Sport History and the History of Sport in North America

Mark Dyreson

The terms “sport history” and “history of sporteaoften used interchangeably to
describe analyses of the historical dimensionsadfiqular human practices. However, in
my humble estimation, they reveal two differentifacd two different pasts. They also
share a co-mingled present and an uncertain futdsepresident of the North American
Society for Sport History, an organization withare that reveals a connection to one of
the pasts but, in my experience, embraces theoflyistf sport” as well as “sport history,”
| have come to the conclusion that the distinctiosisveen the two are not merely
semantic and that understanding the peculiarifiemach are critical to grasping the
present conditions of the field and charting pathbust futures.

As a historian, | am condemned to begin my prasgsecn the present and my
prophecies regarding the future where historiansygs begin—in the past. The
chronicles of sport history and the history of $peveal two very different lineages.
Turning first to the history of sport, academicei@st in the subject can be dated to the
1917 publication by Frederic L. Paxson of an agtehtitled “The Rise of Sport” in what
was then théississippi Valley Historical Reviemow re-christened as tleurnal of
American History Paxson was a distinguished disciple of the reatheorist ofin-de-
siecleAmerican history, the frontier-thesis spoutingdéeck Jackson Turner who
codified the idea of American exceptionalism foSUacademics. Turner made the
frontier into the prime mover of every importantSJsocial institution and,
bewilderingly, at the very same moment pronounbedAmerican frontier as extinct.
Turner’s students made careers out of announcatghly had discovered “new
frontiers” to reanimate American civilization. Rax famously discovered in sport a
new frontier to keep America “young,” convenientinoring that modern sport had been
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aside, he does deserve recognition for identifgipgrt as a major agent of American
social change. Paxson credited sport with spartkiagera of progressive reform in
government and business, with making Americans rt@mperate in their consumption
of alcohol, more committed to the quest for “equgthts for all,” and even with the “real
emancipation” of women. Sport, Paxson, grandlyctared, would “inspire a new
Americanism for a new century.”

Setting aside, for the moment, the credibilityPaixson’s extravagant claims for
sport as a progressive agent of social change pRagghe first professional American
historian to make the study of sport essentiahéounderstanding of American history.
He proclaimed that “no one can probe national attarapersonal conduct, public
opinion” nor any other important dimension of cang®rary American civilization
without taking into account the “rise of spoit.”

Academic historians promptly ignored Paxson’siclacall for the study of sport
for the next sixty years.Not until the 1970s did scholars in history dated
departments such as American studies produce etjolos of sport in substantial
numbers. When they did, they harkened back todPéxgrand claims of the power of
sport in reforming American life as they explainedheir colleagues in the plaintive
apologia introducing their sporting tomes why thre studying matters most members
of their profession dismissed as trivial and caféding topics. From the “founders” of
the new American sport history such as Jules Tygahdy Roberts, Steven Riess,
Melvin Adelman, Richard Crepeau, Benjamin RadeleAlGuttmann, and Elliott Gorn
in the 1970s and the 1980s, to their intellectwagpny who sprouted in the last decade
of the twentieth century and the early years oftthenty-first century (myself,
unfortunately, included) sermons decrying the neghé sport and thundering its far-
reaching significance, tempered by mournful pleatsm banish historians of sport from
the temple of academic history, were required ohictions to the burgeoning numbers of
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North American Society for Sport History (NASSH)datheJournal of Sport Historya
new venture launched in1972 not by those trainetademic departments of history but
in altogether different field®.

