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Abstract
The cultural-scientific capital of sports researchers turns them into important arbiters 
of what is to count as a legitimate understanding of modern sport, and what is to be 
considered good and bad in sport. Drawing on the extensive work of Swedish sports re-
searchers in social sciences and humanities between 1970 and 2010, the aim of this paper 
is to present a succinct view of how modern sport is portrayed in this intellectual milieu. 
The aim is to find out what its ascribed characteristics and essential values are, and then 
to contextualize this understanding socially and historically. The theoretical point of de-
parture is the French cultural sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s writings on social classes and 
their different tastes for sport. Bourdieu’s views on upper-class cultural fractions, which 
in his view includes university teachers and researchers, and their aristocratic attitude 
towards physical activity is of particular interest. This attitude includes a general distaste 
for win-at-all-cost – ‘serious’ – competitions, and a specific distaste for sports with a pro-
nounced element of bodily contact such as boxing and football (soccer). According to the 
analysis presented here, this has also become the mainstream attitude among contempo-
rary sport researchers in Sweden. The competition-critical discourse that is pronounced 
among Swedish researchers has one root in the general left-wing critique of the competi-
tive market society prevalent in the 1970s, and another in specifically pedagogical ideas 
which claim that playful learning processes are always the most efficacious.

Key words: competitive sport, modern sport, play, physical activity, Swedish sport 
researchers, taste for sport, aristocratic taste
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Introduction

‘To compete is to live,’ proclaimed Victor Balck, one of the prominent 
figures in Swedish sport at the end of the 19th century, a period when 
modern sport became popular and spread throughout the country. 
However, not everyone shared his enthusiasm for competition and for 
the growth of independent, volunteer-driven sport clubs, which were 
not always controlled by individuals from the upper classes and which 
were being established at an accelerating pace. On the contrary, there 
was rather widespread criticism of the hysteria associated with sports re-
sults and of being sports-crazy in the British sense. Many from the rural 
populace, and leaders of the trade union and working-class movement, 
thought that the focus of modern sports on intense training, competi-
tions and spectacle was unwholesome – a deplorable feature of urbane 
luxury. Obsession with sports was also seen as an expression of hedo-
nistic values, without any positive effects on national health and morals. 
Not surprisingly, the national Swedish Church was more interested in 
the soul than the body, while cultural conservatives such as doctors and 
teachers preferred Ling Gymnastics with its roots in the beginning of the 
19th century and all-round outdoor activities. The opinions of doctors, 
acknowledged at the time as the legitimate experts in the field of physical 
activity, were especially important as the nation sought to understand the 
rapidly rising popularity of sports.1 
 Sixty to seventy years later, at the end of the 1960s, a new category 
of acknowledged experts on modern sport emerged: sport researchers 
working in Swedish universities. Their legitimacy was based in modern 
science, and they were part of a rapidly expanding university system. A 
growing interest among politicians in public health and how to imple-
ment what was labelled the ‘sport-for-all’ policy increased the value of 
and the need for academic experts in the field of physical activity (both 
within sport clubs and within the education system).2 
 The rich cultural-scientific capital of sport researchers and their conse-
quent reach and influence turned them into important arbiters of what 
was – and is – seen to count as a legitimate understanding of modern 
sport, and what is considered good and bad in sport. In this article I 
focus on Swedish sport researchers in social sciences and humanities 

1 Suzanne Lundvall, “From Ling Gymnastics to Sport Science: The Swedish School of 
Sport and Health Sciences, GIH from 1813 to 2013”, International Journal for the His-
tory of Sport (2015): 789–799.

2 Ibid.



THE ARISTOCRATIC TASTE FOR SPORT

3scandinavian sport studies forum | volume eight | 2017

(in Swedish “humanvetenskaperna”) and their work between 1970 and 
2010, concentrating especially on those dealing with sports for children 
and teenagers, one of the most important areas of sport research during 
this period. The aim of the article is to present a succinct description of 
how modern sport is portrayed by these researchers, to find out what its 
ascribed characteristics and essential values are, and then to contextualize 
this academic understanding socially and historically. This has involved 
a careful reading of sport science texts written by prominent researchers. 
I have used a discourse analysis method to attempt to identify key con-
cepts and establish how these are linked to overarching value systems. 
 Discursive understanding among academics typically has an unreflec-
tive, self-evident approach: one simply knows what the subject is about, 
basic concepts, statements and thesis-promoting reasoning are familiar, 
and these do not need to be explained or justified. This general compla-
cency is perhaps one reason why there seems to be so little inclination 
to scrutinize ourselves, in our roles as scientific experts, or to consider 
how academic and social positions are interlinked and reflected in our 
works (Alan Bairner’s study of sports sociologists as ‘public intellectuals’ 
in Northern Ireland is one of the few exceptions).3 My focus on sport 
researchers themselves is, then, somewhat unusual, in both the Scandi-
navian and international literature.4 
 The theoretical point of departure here is the work of the French cul-
tural sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, specifically his writings on social class-
es and their different tastes for sport. Of especial interest are his views 
on upper-class cultural fractions of the population and their distinctly 
‘aristocratic’ attitude towards physical activity. Historically, this attitude 
included a general distaste for meritocratic, win-at-all-cost competitions, 
and a specific distaste for sports that involve a pronounced degree of 
bodily contact, such as boxing and football.

3 Alan Bairner, “Sport, Intellectuals and Public Sociology: Obstacles and Opportuni-
ties”, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 44(2–3) (Summer 2009): 115–130. 

4 This statement is based on my reading of Swedish and international sport research 
written in Swedish, Norwegian, Danish and English.
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Taste for sport

According to Pierre Bourdieu, modern sport should be viewed as a spe-
cific field. He addresses sport in two articles written around 1980,5 and 
sport also plays a role in his synthetic work Distinction (1979), which 
contains a comprehensive mapping and analysis of French consumption 
patterns and lifestyles. Distinction’s primary purpose is to demonstrate 
how cultural practices, such as book-reading and dining habits, the play-
ing of sports and outdoor activities in general, have distinction values, 
and to show that these have a social differentiation function. The idea 
that a taste for something simultaneously involves distaste for something 
else is central: taste, in short, has a relational foundation. 
 In Distinction, Bourdieu’s analyses revolve around the positions of the 
social space (he offers, in other words, a class analysis based on profes-
sion, income, wealth, etc.) and how these co-vary with ‘the space of life-
styles’ as consumption fields. The dominant positions within the social 
space belong to those with major economic and cultural capital, and so 
among the pre-eminent here are France’s business leaders and university 
and upper-secondary school teachers.6 The former, who belong to the 
dominant class fraction by virtue of their significant economic – rather 
than cultural – capital, prefer tennis, golf and water skiing, while uni-
versity and upper-secondary school teachers – possessors of considerable 
cultural capital – prefer activities such as hiking, swimming and cycling. 
In the lower half of the social space, among the ‘dominated’, are various 
categories of workers; these groups prefer to play football and rugby, but 
also watch sport on television. The analytical basis is that a supply fulfils a 
social demand; that is, agents with habitus. Both the supply and demand 
are products of history: the supply as a result of structuring structures, 
and habitus as acquired dispositions, which, at the same time, through 
the agents’ practices, either reinforce or restructure existing structures. 
The two systems, the space of lifestyle and the social space, meet in and 
through individuals’ habitus. 
 Bourdieu’s description of modern sport’s emergence and establish-
ment as a distinct field, details how this involved the approval of various 

5 Pierre Bourdieu, “Programme for a Sociology of Sport”, in Pierre Bourdieu, In Oth-
er Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology (Cambridge, 1990); Pierre Bourdieu, 
“Sport and Social Class”, Social Science Information 17(6) (1978): 819–840. 

