
in smart clubs, sporting activity is a mere pretext for select en-
counters or, to put it another way, a technique of sociability, like
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bridge or dancing. Indeed, quite apart from its socializing func-
tions, dancing is, of all the social uses of the body, the one which,
treating the body as a sign, a sign of one’s own ease, i.e. one’s own
mastery, represents the most accomplished realization of the

bourgeois uses of the body: if this way of comporting the body is
most successfully affirmed in dancing, this is perhaps because it is
recognizable above all by its tempo, i.e. by the measured, self-
assured slowness which also characterizes the bourgeois use of
language, in contrast to working-class abruptness and petty-
bourgeois eagerness.
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