Academic sport history predates the history ofispblore than thirty years
before Frederic Paxson discovered sport in Ameristory, one of the founders of the
academic field of physical education, Edward M.tiWatl, published a pioneering
historical volume entitle®hysical Education in American Colleges and Uniiters
(1886)! Hartwell held an M.D. and a Ph.D. in physiolodye developed a seminal
program in the study of human movement at JohnkidspJniversity and later
supervised physical education for the Boston pusgfwol systerfi. In 1885, a year
before he published his original history of phykeducation in the U.S., he helped to
found the American Association for the Advancenr®hysical Education (AAAPE).
The physical educators organized just a year #ftefounding of the American
Historical Association (AHAY? The two professional clans sprang to life ingheat
age rationalizing, bureaucratizing, and nationaiziknowledge work” in American
culture. The AAAPE and the AHA sought, with thigow guilds, to control their
domains, win the favor of governments and the gubind convince the nation that they
could foster progress and increase the generahregif

Hartwell, a sport, or more accurately, a physszhlcation historian, understood
how this new game worked. Hartwell's history hacbacrete and clear political
purpose. He used his histories to promote hid fald garner public and governmental
support. He employed the history of American & proclaim that the nation had
neglected the scientific study and rational edecatif the body. That negligence, he
warned, put the republic in petfl. His essays identified the failure to build instions to
train American bodies as a long-standing sociadblem. He wrote his histories to win
public support for physical education, to carve aplace in school curriculums for the
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the new knowledge domain of physical educationwit and his followers used
history to justify the need for a “scientific” afgarch to the problems of building a fitter,
healthier natiort?

Hartwell’s histories reveal much about the soca@istruction of knowledge in the
new science of human movement. These physicab#idncand sport histories
championed the importance of physical vigor in hamsacieties. These histories
claimed places for physical education in school @sltege curriculums. These histories
urged public support of physical education programByg connecting physical education
and sport to the histories of other “model” soesgtiespecially to ancient Greece, these
annals conferred legitimacy on modern practféeBorrowing voraciously, if not always
accurately, from Greek antiquity, physical educatwave invariably linked physical
fitness to social and moral welln€Ssin this effort, dubbed in the 1920s as the “new
physical education,” history has always playedarpnent role:®

Sport and physical education histories also seagea basic component in the
training of teachers—a common practice in Amerjpgadagogy-training programs. The
histories generated by physical educators det#iedrigins and development of the
basic canon, the fundamental research methodsrabtems, and the reigning paradigms
in the new field:” Institutional histories of early physical eduoatisport, and recreation
programs also served to foster a sense of pridglace for students of the new
discipline!®

This brief chronology of the origins of sport hist@nd the history of sport
reveals that while professional historians longleetgd the study of sport, scholars in
physical education built a foundation for the fieldhe emergence of the NASSH grew
on that foundation. Created in 1972 by sport higts from physical education
programs, or as they were increasingly reconfigumetat era, exercise science or
kinesiology departments, the NASSH has providedweh for scholars studying sport
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individual and 8 institutional, in the form of ldmies, historical societies, and other such
entities, members. At its individual high pointiB97 NASSH had 418 individual
members. The institutional high point was 1993 86 organizations joined. In the
most recent data set for membership (2006), NAS&H3T7 individual members and
452 institutional members. NASSH is currently imesty healthy position as a scholarly
society. Annual conferences have drawn approxima&0 presenters for the last
decade and the society enjoys a sound financialdation?® TheJournal of Sport
History, NASSH’s main public organ, has run behind schefud the last few years but
is (we hope!) on the road to catching up in the/vezar future.

NASSH quickly became a meeting ground for peopdenfa variety of
backgrounds and disciplines. The organization dednby sport historians opened its
arms to historians of sport. NASSH developed atare society that unites, at least
temporarily in once-a-year professor-fests, factittyn physical education and
kinesiology programs with scholars from traditiohadtory departments. Interested
researchers from other domains such as Americalestusociology, anthropology,
philosophy, and even the curious new realm of “sptudies,” also find commonweal at
NASSH.

If NASSH membership numbers are a bit down froehistoric highs of the
1990s, the first decade of the twenty-first centueig witnessed a period of solid
production from the scholars who comprise NASSHelinains a robust inter-and cross-
disciplinary clubhous&: The climate for research has never been moredai@ A
strong group of North American scholars produceskb@nd articles on a great variety
of topics. Many North American presses have sfditport and society” lists grounded
in historical approaches. The number of journalotied to sport history and to the
history of sport have multiplied while more gendrisitorical journals routinely publish
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current publications. Sport history and historypbrt courses litter American and
Canadian universitieg.