6 These occupational categories should be understood as social positions in a system 
of relationships and not as ideal-typical, caricature-like descriptions of empirical phe-
nomena.
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social elites and the promotion of pre-modern popular physical games, 
tests of strength and military exercises to the status of socially edifying 
sport. One important step towards an autonomous field of sport (rela-
tively speaking) was taken with the emergence of sports organizations 
and their subsequent rise to increasingly powerful positions. 
 In parallel with the establishment of sport as a field, doctors, teach-
ers and others from the dominant class fraction with significant cultural 
capital discussed the value of modern sport and its correct execution. 
The debate was cleanly split: on opposite sides of the argument stood an 
aristocratic (ascetic) sports ideal that emphasized values such as fair play, 
amateurism, aesthetics and moderation, and a meritocratic sports ideal 
that emphasized achievement, goals, optimal performance and enter-
tainment. The first ideal was supported by the upper-class fraction with 
significant cultural capital, while the second was supported by the upper-
class fraction with significant economic capital and the corresponding frac-
tion within the middle class. Popular conceptions and ideals about sport 
certainly existed alongside these differentiated upper-class tastes in sport, 
but they had no significant influence. 
 Bourdieu treats sports as ‘popular’ or ‘bourgeois’ throughout, both 
historically and in his contemporary analyses.7 This approach relates to 
sport as a collective activity based on class habitus, where similar social 
origins give rise to similar tastes in sport. The popular groups prefer in-
dividual sports such as wrestling and boxing and team sports such as 
football and rugby. These and similar sports are viewed with distaste by 
the dominant class. One reason for this is the simple commonness of 
these particular sports, which renders them uninteresting as tools of so-
cial distinction. Another reason for the dominant class’s social repudia-
tion is the close bodily practices and the integrated elements of struggle 
and comparison involved.8 
 Popular sports of this sort are sharply contrasted with bourgeois 
sports such as golf and gymnastics. Gymnastics in particular is described 
by Bourdieu as ‘the ascetic sport par excellence since it amounts to a sort 
of training (askesis) for training’s sake. Gymnastics or strictly health-ori-
ented sports like walking or jogging, which, unlike ball games, do not 

7 It should be mentioned that this quite crude analysis of class and sport primarily 
relates to the analysis of sport and consumption patterns in Distinction and the two 
sport-specific articles that I have referenced. Some later publications, particularly 
among those written by some of Bourdieu’s colleagues who studied sport empiri-
cally, include more sophisticated analyses of sport, body and class. See, for example, 
Loïc J. D. Wacquant Body & Soul: Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer (New York, 2004). 

8 Bourdieu, 1978, 837.
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offer any competitive satisfaction, are highly rational and rationalized 
activities.9 Bourgeois sports are often individual and do not require in-
teraction with anyone else; they can also be socially exclusive in vari-
ous respects, a result of the heavy time expenditure and financial costs 
involved. Interest in the body, which can manifest itself as a ‘hygienic 
health cult’, is especially common among the middle class. This can take 
the form of ascetic, disciplined work with one’s own body, an individual 
project spanning multiple years. However, the diametric opposite to this 
also exists; this may seem confusing, but it is an expression of upper-class 
heterogeneity – a more relaxed attitude that emphasizes physical well-
being as a goal in its own right. For the same reasons, participation in 
sports competitions with a win-at-all-cost social frame is often rejected 
because, as Bourdieu writes in Distinction, these ‘are incompatible with a 
lofty idea of the person’.10 Affiliation with the upper class and its tastes in 
sport leads to an exaggerated lack of interest when it comes to personal 
participation in ‘serious’ sports competitions. At the same time, modern 
sport and its competitions could be viewed with inquisitive interest, just 
like any other popular spectacle. For some individuals and groups from 
among the upper class, explicit support for modern sport and its events 
were also likely to be part of a power-political strategy with populist 
overtones.
 In Distinction, Bourdieu also discusses how the aristocratic sport‘s 
ideological position manifested itself in the 1960s and 1970s, by which 
time competition had become firmly entrenched. However, according 
to Bourdieu, competition, if it is to occur at all, should have a playful, 
improvised setting. ‘Moderation’ is the key word; victory is welcome, 
but absolutely not at any cost and not at the cost of too serious an ap-
proach, either. Bourdieu exemplifies this through what he terms ‘Groovy 
football’: 

Competitiveness isn’t entirely ruled out, but we’re a long way from the 
fanaticism of ‘pro’ teams. In fact, the people who come along to kick 
the ball aren’t out there to win at all costs, given that there are no prizes, 
it’s rarely the same teams, the length of the match is very elastic, and the 
scoring is very approximate (to within a goal or two). And when one 

9 Ibid. 839.
10 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (London/New 

York: Harvard University Press, 1984), 214. For a similar point of view, although 
not using the concept of ‘aristocratic taste’, see Paul Gilchrist & Belinda Wheaton, 
“Lifestyle Sport, Public Policy and Youth Engagement: Examining the Emergence of 
Parkour”, International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics 3(1) (2011): 109–131.
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team is obviously stronger, you balance it out by ‘transferring’ play-
ers between the two teams…. It’s far cry from the gamesmanship they 
teach you most of the time at school.11 

Bourdieu’s work proved to be influential: since the 1980s sport research-
ers around the world have used his theoretical tools in order to study 
sporting practices. Many studies have essentially confirmed the results 
he set out in Distinction,12 although there are also critics, or those who 
see the need for modifying Bourdieu’s analyses of the relations between 
social class and the choice of sport.13 Of particular interest to this article 
are those studies that have illuminated the two upper-class fractions’ di-
verse sporting practices and views on what is to be considered legitimate 
sport and legitimate use of the body. One example is Olivier Hobian’s 
study of mountaineering in France, which he sees as ‘essentially an aristo-
cratic sport’.14 Another researcher of relevance here is Carl Stempel, who 
undertook an analysis of adult sport participation in the US. Stempel’s 
main finding is that many sports at that time – data for the study was 
from 1998 – were class exclusive in accordance with Bourdieu’s theory.  

