
Sports Ethnography and Anthropology: Issues  
and Scopes-A Preliminary Overview

Preamble
Ethnography is the study of people in naturally occurring set-

tings or ‘fields’ by methods of data collection which capture their 
social meanings and ordinary activities, involving the research-
er participating directly in the setting, if not also the activities, in 
order to collect data in a systematic manner but without meaning 
being imposed on them externally [1]. The goal of ethnography is 
‘to communicate understandings about a culture which are held by 
members of the cultures themselves’ [2], Anthropology distinguish-
es itself from the other social sciences through the great emphasis 
placed on ethnographic fieldwork as the most important source of 
new knowledge about society and culture [3].

Defined in this way, it is one of the principal research methods 
in the social sciences (especially in Anthropology), and foremost 
in the repertoire of qualitative researchers. It is not one particu-
lar method of data collection but a style of research that is distin-
guished by its objectives, which are to understand the social and 
cultural meanings and activities of people in a given ‘field’ or set-
ting, and its approach, which involves close association with, and 
often participation in this setting. As such, ethnography has a dis-
tinguished career in the social sciences, including social -cultural 
anthropology.

Origin and Historical Genesis -A Brief Outline
Ethnography is qualitative research method which is originated 

in the field of Anthropology, where it was used to study cultures 
seen as, exotic, or unfamiliar in ‘the West’. The term ‘Ethnography’ is 
used to describe both the research style and the written product of 
that research activity [4]. The Chicago School of urban sociologists, 
who were prominent from the 1940s to 1960s and were committed 
to symbolic interactionism, has also had a seminal influence on the 
development of the ‘genre’ of sociological ethnography [4]. They 
helped to fix its focus on the micro community, subculture, or sub-
world. 

The aim of ethnography

The aim of ethnography is to comprehend the totality of the cul-
ture, group, social world or subculture being studied and hence it  
is finally considered as a mainstay of anthropological fieldwork as  

 
well as research. It endeavours to understand how people behave 
in their contexts as well as ‘natural settings’, and to construct the 
participants’ perspective(‘emic’) and make explicit their taken for 
granted assumptions [5]. Ethnographic studies involve in-depth 
and extended study. Although Participant Observation has been 
‘taken as the type-case of ethnographic procedures, [4], within eth-
nographic investigation a number of research techniques are em-
ployed including document analysis, participant observation, and 
in-depth interviews. It is worth mentioning that participant obser-
vation is the mainstay of anthropological ethnography [6-12].

Sports Ethnography and Anthropological Issues: A Brief 
Overview

In its simplest sense of the term, Sports Ethnography is nothing 
but the first hand study of sports as an aspect of society and culture 
or as a form of subculture. Over the past few decades ethnograph-
ic research has become popular in many fields of study, including 
sports studies. The Sociology of Sports Journal (special issue, 1997) 
was consisted of some excellent summaries of various sporting eth-
nographies. However, it is important to recognize that the mean-
ing and practice of ethnography, in sport as in other fields, varies 
considerably. As Silk [13] argued, a variety of different ‘approaches, 
schools, or sub-types exist’ under the ‘banner’ of ethnography and 
these are underpinned by different and often opposing theoretical, 
philosophical, epistemological and ontological assumptions. Thus, 
the genealogy of contemporary ethnography needs to be under-
stood as a ‘constant process of oppositions’ [13].

If we look back to the early work in sports (during the 1970s) 
in the symbolic interactionist tradition focused on cultural descrip-
tion, reflecting early anthropological work. But writers as well as 
ethnographers in this tradition did not place their findings in their 
broader social and historical contexts [14], nor did they explore the 
wider power relationships involved. In the 1980s and 1990s, sports 
sociologists adopted more contextualized ethnographic approach-
es to study different life worlds, subcultures, and identity practices 
and these ranged from football fans to golf, from climbing to skate-
boarding [15]; such a contextualizing approach attempts not just 
to understand cultural experience in its face to face production and 
location in time, it also wants to situate that interaction in the so-
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cial reproduction of relations of sports and society as a whole (Hol-
lands, 1985:17). In this context, Beals [15] gives a detailed review 
of the ways in which symbolic interactionism and cultural studies 
have been combined in critical ethnography.

Recent sub-cultural studies of sports, have integrated a critical 
cultural studies perspective with the rigorous documentation of 
interactions which generate symbolic meanings and identity [16]. 
Ethnographic work on deviance has been another productive line in 
sports research, generating numerous studies of the performance 
of masculinity in football fan cultures [17] as well as boxing (Sug-
den, 1996) and criminality among ticket scalpers [18] and sports 
media, addressing, for example, their institutionalized practices, 
the gendered nature of production and the consumption of sports 
media by audience.

It is worth mentioning at the end that the typical sports eth-
nography is still absent in Indian contexts, except the work of the 
present author in his Ph.D Thesis on Social-Cultural Study of Games 
in West Bengal, India (2002). Some stray anthropological observa-
tions on tribal sports [19] along with the contemporary rural and 
urban based modern sports and allied institutions have been ex-
plored by very few sociologists, historians, anthropologists, and 
folklorists. In this context, some Bengali novels as written by sports 
journalists cum authors (e.g. Mati Nandi, Rupak Saha) are mention-
able, namely, Koni (the story of a swimmer’s achievement), Stopper, 
Striker(auto ethnographic novels of soccer players of Bengali Hindu 
lower middle class families). These novels are the typical examples 
of interface between literary ethnography and sports ethnography 
[20-22] (Figure 1 & 2).

Figure 1: Sports in social-cultural anthropology.

Figure 2: Sports-ethnography-anthropology: interrelationship.

Therefore, in using ethnographic techniques, the sports 
ethnographers as well as social-cultural anthropologists are 
attempting to capture the meanings used and made by members 
of the culture to describe its sporting and physical activity as an 
important recreational aspect or pattern, like music and dance. 
Interviews involve the direct questioning of members of the culture 
being studied in order to hear about their sports and allied activities 
from an insider’s (‘emic’) perspective. As a means of complementing 
this approach and the information gleaned, ethnographers often 
employ participant observation (as in Anthropology) techniques, 
whereby they participate in on-going sports events of the culture as 
well as observe what is going on around sports events in a holistic 
perspective. As such, they adopt an outsider’s (‘etic’) perspective 
and orientation. In either case, they are searching for the meanings 
and functions of a culture’s sporting behavior and allied arenas in 
an integrated whole.
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