Still, just below the surface of this beneficentieonment lurk some troubling
signs. History departments have not yet begurréfaculty for “history of sport”
positions, nor does it appear that they are mowirtgat direction. Kinesiology, exercise
science, and physical education departments ha\ge\ariety of reasons not been as
friendly in the last decade to those who invesédhe history of sport and related social
and cultural approaches to the study of human menefh

NASSH itself reflects some of the schisms thahsligerse home academic
locations inflict on a field of scholarly endeavddn one level, some of U.S. and
Canadian sport history and history of sport rempar®chial and disconnected from the
sport histories and histories of sport of otheramest and cultures. A prime example of
this neglect is the fact that while the North Anaan Society of Sport History draws an
impressive array of scholars from Canada, the @&l the rest of the world to its
membership, not a single scholar from Mexico, oinde three nations that inhabits
North America, is currently on the rolls. NASSHsheever had a conference in Mexico,
theJournal of Sport Historynas never published an article in Spanish, whigxigban
sport history and history of sport remain neglectgrics?*

The schisms run deeper than a neglect of one ot Monerica’s three nations.
Sport history and the history of sport represeng, fandamental level, distinct domains.
NASSH has been a mostly happy club for both groapstange anomaly given that in
the larger academic universe historians belonghiol@ound fraternity clustered among
the classic fields of liberal arts, the very folkavhave traditionally dismissed physical
education, even in its current reincarnation assimogy, as a trivial and un- or even
anti-intellectual pursuit. We gather and gab iatree harmony at NASSH but rarely

interact across disciplinary lines when we retarour respective campuses.



At the risk of making a “post-modern turn,” a bftautobiography might
illuminate my peculiar sensitivity to my distinctidoetween sport history and the history
of sport. | took my graduate training in the higtdepartment at the University of
Arizona from 1981 to 1989. | conceived of mysatid my mentors conceived of me, as
a young scholar with a modicum of potential in file&ds of modern U.S. intellectual,
cultural, and social history, who, depending orrthmits of their embrace of
“diversity,” had a strange, indeed, for some alfligscination with sport—deadly at least
to my career prospects if not my corporeal exisgternithey, and I, understood my focus
as the history of sport, an endeavor some thouigidltor misguided, but still, in their
minds and my own, committed to exploring the gramérsections between sport and
history. My goal was to illuminate broader histatidimensions of the human
experience and not to learn more about sport—ajtmhaufew of my mentors actually
accepted the latter as a necessary evil for myagmaus, if addled, commitment to
launch myself into what they perceived as a very sebdiscipline sprouting in the
historical fields over which they zealously stoathgl. A few of them had heard of,
though never actually read, the early exploreithisfnew world of the history of sport.
They occasionally dropped the names of Allen Guttmdules Tygiel, Randy Roberts,
Elliott Gorn, Steven Riess, Bill Baker, or Rich&deapeau, in their efforts show interest
in my project.

In 1988, near the end of my graduate career, ecacnoss th@ournal of Sport
History in the University of Arizona library and learnefitioe NASSH graduate student
essay contest. | cobbled together an essay freaepiof a few dissertation chapters and
sent off an entry. 1did not win but did garnee tiotice of one of the judges who
shepherded my essay into the first publication pfyoung career. Too timid, and too
traumatized by my brief encounters with the prafesat the mega-conferences of the
American Historical Association and the Organizatd American Historians, | failed to
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attend the 1988 NASSH conference. The next ydarished my dissertation and dashed
off another essay to the NASSH graduate studerntesbnSomehow, | won the
competition, which included a trip to the NASSH fayence to present the essay. In the
process | discovered a new scholarly world. Theddvorbited the intersection between
the history of sport and sport history.