The dominant classes use strenuous aerobic sports, moderate levels 
of weight-training, and competitive sports that restrict direct physical 
domination and/or are aerobically strenuous, in order to draw bound-
aries between themselves and the middle and lower classes. Competi-

11 Ibid. 219.
12 See e.g. Jeroen Scheerder, Bart Vanreusel, Marijke Taks, Roland Renson, “Social 

Sports Stratification in Flanders 1969–1999”, International Review for the Sociology of 
Sport 37(2) (2002): 219–245; Gerbert Kraaykamp, Marloes Oldenkamp, Koen Breed-
veld, “Starting a Sport in the Netherlands: A Life-Course Analysis of the Effects of 
Individual, Parental and Partner Characteristics”, International Review for the Sociology 
of Sport 48(2) (Winter 2012):153–170; Jessica Lee, Doune Macdonald, Jan Wright, 
“Young Men’s Physical Activity Choices: The Impact of Capital, Masculinities, and 
Location”, Journal of Sport & Social Issues 33 (2009): 59–77; Ruud Stokvis, “Social 
Stratification and Sports in Amsterdam in the 20th Century”, International Review for 
the Sociology of Sport 47 (Winter 2011): 511–525; Nina Kahma, “Sport and Social Class: 
The Case of Finland”, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 47 (Winter 2010): 
113–130; Katie Fitzpatrick, “Obesity, Health and Physical Education: A Bourdieuean 
Perspective”, Policy Futures in Education 9(3) (2011): 353–366.

13 For a discussion of the critique, see Brice Lefèvre, Fabien Ohl, “Consuming Sports: 
Distinction, Univorism and omnivorism”, Sport in Society 15 (January 2012): 44–63. 
For an overview of the more general critique of Bourdiues’ cultural sociology and its 
refutation, see for example David Gartman “The Strength of Weak Programs in Cul-
tural Sociology: A Critique of Alexander’s Critique of Bourdieu, Theor Soc 36 (2007): 
381–413.    

14 Olivier Hobian, “Sociogenesis of a Social Field. The Cultural World of Mountaineer-
ing in France from 1870 to 1930”, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 41(3–4) 
(2006): 339–355.
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tiveness and demonstrating the ‘will to win’ within ‘civilized’ constrains 
on physical domination appear to be an important secondary principle 
of distinction. The evidence also support a gendered ‘ascetic vs luxury’ 
divide between the culturally and economically weighted fractions of 
the dominant classes.15   

Swedish sports research in social sciences and 
humanities  

Swedish sports research in social sciences and humanities developed and 
became established in the 1970s and 1980s, and took a quantitative leap 
in the 1990s when there was a significant increase in the number of doc-
toral theses and research projects. The most important research settings 
developed at universities and colleges in Stockholm, Gothenburg and 
Umeå, where the first professorships of sport were also established in the 
1980s. These institutions had physical education academic programmes, 
and many sports researchers were involved in these and in the work of 
designing the programmes. It is worth pointing out here for contextual 
purposes that Sweden has a long tradition of physical education with an 
emphasis on pedagogy, starting with the establishment of Gymnastiska 
Centralinstitutet (GCI) in Stockholm 1813.16

 Seventy-seven doctoral theses with subjects related to sport were com-
pleted in Sweden between 1970 and 2007. Sixty-one of these were com-
pleted after 1990, a remarkable figure which graphically illustrates the 
growth of sports research in the last few decades. A little less than half 
(37) of these 77 were doctoral theses in pedagogy, while history came in 
second place with 14 followed psychology with ten theses. It is notewor-
thy that only five theses related to sport were presented in the subject 
of sociology, an otherwise popular subject in Swedish universities and 
colleges. The pattern is similar for published articles related to sport – a 
strong dominance of the subject by pedagogy, followed by history, psy-
chology and sociology.17 

15 Carl Stempel, “Adult Participation Sports as Cultural Capital: A Test of Bourdieu’s 
Theory of the Field of Sports”, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 40(4) 
(2005): 411.

16 GCI was founded by Pehr Henrik Ling, later rebranded as Gymnastik- och idrott-
shögskolan (The Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences). See Lundvall, 2015.

17 Joakim Åkesson, Idrottens akademisering. Kunskapsproduktion och kunskapsförmedling 
inom idrottsforskning och högre idrottsutbildning (Örebro, Örebro universitet, 2010).
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 Sports pedagogy research has examined, in particular, how sports – in-
cluding sports within the educational system – have influenced children’s 
and young people’s values and understanding of the body, performance 
and gender. In the last 10 years, ethnicity has been added to this list. 
Since the 1970s, there has consistently been a more or less self-evident 
ambition of helping to realise the overarching, official sport-for-all policy 
in Sweden through research and education efforts in sports pedagogy.18

 Before the mid-1980s, sports research in social sciences and humani-
ties in Sweden had a strong empirical orientation: pedagogues analysed 
the sports habits and attitudes of subjects practising sport, psychologists 
studied achievement and motivation factors and historians examined 
how sport has developed since the late 19th century.19 In the 1980s, a 
more theoretical and problematizing ambition emerged among research-
ers. Sport development started to be related to different stage theories 
– for example sport during feudalism and capitalism – at the same time 
as it became the subject of profound class and gender analyses. Theoreti-
cians such as Allen Guttmann, Norbert Elias, Michel Foucault, Pierre 
Bourdieu and Judith Butler became important points of inspiration and 
reference for many researchers working in the field.20 Yet even with the 
central role played by these international influences in theory formation, 
Swedish sports researchers remained working largely within the national 
context and were not very active on the international sports research are-
na.21 

Sport for all

The Swedish Sports Confederation (SSC, Riksidrottsförbundet) was es-
tablished in 1903. Since then, it has been the umbrella organization for 
the majority of tax-funded organized sports in Sweden. The SSC is com-
posed of 71 different sports associations (April 2016). In turn, the various 
national associations have regional organizations based on geographi-
cal divisions within Sweden. This means that all of Sweden’s approxi-
mately 20,000 sports clubs belong to the SSC (if accepted as members, 

18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Jonny Hjelm, Idrott, tävling och allvar. En kritisk granskning av svensk idrottsforskning, 

(Malmö studies in Sport Sciences, vol. 18, Malmö, Idrottsforum.org, 2015): 87–92.
21 Alan Bairner, “What’s Scandinavian about Scandinavian sport?”, Sport in Society 13(4) 

(2010): 734–743.  
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of course). The SSC have a little less than three million members, and 
most sports activities are managed by volunteer leaders – about 650,000 
people out of a total population of about ten million. The SSC repre-
sent a popular, voluntary movement with a representative democratic 
structure, from the bottom – the sport clubs – to the top. The primary 
function of the individual 71 national associations is the formation of 
policy and the implementation of decisions upon rules and regulations 
and systems of organized competition. The actual sporting events take 
place in local clubs, apparently independent of control from the centre, 
but remaining firmly within the framework of the centrally determined 
system of rules.22

 The background to the situation outlined above is worth discussing 
in brief. By around the mid-20th century, record chasing and ranking 
based on performance had become uncontested and accepted control-
ling principles in the structure of sports clubs. By that time, the experts 
connected to the upper-class fractions possessed of cultural capital (doc-
tors, teachers, Ling Gymnastic representatives) mentioned earlier had 
long since lost the ‘battle’ begun in the late 19th century about what 
should be considered as ‘correct’ and health-supporting physical activi-
ties. Modern sport in Sweden and its institutions (the SSC and its clubs) 
had experienced increased support from politicians and the upper classes’ 
fractions with economic capital during the period 1880–1950, and the val-
ues of some modern sports and practices, such as football, cross-country 
skiing and competitions, also found their way into the education system. 
Sport was all about training to perform better, and having one’s success 
acknowledged at competitions and by spectators. One winner and the 
rest losers – those were the simple terms of sports competitions. The 
underlying meritocratic principle closely matched attitudes among many 
leading social democratic and liberal politicians and industrial leaders,23 
and the basis of modern sport in Sweden seemed secure and unques-
tioned.
 However, from the 1940s onward, there was also a growing trend 
among businesses, insurance companies and politicians to support 
health-orientated sports that combined recreation and exercise. This was 
a reflection of a widespread concern that people would become unfit as 
a result of the improved standard of living. This interest and concern 
among politicians more or less forced the SSC to address the issue. Dur-

22 Nils Asle Bergsgard, Johan R Norberg, “Sports Policy and Politics – the Scandinavian 
Way”, Sport in Society 13(4), (2010): 567–582.

23 Hjelm, 2015, 35–39.
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ing the 1950s and 60s, there were various efforts undertaken by the SSC 
together with other stakeholders to combine recreation and exercise, and 
promote the benefit of both. 
 In 1969, the Swedish government official report Sport for All was pub-
lished.24 This represented the start of an increase in government commit-
ment towards and financial support for ‘non-elite sport’. Politicians be-
gan making decisions on future sports policy on the basis of this report. 
Sport for All was clearly based on the perspective of public health: sport 
was seen as a means to improve the health and well-being of the entire 
population, and this justified and led to the allocation of a huge increase 
in financial support for the sports movement. This policy offensive and 
the investments in non-elite sport, together with intensifying demands 
for equality, resulted in increasing numbers of women, teenagers and 
small children (7–12 years) becoming involved in sports clubs from 1970 
onwards. 

‘Competitive sports’  
– an inhuman cultural manifestation? 

Following their emergence as recognised experts in the 1960s, Swedish 
sports researchers quickly began expressing forceful views on how sport 
should be designed in schools and sports associations. Competition in 
sport came into focus. At a conference in 1970 on the subject of physical 
education in schools, the pedagogue Lars-Magnus Engström emphasized 
that ‘We must make all pupils succeed. We have so far failed to do that’. 
Another researcher, the psychologist Torbjörn Stockfelt, wanted more 
‘exercises free of competition’, since he felt that people stopped practising 
sport when they ‘are no longer competitive’.25 Engström’s doctoral the-
sis (1975) stated that from a public health perspective competitive sports 
were a relatively uninteresting phenomenon, and he advocated efforts, 
both in the educational system and in association-based sports, that were 
aimed at physical activities where the ‘recreative elements’ were promi-
nent and adapted to individuals. ‘It would thus be possible for young 
people to join an association or a comparable organisation in order to 

24 As part of the long-standing tradition of detailed report-writing by government in 
Sweden. Reports such as Sport for All are used as sources of knowledge in political 
processes and decision-making in the parliament.

25 These quotations are taken from the Swedish journal (for teachers in physical educa-
tion), Tidskrift i Gymnastik, no. 2 1970 (Engström) and no. 1 1972 (Stockfelt). 
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learn a skill and not primarily to compete with others by means of this 
skill.’26

 Some years later similar criticisms of competitive sports were formu-
lated by other pedagogues. One doctoral thesis stated that there was soli-
darity in sport but that this was in opposition to ‘serious’ competitive 
activities. Losing risked adversely impacting a person’s self-esteem and 
experience of their own identity. Competition was claimed to encour-
age and support aggressiveness, violence and an individualistic mentality. 
‘Sharply worded I would like to claim that it is a picture of a human be-
ing as an asocial being that emerges here.’27 The researcher recommend-
ed that the sports movement and Sweden’s politicians should upgrade 
pleasurable, ‘expressive’ sporting activities. Another doctoral thesis in 
pedagogy criticized the mechanical view of human beings that existed in 
association-based sports and challenged that this was allowed to charac-
terize school sports: ‘There are not many activities in schools or in leisure 
time that on different levels can have such excluding effects and hence 
negative experiences as sport.’28 

What are competitive sports?

Swedish sports researchers’ critical analyses of ‘competitive sports’ and 
their practical effects on children and young people continued in the 
1980s, at the same time as the more theorising tendency alluded to above 
manifested itself. A recurring problem was the question of how sport 
should be defined, and how this overarching concept was related to the 
often-used term competitive sports.
 In the 1970s, competitive sports and related concepts such as ‘modern 
sports’ and ‘modern competitive sports’ were used quite freely as syn-
onyms without ever being closely defined or having a theoretical basis. 
The overall concept was a general one, taken from the everyday language 
used to illustrate and describe a development from the late 19th century 
onwards with more and more new sports where organised competitions 
were frequent. However, this atheoretical attitude was abandoned in the 

26 Lars-Magnus Engström, Fysisk aktivitet under ungdomsåren (Stockholm, Stockholms 
universitet, 1975), 45. (My translation to English, which is the case for all quotes from 
non-English articles and books.)

27 Hans Brunnberg, Begreppet idrott hos människor inom idrotten (Pedagogiska institu-
tionen, Stockholms universitet, 1976), 52–53.

28 Bert Aggestedt, Ulla Tebelius, Barns upplevelser av idrott (Acta Universitatis Gothobur-
gensis, Gothenburg, 1977), 206.
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1980s, when many Swedish sports researchers, not least sport historians, 
were being influenced by theories of formation that had developed inter-
nationally; viewed from this perspective, sport was problematized on the 
basis of various societal development and stage theories. These theories 
paid attention to such ideas as the connections between the demands of 
the capitalist factory system for measurability, achievements and disci-
plining, and the similar phenomena existing in modern sports.29

 One theory in particular was widely adopted, namely the one launched 
by the historian Allen Guttmann. Guttmann’s description of ‘modern 
sports’, or, as they came to be called in Swedish, ‘competitive sports’ [täv-
lingsidrott], became a frequent point of departure for many studies.30 The 
translation caused a significant shift of meaning; the concept of modern 
sports was more comprehensive than competitive sports, which focused 
on competition in a way that modern sports did not.  The inexact trans-
lation of Guttmann’s term meant that the somewhat narrower Swedish 
concept of competitive sports was integrated into the influential forma-
tion theories of the day, hence receiving greater scientific legitimacy and 
status.

Sports logicians and habitus

In parallel with the interest shown by historians in the emergence of 
competitive sports, sports pedagogues were attempting to distinguish 
between different forms of physical activity. This was partly about mani-
fest characteristics, for instance whether the physical activities were gov-
erned by rules and connected to the activities of sports organisations, 
and partly about more subjective and meaning-carrying characteristics 
related to the question of why people – consciously and unconsciously – 
chose certain types of physical activities. These researchers attempted to 
identify the different core values that existed in competitive sports, and 
sought to determine if people were attracted or repelled by these values. 
Those who were attracted were of research interest in terms of how the 
sporting values they had adopted influenced their broader outlook and 
system of values.

29 Hjelm, 2015, 87–98.
30 See e.g. Leif Yttergren, Täflan är lifvet. Idrottens organisering och sportifiering 1860–1898 

(Stockholm: Stockholmia förlag, 1996).