For the next decade | wandered betwixt the twddgorl initially taught in
history departments but eventually earned a paséa sport historian in a kinesiology
department and became merely an affiliate membarhidtory department. Since that
kinesiology department has a powerful internatioepltation, and because | somehow
was elected the president of NASSH, | found mysteéngely appointed to key positions
in organizing the discipline of kinesiology. Thiusit as an original member of the board
of governors of the nascent American Kinesiologgdtsatiori®, regarded not as a
historian who studies sport but as a sport histagi@mong the sport psychologists, sport
sociologists, sport philosophers, sport managemsfadtrators/marketers, physical
educators, athletic trainers, and myriad variadfesport scientists (exercise
physiologists, biomechanists, motor controllerséwtrists, etc.) that comprise the
polyglot little universities within universitiesahare currently springing up as
kinesiology departments in so many institutionsigher education in North America
and around the world. At my home university | fingself at the center of a new sport
studies consortium that seeks to redistributerthamerable varieties of kinesiologists
into a strange new variant by sprinkling the sctwlaterested in sport into departments
spread all over the campus rather than into ongegwi unit. With the various schisms
comes a special richness. Having so many diseplinterested in sport chums the
academic waters.

My abnormal career path has forced me to becokieesiologist as well as a
historian, or at least a sport historian as wel &sstorian sport. | have begun to grapple

what that means, although VO2 Maximum remains afuitystery as | remain uncertain



whether it represents a brand of shampoo or a fuedtal measurement of human
physiology. Having feet in both domains requirestmfocus on the particular histories
of various forms of human physical activity, espdgisport, physical education,
recreation, the human biomedical sciences, andrtsmwnicate with fellow scholars and
with graduate and undergraduate students aboutlese histories shed light on the
nature, meaning, and practice of physical activityhas also clarified for me some of the
differences between the history of sport and spistory.

Some of the differences between these two donzainsideed merely semantic,
representing pride in ties to graduate trainingpgarticular patches of academic turf.
Sport history and the history of sport share medhagles, subjects, sources, tools,
audiences, and even canons. The divergence betheé&no domains resides in how
they perceive their contributions to the largerdsraic discourses that swirl through
expert and lay communities. As a historian of sddrave tried to explain how
American ideas about sport in the Progressive IErainated larger issues in the history
of the modern U.S., from the nature and practigeatifical and social reform to the role
of class, race, and gender in shaping culturemihat vantage, | could comment, in the
much-qualified manner of an academic, on the lamgesinings of sport in human
societies. As a sport historian, however, | arodrtain ways commanded to do the
opposite. Students and colleagues are far mogeested in the nature of sport and other
forms of physical activity in human societies tliay are in the particularities of
historical experience. They are neither familighwor interested in the nuances of
progressive historiography though they are keemirested in the invention of
basketball. In contrast, students and colleaguésstory possess an inverted
perspective, eager to speculate on how the invenfidasketball illumines
progressivisnt’

For historians of sport, history itself is the tsttual shroud with which they seek

to envelop their enterprises. Their work flows olithe broader intellectual projects of



the historical profession and seeks to return htmamnimate and amplify scholarship in
history. Sport historians serve different intesesiluman movement rather than history
represents their home turf. They must connect different paradigms and different
audiences.

Semantic differences litter this divide but theatgence is not merely semantic. |
am now both a historian of sport and a sport hisstofthough some might say that |
possess little skill in either field). | reguladypeak my historian’s training into my
classes, pushing students to consider how racrardics on playing fields illuminate the
larger history of race relations in the U.S. arfteoinations. At the same time, since | am
housed in a science-driven kinesiology departmagtstudents need me to serve them as
a sport historian, especially a sport science h&tpand to ask them to reconsider
notions that race is a scientific fact written umtan biology that represents a causal
force in the human physical abilities—a perspedtie still shapes some of the science
they learrf’