JONNY HJELM

14 scandinavian sport studies forum | volume eight | 2 017

 Lars-Magnus Engström was one of the most influential early research-
ers producing sports definitions and classification models; his work was 
commonly used by later research generations and students. He became 
a professor of education at Stockholm University in 1983 with sports re-
search as his speciality (this was considered the first sport professorship 
in Sweden), and he was the central figure in an expansive sports research 
environment over the following 20 years. As early as 1975, Engström had 
launched a theoretical model with six different forms of distinct physical 
activity. A few years later, in 1979, an expanded model with eight forms 
was presented; this was reduced in 1983 to five physical activity forms, 
and further reduced in 1989 to just three: competitive, keep-fit and rec-
reational sports. According to Engström, keep-fit and recreational sports 
were characterized by the practitioners’ aim of gaining better health and 
physical capacity and greater well-being. There were most often no of-
ficial rules or other binding agreements, and nor were there any ‘explicit 
competitive elements’. The decisive difference between keep-fit and rec-
reational sports was that keep-fit sports emphasized ‘wholesome’ values, 
while recreational sports emphasized what was ‘enjoyable’.31

 According to Engström, competitive sports had certain distinctive 
characteristics, such as an institutional affiliation and the requirement to 
follow rules and norms. This implied that ‘the individual must be adapt-
ed to sport and not the other way round, i.e. that the starting-point is not 
the individual’s needs and wishes’.32 The competitive athlete learned to 
regard the body as a means to attain success in competition with others. 
Engström stated that the competition and ranking of the participants on 
the basis of performance would ‘surely be experienced as brutal if they 
took place in other areas of our social life’. A competitive athlete without 
success stood out as uninteresting or, even worse, as ‘pathetic’.33 Com-
petitive sports also contributed to strengthening social class differences. 
But perhaps the most serious flaw was that competitive sports, according 
to Engström, did not fully respect the principle of the equal value of peo-
ple. Before a competition all the participants were equals, but afterwards 
the situation was different: ‘Since the winner of the competition is valued 
more highly than all the others, the competitors are valued differently 

31 Lars-Magnus Engström, Idrottsvanor i förändring (Högskolan för lärarutbildningen i 
Stockholm, Institutionen för pedagogik, 1989), 34.

32 Ibid. 43.
33 Ibid. 42.
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after the competition. In that sense, sports do not aim at people’s equal 
value.’34 
 Engström’s classification model from 1989 was followed by two more 
classification models. One, from 1999, consisted of seven practices in ‘the 
body exercise culture’: physical training, competition and ranking, play 
and recreation, challenge and adventure, training for skills, aesthetic ac-
tivities and movement and concentration training.35 In 2010 Engström 
presented his final model, which now consisted of (at least) ten sports 
logics – the concept of ‘logic’ having replaced practice. Just as in the 
model of 1989, the starting-point was the historical expansion and dif-
ferent phases of sport, and Bourdieu’s ‘reasoning about “the practices’ 
logic”’.36 According to the 1999 classification model, there were seven 
sports practices that carried meaning, regulating logics that character-
ized the individual’s habitus. Engström saw the creation of habitus in 
childhood and adolescence as of decisive importance for how individu-
als looked upon physical activity later in life. Those who had been in a 
specific sports practice and immersed in the appurtenant meaning-carry-
ing logic in this formative phase of their lives, came, later in life, to feel 
most at home in the same practice. In their lifetime, individuals could of 
course devote themselves to different practices where different principles 
for action and carrying of meaning dominated, but as Engström writes, 
‘there is quite often one practice that is superordinate in a person’s life’.37

 One of Engström’s practices, which was ascribed particular impor-
tance since it dominated the association-based sports for children and 
young people, was competition and ranking. Regarding the relationship 
between the practices of competition and ranking and ‘play and recre-
ation’, it was stated quite briefly that ‘ranking and competition are more 
important ingredients in modern sports than the element of play’.38 This 
theoretical point of departure implies that the practice of competition 
and ranking, the dominant practice in childhood and adolescence, also 
plays an important role in the practice of sports in adulthood, since peo-
ple (partly unconsciously) will seek forms of activity that harmonize with 
their habitus. This includes for instance adults who want to work as vol-
untary sports leaders. As sports leaders, they will work for and support 

34 Ibid. 109.
35 Lars-Magnus Engström, Idrott som social markör (HLS förlag, Stockholm, 1999).
36 Lars-Magnus Engström, Smak för motion. Fysisk aktivitet som livsstil och social markör 

(Stockholm, Stockholms universitets förlag, 2010). 
37 Engström, 1999, 36.
38 Ibid. 26.
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the dominant practice of competition and ranking found in association 
sports. It also includes people in older life who want to stay physically 
active in order to feel well, and who are looking for and taking advantage 
of age-adapted options, such as Nordic walking and stress-free skiing 
tours. Instead of taking advantage of these options, some people may fall 
into physical inactivity, since Nordic walking and skiing tours represent 
practices with logics that deviate from the one they grew up with (i.e. 
most often competition and ranking). Engström asserts that the physical 
inactivity of many elderly people may be linked to having taken part in a 
particular practice (logic) in their childhood and adolescence that in this 
sense can be described as counterproductive in the long term.39

Positive alternatives to competitive sports 

In their capacities as sports experts and teachers at the nation’s sports ed-
ucation departments, sports researchers who are critical of competition 
have worked to change the direction of Swedish sports. Their view is that 
the dominant position held by the practice of competition and ranking 
should be complemented or replaced with other practices whenever pos-
sible. There have been some fairly sharp criticisms of competitive sports 
formulated in terms of principle: for instance, in 2002 the pedagogue 
Olle Åhs wrote ‘competitive sports, i.e. the sports movement’s activities 
for children and young people may […] be regarded as an exponent of 
a prevailing individualistic value and belief system. In this belief system 
the winners raise their status, i.e. their human value, by defeating their 
competitors’.40

 A recurring critical view, expressed not least by Tomas Peterson, pro-
fessor of sports sociology, and the author of Sweden’s latest official gov-
ernment report about sport (presented in 2008), is that competition itself 
decreases the number of practitioners of sports. In the 2008 report, Peter-
son writes that Sweden’s sports associations have two partly incompat-
ible missions: on the one hand fostering the associations’ culture, which 
is about ‘many becoming more’, and on the other ‘fostering competi-

39 For a short English summary of Engström’s theoretical views and different practices/
logics, see Lars-Magnus Engström, “Who is Physically Active? Cultural Capital and 
Sports Participation from Adolescence to Middle Age: A 38-Year Follow-Up Study”, 
Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy 13(4) (October 2008): 319–343.

40 Olle Åhs, ”Idrott, människosyn och värdegrund”, in Pedagogiska perspektiv på idrott, 
eds Lars-Magnus Engström, Karin Redelius, 243 (Stockholm, HLS förlag, 2002).
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tion, [which] constitutes the logic of competition of “many becoming 
fewer”’.41 The statement about ‘many becoming fewer’ is not explained 
more precisely, but this is probably a manifestation of the old idea that 
those who participate in sports competitions and often lose stop taking 
part in sports. 
 Swedish sports researchers critical of competitive sports value play and 
‘spontaneous sport’ very highly (Engström’s practice/logics of ‘play and 
recreation’). Indeed, as early as the 1970s and 1980s, sports research ro-
manticized play, and demands that association-based sports for children 
and young people should contain more play were based on assumptions 
that this would reduce dropout and alienation from sport.42 The ideal-
ization of play and the positive attitude to spontaneous sports were fur-
ther strengthened in the 1990s and at the beginning of the 21st century, 
most likely due to the stronger position that the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child had gained in the previous 10 to 15 years. ‘More play’ 
in children’s sport – ‘playful sport’ – is wanted by sports researchers, and 
is described as a way of humanizing children’s sport and reducing the 
rate of dropout from sport generally. The dichotomy between play (non-
competition) and seriousness (sports competition) is frequently used; 
playful sport is described as less demanding and is considered facilitating 
learning and creativity; adult sport, however, is a problem, since it has 
made sport ‘too serious’. Spontaneous sports are described in the same 
positive way and are contrasted to competitive sports.43 A common as-
sertion is that children’s spontaneous sports do not contain any rank-
ing based on performance, and that everybody is allowed to participate 
based on their own ability and level of ambition.44 
 ‘Competing with oneself ’, instead of with others, is also emphasized 
as a good solution to alienation in sports and feelings of shortcomings 
in ability, not only for children and young people, but also for adults. 
This is based on the idea that the risk of disappointing performance, 
feelings of inferiority and low self-confidence will decrease if the ego is 

41 SOU 2008:59, Föreningsfostran och tävlingsfostran. En utvärdering av statens stöd till 
idrotten (Stockholm: Kulturdepartementet, 2008), 194.

42 For an early critical comment about the romantization, see Göran Patriksson, Idrot-
tens barn. Idrottsvanor, stress, ”utslagning” (Stockholm, 1987), 269. For a similar, critical 
view (at that time) on the ’idealization’ of play among sport researchers and others, 
see Douglas Booth ”The Consecration of Sport: Idealism in Social Science Theory”, 
The International Journal of the History of Sport 10(1) (April 1993): 1–19.

43 Hjelm, 2015, 121–135.
44 SOU 2008:59, 239–240.
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the point of comparison.45 A closely related view is seen in descriptions 
and analyses by sports researchers of new sports, sometimes referred to 
as lifestyle sports or extreme sports, which are often individual sports 
where the practitioners disassociate themselves from modern sports and 
their thoroughly organized competition activities. When the practitio-
ners themselves describe why they windsurf or skateboard, their explana-
tions resemble the values ascribed to ‘play and recreation’ and ‘outdoor 
life’. They emphasize sensual experiences such as speed and rhythm; ‘feel-
ings of flow’ are difficult to articulate, and winds, waves and concrete 
foundations are what should be mastered, not human opponents. It is 
an individual struggle against the elements of nature and goals set by 
oneself that make the activities meaningful. Empirical studies of these 
new sports do not fully confirm this view, however. These studies show 
that informal competition – without written rules and valuation criteria – 
is both common and important, and demonstrate that these subcultural 
communities of resistance do in fact have their own performance-based 
hierarchies.46 

The individual perspective

An important consequence of the criticism aimed at competitive sports 
is that in research terms competitions have been reduced to little more 
than formal events with systematically implemented performance com-
parisons of the type that have dominated modern club sport in Sweden 
for the last 100–150 years. There has been a marked lack of interest in 
studying and problematizing other kinds of physical performance com-
parisons, for example informal trials of strength in modern spontane-
ous sports or those that existed in Sweden before the mid-18th century 
(wrestling, running, swimming, horse racing, etc.). Based on various 
stage theories and classification models of sports, such activities have 
been defined as something other than sports competitions/competitive 
sports. From an historical perspective, this is an anachronistic attitude; 

45 Jonny Hjelm, ”Skolidrottens tävlingsfostran 1930-1980” in Fostran i skola och utbildn-
ing. Historiska perspektiv, ed. Anna Larsson, 171 (Uppsala 2010).

46 See e.g. Belinda Wheaton, Understanding Lifestyle Sports: Consumption, Identity 
and Difference (London: Routledge, 2004); Leslie Heywood, Mark Montgomery, 
“Economies of Surf: Evolution, Territorialism, and the Erosion of Localism” in Sport 
and Neoliberalism: Politics, Consumption, and Culture, eds David L. Andrews, Michael 
L. Silk, 177–192 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2012). 
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Allen Guttmann’s theory of modern sports has also been criticized on the 
same grounds.47

 Another typical feature of the prevailing research methodologies is that 
modern sports – competition, training or everyday exercise – are usually 
described and analysed as individual practices, not as collective practices. 
For example, the fact that some sports (for instance wrestling, football, 
table tennis) are ‘inherently competitive’ – to borrow the sports sociolo-
gist Graham Scambler’s expression48 – is not problematized or discussed; 
in addition, how this affects feelings of meaningfulness and inclusion 
within different sports is not considered.49 The same is true of sports 
within the educational system:50 it is the individual’s motives, activities 
and experiences, as well as the effects of vertical social relations, which 
have been placed at the centre of analysis. (Vertical relations concern the 
active subject’s experience of leaders, teachers and parents, and how these 
types of actors experience and interpret public sports policy and norma-
tive decrees issued from above, such as curricula and policy documents.) 
In contrast, there are few studies of social horizontal demand and inter-
action patterns of sport practice and feelings of meaningfulness and col-
lective solidarity that are experienced by co-acting, cooperating subjects 
taking part in sports. That a team ball sport, such as football, is about 
cooperation just as much as competition often goes unacknowledged,51 
thereby avoiding the question of how meaningfulness and feelings gen-
erating fellowship in and during the practice of sports are affected by 
such things as an individual’s skills in the sport and the team’s collective 
ability to act together intuitively and quickly. Generally then, no distinc-
tion is made in the literature among different kinds of sports, although 

47 Richard S. Gruneau, “Freedom and Constraint: The Paradoxes of Play, Games and 
Sports”, Journal of Sport History 7(3) (Winter 1980): 68–86; Johan Marshall Carter, 
Arnd Kruger, Ritual and Record: Sports and Quantification in Pre-Modern Societies 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1990).

48 Graham Scambler, Sport and Society: History, Power and Culture (Berkshire/New York: 
Open University Press, 2005), 77. 

49 For a similar point of view, using the word ‘duo sport’, see Jeroen Scherder, Hanne 
Vandermeerschen, Charlotte Van Tuyckom, Remco Hoekman, Koren Breedveld, 
Steven Vos, “Understanding the Game. Sport Participation in Europe. Facts, Reflec-
tions and Recommendations”, Sport, Policy & Management 10 (2011): 52–53.

50 This is one (of several) explanation for the absence of academic articles/books in Swe-
den of the type you find internationally; see e.g. Stephen Harvey, David Kirk, Tone 
O’Donovan, “Sport Education as a Pedagogical Application for Ethical Development 
in Physical Education and Youth Sport”, Sport, Education and Society 19(1) (2014): 
41–62. 