NASSH can have a vibrant future if it remains theeting ground, or the
“frontier” to use the Turnerian metaphor, betweles istory of sport and sport history.
The withdrawal of either group would threaten theife of the organization. So too,
would the failure to recognize that though theyrsleagreat deal, they often speak to
different congregations. Let me close by bowinth®new reflexivity commandment in
“the field"—pun intended® These claims about sport history and the histésport arise
from my personal history. | have a political staie a NASSH officer, in keeping the
disparate factions of the field together. | havemeeer-stake in fostering the growth of
the field to provide jobs for my graduate studeriteave a professional stake in arguing
that the two factions make for a healthier whotesil have one foot in history and one
foot in kinesiology. My reflexive disclosure endgh the observation that in straddling

these two worlds | have adopted the guise of aetoporary American president,
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appearing as a “uniter not a divider.” | am natwever, as my academic dancing

betrays, much of a “decider.”
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23 For an overview of the current state of kinegiglsee Karl Newell, “Kinesiology
Challenges of Multiple AgendasQuest59 (February 2007): 5-24; Jerry R. Thomas,
Jane E. Clark, Deborah L. Feltz, R. Scott Kretchrdames R. Morrow, Jr., T. Gilmour
Reeve, Michael G. Wade, “The Academy Promotes,iesdnd Evaluates Doctoral
Education in Kinesiology,Quest59 (February 2007): 174-194; Roberta Rikli,
“Kinesiology: A ‘Homeless’ Field: Addressing Orgaation and Leadership Needs,” 58
(August 2006): 287-309.

24 Mexico has received some attention from schatatise Journal of Sport History
Mary Lou LeCompte, “The Hispanic Influence on thisthry of Radio,”Journal of

Sport Historyl2 (spring 1985): 21-38; Gary Kuhn, “Fiesta analsEos: Balloon Flights
in Nineteenth-Century MexicoJournal of Sport Historyl3 (summer 1986): 111-118;
Joseph L. Arbena, “Sport Development and Mexicatiddalism,” Journal of Sport
History 18 (fall 1991): 350-364Villiam Schell, Jr., “Lions, Bulls, and BaseballolGnel
R.C. Pate and Modern Sports Promotion in Mexidoyirnal of Sport Historg0 (fall
1993): 259-275; David G. LaFrance, “Labor, the &tahd Professional Baseball in
Mexico in the 1980s,Journal of Sport Historg2 (summer 1995): 111-134; Richard V.
McGehee, “The Dandy and the Mauler in Mexico: Deaypet. al., and the Mexico City
Press, 1919-1927Journal of Sport Histor3 (spring 1996): 20-33; Mark Dyreson,
“The Foot Runners Conquer Mexico and Texas: Endr&acing)ndigenisme and
Nationalism,”Journal of Sport Histor1 (Spring 2004): 1-31.

> The new American Kinesiology Association was aiged in February of 2007 and
will be launched in the autumn of 2007. The orjinoard of governors includes
representation from the subdisciplinary areas wikimesiology. | garnered a position on
the board as the representative of sport history.

6 DyresonMaking the American Team

2" Confusing social data such as the percentag&frion Americans in the National
Basketball Association or National Football Leaguethe number of Olympic medals
won by ethnicity or race, with genetic data remainsll too common problem in studies
of race and sport, as Jon Entin€aboo: Why Black Athletes Dominate Sports and Why
We Are Afraid To Talk Abolit(New York: Public Affairs, 2000), illustratedzor

histories that illuminate this particular intersentof science and culture see John
HobermanpDarwin’s Athletes: How Sport Has Damaged Black Aozeand Preserved
the Myth of RacéBoston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997); David K. Wiggin “Great Speed
But Little Stamina:’ The Historical Debate Over BkaAthletic Superiority,”Journal of
Sport Historyl6 (summer 1989): 158-185; Patrick B. Miller, “TAratomy of Scientific
Racism: Racialist Responses to Black Athletic Acireent,”Journal of Sport History

25 (Spring 1998): 119-151; Mark Dyreson, “Ameriddaas About Race and Olympic
Races from the 1890s to the 1950s: Shattering Mytl&einforcing Scientific Racism?,”
Journal of Sport Histor28 (summer 2001): 173-215. See also, Jeffreyamr8ons, “A
Proportional and Measured Response to the Prowocatiat Is Darwin’s Athletes,
Journal of Sport Historg4 (Fall 1997): 378-388; and John Hoberman, “Hoot té
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MisreadDarwin’s Athletes A Response to Jeffrey Sammondgurnal of Sport History
24 (Fall 1997): 389-396.

28 For an outline of this new commandment see Boldik,Field 210-221.
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