51 See e.g. Lundvall, 2004.
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from a social perspective of course sports are very different in terms of 
demands for cooperation and adaptation to one another.52 

The competition-critical discourse

The comments by Swedish sports researchers on competition, play and 
seriousness form part of a persistent, largely critical discourse on com-
petitive sports in which certain concepts and formulations have been 
used and reused without further reflection.53 This discourse has formed 
part of a general pedagogical trend in which play and pleasurable learn-
ing have been highly valued;54 sports, it is argued, should not be a means 
of anything else. At the same time, the individual and present-day (often 
hedonistic) practice of sports is assumed to lead to a lifelong interest in 
exercise and being physically active – an ultimate realization of the state’s 
health policy objective. That objective is to be attained by internalizing 
it in the individual, making it a non-conscious objective. There is a po-
litical dimension to this, and in fact the implicit point of departure for 
many sports researchers is the neoliberal ideal of sport as an individual 
activity and a personal area of responsibility. Indeed, the Swedish adap-
tation to and harmonization with neoliberalism in terms of sport over 
the last 30–40 years, which researchers Malin Österlind and Jan Wright 
have examined, can be said to have been supported by influential sec-
tions of the sports research community.55 Criticism of competitive sports 
by Swedish sports researchers also bears definite traces of the politically 
coloured criticism of sports made in the 1970s; loose connections to re-
searchers such as Bero Rigauer, Henning Eichberg, Johan Huizinga and 
Jean-Marie Brohm can also be detected. This criticism could be both left 
wing and conservative in nature, and these apparently opposing view-
points were sometimes even united, as in their romanticized view of chil-

52 See e.g. the latest evaluation of Swedish state support for the sports movement, Stat-
ens stöd till idrotten. Uppföljning 2012, Centrum för idrottsforskning (Stockholm 2012).

53 Exceptions do of course exist; see for example Patriksson 1987; Håkan Larsson, Is-
censättningen av kön i idrott. En nutidshistoria om idrottsmannen och idrottskvinnan, 
(Stockholm 2001).

54 Lena Sjöberg, “Vygotski goes neoliberal. Den ideale eleven och läraren i lärarutbild-
ningens examinationspraktik”, Utbildning & Demokrati. Tidskrift för didaktik och ut-
bildningspolitik 20 (2) (2011): 49–72. 

55 Malin Österlind, Jan Wright, “If Sport’s the Solution then what’s the Problem? The 
Social Significance of Sport in the Moral Governing of ‘Good’ and ‘Healthy’ Citizens 
in Sweden, 1922–1998”, Sport, Education and Society (2012): 1–18.
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dren’s play.56 The criticism of competition may actually have much older 
historical roots: the arguments put forward by contemporary sports 
researchers are remarkably similar to those made by the conservative-
ly minded advocates of Ling Gymnastics from one hundred years ago 
when they criticised the growth of modern (i.e. competitive) sports.57 
This brings to mind such areas as the criticism of the homage of mod-
ern sports to performance, competition, bodily instrumentalism and its 
spectacular pandering to the public.58 On a more overarching level, the 
19th century’s growth in sports may be seen as a modernist project, and 
the criticism as an expression of a pre-modern and postmodern reaction, 
respectively, with class-related overtones. What is less certain is whether 
the competition-critical tradition can be linked to the emergence of the 
Swedish welfare state and the social equality ideal that gained ground 
during the 20th century.59 
 This discourse-influenced understanding of competitive sports is pri-
marily covered by researchers who have studied children’s and youth 
sports from an inclusive public health perspective.60 Criticism of compe-
tition characterizes the most outspoken critics within the competition-
critical discourse and distinguishes them from many other sports crit-
ics. Their reform proposals also illustrate this point, as the researchers 
recommend ‘competition-free exercises’, the formation of sports associa-
tions free from ‘elements of competition’ or, as Engström and many of 
his colleagues have done from the late 1990s onward, argue for a broad-
ening of the range of logics and an appreciation of logics other than ‘the 
competition and ranking logic’. 
 As mentioned previously, one prominent element of the competition-
critical discourse is the fostering of the individual: the object of study is 
the individual and their relationship to physical activity; there is a dearth 
of analyses of ‘the competition’ (or ‘competitive element’), play, sponta-

56 For a critical analysis of the romantic view of children’s play, see Peter N. Stearns, 
“Defining Happy Childhoods: Assessing a Recent Change”, The Journal of the History 
of Childhood and Youth 3(2), (Spring 2010): 165–186; Brian Sutton-Smith, The Ambi-
guity of Play (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007).

57 For example, the argument put forward by Quennerstedt and Larsson 2015 empha-
sizes the continental tradition of Building in the Ling Gymnastics. Mikael Quenne-
rstedt, Håkan Larsson, “Learning Movement Cultures in Physical Education Prac-
tice”, Sport, Education and Society 20(5): 565–572.   

58 See e.g. Wheaton, 2004.
59 See e.g. Alan Bairner, 2010.
60 It should be noted that this discourse has not been supported by Swedish sports 

pedagogues, who have adopted as their point of departure Michel Foucault’s theories 
on the body and discipline. 
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neous sport and adventure sports as social phenomena. The dominance 
of the individual perspective has been made possible through a highly 
selective reading of Bourdieu. Little remains of the cultural sociologist 
Bourdieu, now that a number of his central concepts have been rejected 
and/or discounted in contemporary analyses of sports practices – class, 
capital, ‘distaste’ and field have all been largely abandoned. Habitus and 
logics (i.e. practices) remain, albeit with the latter suspended in a social 
vacuum where the absence of the concept of field is especially crucial. 
 According to sociologist Thomas S. Henricks, the individual perspec-
tive is not uncommon among those inspired by Johans Huizinga’s theory 
of play, which also applies greatly to the competition-critical discourse. 
Henricks also calls for the application of a sociological perspective: ‘To 
see play as an activity or interaction (rather than as a behaviour) is to shift 
from a psychological perspective to a sociological perspective.’61 From a 
viewpoint such as this, individual behaviour becomes just one of many 
components of physical play and related physical activities.

Conclusion:  
Swedish sports researchers’ ‘taste’ for sport 

As has been outlined here, Pierre Bourdieu described in general terms 
the rise of modern sport in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury as a field in which various experts played a crucial role, defining what 
were considered legitimate physical activities. According to Bourdieu, an 
intellectual struggle took place in which two sports ideals stood in op-
position to each other: the aristocratic, ascetic ideal and the meritocratic 
sports ideal. The former was supported by a fraction of the French upper-
classes with significant cultural capital, while the latter was supported by 
a fraction with significant economic capital. In addition, the meritocratic 
ideal was supported by a corresponding fraction within the middle class. 
Class-based tastes were also identified by Bourdieu and his colleagues in 
the consumption and lifestyle studies of French society which they con-
ducted during the 1960’s and 1970’s. As mentioned earlier, similar results 
have later been produced by sport researchers working within the same 
theoretical tradition and using similar conceptual tools. 

61 Thomas S. Henricks, Play Reconsidered: Sociological Perspectives on Human Expression 
(Urbana/Chicago: 2006), 201.
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The ‘aristocratic’ taste or ‘attitude’, towards sport has also been discussed 
by Brian Sutton-Smith, one of the leading contemporary play theorists. 
In one of his latest books Sutton-Smith writes: 

In games played for their own sake, courtly or gentlemanly virtues 
could prevail […], whereas in games played for money, the desire to 
win prevailed over all other considerations. It was an aristocratic atti-
tude designed to preserve the wealthy from association with the sweaty 
poorer classes. The current emphasis on play as fun can be seen to have 
similar connections to more affluent, or at least more elitist, percep-
tions of the good life. 62

Where Bourdieu and other researchers with similar aim focus on how 
people and social groups actually chose different physical activities based 
on taste – as a bodily and mental practice – the main interest in this article 
has been in how Swedish sport researchers during the period 1970-2010 
put forward their upper-class cultural fractions taste for the very same 
activities by writing about physical activities; how they produce the le-
gitimate understanding of sport.63 
 Although the fit is not exact, the ideological position of Swedish sport 
researchers, expressed in and through what has been called the competi-
tive sports-critical discourse, coincides closely with the aristocratic sports 
ideology that Bourdieu identified among a section of the French upper 
classes.64 This aristocratic sports ideology, a powerful force in France and 
probably also present in Sweden, upheld certain clear values: there was 
the importance of its voluntary nature, simplicity, moderation, all-round-
edness and the ‘sacredness’ of the natural space; sports practices were 
a goal in themselves, or, alternatively, they could be used as conscious 

62 Sutton-Smith, 2007, 18. See also Wheaton, 2004.
63 For an analyses of gender, social class and age among Swedish teacher educators (and 

the history of the field since the 1940s), an academic category where the majority of 
the Swedish sport pedagogues belongs, see Inger Erixon Arreman, “Deconstructing 
Collective Biography. A Prosopography of Swedish Teacher Educators” in Decon-
structing and Reconstructing Lives. Auto/Biography in Educational Settings, eds. Gaby 
Weiner and Lucy Forsyth Townsend (Toronto: The Althouse Press, 2011): 159–178; 
Inger Erixon Arreman and Gaby Weiner, “‘I do not want to shut myself behind closed 
doors’: Experiences of Teacher Educators in Sweden (1945–2002)”, Journal of Research 
in Teacher Education 3–4 (Umeå, Umeå university, 2003). Approximately one-fifth 
of the teacher educators that Erixon Arreman studied (including PE teachers) came 
from the working class, the rest from upper-class and/or middle-class categories, Er-
ixon Arreman 2011, 8–9.

64 For insight into the risks and opportunities related to applying Bourdieu’s research to 
countries other than France and Algeria, see Donald Broady, Sociologi och epistemologi. 
Om Pierre Bourdieus författarskap och den historiska epistemologin (Stockholm, 1990), 
302–304. 
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means to achieve particular goals external to sport. Arguably, the last of 
these values related to the French military’s need for well-trained young 
men at around the turn of the 20th century, while in Sweden today there 
is the external goal of good public health. Indeed, the exceptionally high 
appraisal by Swedish sports researchers of public health, and of sport and 
health education’s role in laying the foundation for a healthy lifestyle, is 
in keeping with a general education policy that existed during the sec-
ond half of the 20th century; this has given the ‘goal rationality model’ a 
monopoly.65 The ideology of the meritocratic sports ideal, on the other 
hand, appears to be much less appealing to Swedish researchers, and the 
competitive sports which are integral to this ideal have been fiercely and 
principally criticized. The vast public super-spectacles that characterize 
competitive sports are seen as sullied by rampant commercialism, and 
they are consistently presented as lowbrow cultural events that glorify 
struggle and conflict. In this unforgiving sporting environment, victory 
is pursued with all of ‘the means at hand’, not something that is eas-
ily harmonized with a mental state of ‘moderation’.66 In short, we may 
conclude that the taste in sports that Swedish researchers have exhibited 
seems to coincide with the taste exhibited by Bourdieu’s French upper-
class fraction with their abundant cultural capital.

References

Aggestedt, Bert, Ulla Tebelius, Barns upplevelser av idrott (Acta Universitatis 
Gothoburgensis, Gothenburg, 1977), 206.

Bairner, Alan, “Sport, Intellectuals and Public Sociology: Obstacles and Op-
portunities”, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 44(2–3) (Summer 
2009). 

Bergsgard, Nils Asle & Johan R Norberg, “Sports Policy and Politics – the 
Scandinavian Way”, Sport in Society 13(4), (2010).

Booth, Douglas, ”The Consecration of Sport: Idealism in Social Science 
Theory”, The International Journal of the History of Sport 10(1) (April 1993).

Bourdieu, Pierre, “Programme for a Sociology of Sport”, in Pierre Bourdieu, 
In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology (Cambridge, 1990).

Bourdieu, Pierre, “Sport and Social Class”, Social Science Information 17(6) 
(1978). 

65 Donald Broady,”Bildningstankens krumbukter. Några blad ur historien från 1970-tal 
till 2010-tal”, in Svenska bildningstraditioner, eds Anders Burman & Per Sundgren 
(Gothenburg, 2012). 

66 Engström 2010, 55.



THE ARISTOCRATIC TASTE FOR SPORT

25scandinavian sport studies forum | volume eight | 2017

Bourdieu, Pierre, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Lon-
don/New York: Harvard University Press, 1984). 

Broady, Donald, ”Bildningstankens krumbukter. Några blad ur historien från 
1970-tal till 2010-tal”, in Svenska bildningstraditioner, eds Anders Burman & 
Per Sundgren (Gothenburg, 2012).

Broady, Donald, Sociologi och epistemologi. Om Pierre Bourdieus författarskap och 
den historiska epistemologin (Stockholm, 1990). 

Brunnberg, Hans, Begreppet idrott hos människor inom idrotten (Pedagogiska 
institutionen, Stockholms universitet, 1976).

Carter, Johan Marshall & Arnd Kruger, Ritual and Record: Sports and Quantifi-
cation in Pre-Modern Societies (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1990).

Engström, Lars-Magnus, “Who is Physically Active? Cultural Capital and 
Sports Participation from Adolescence to Middle Age: A 38-Year Follow-Up 
Study”, Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy 13(4) (October 2008).

Engström, Lars-Magnus, Fysisk aktivitet under ungdomsåren (Stockholm, 
Stockholms universitet, 1975).

Engström, Lars-Magnus, Idrottsvanor i förändring (Högskolan för lärarutbild-
ningen i Stockholm, Institutionen för pedagogik, 1989).

Engström, Lars-Magnus, Smak för motion. Fysisk aktivitet som livsstil och social 
markör (Stockholm, Stockholms universitets förlag, 2010). 

Erixon Arreman, Inger & Gaby Weiner, “‘I do not want to shut myself behind 
closed doors’: Experiences of Teacher Educators in Sweden (1945–2002)”, 
Journal of Research in Teacher Education 3–4 (Umeå, Umeå university, 2003

Erixon Arreman, Inger, “Deconstructing Collective Biography. A Prosopog-
raphy of Swedish Teacher Educators” in Deconstructing and Reconstructing 
Lives. Auto/Biography in Educational Settings, eds. Gaby Weiner and Lucy 
Forsyth Townsend (Toronto: The Althouse Press, 2011).

Fitzpatrick, Katie, “Obesity, Health and Physical Education: A Bourdieuean 
Perspective”, Policy Futures in Education 9(3) (2011).

Gartman, David, “The Strength of Weak Programs in Cultural Sociology: A 
Critique of Alexander’s Critique of Bourdieu, Theor Soc 36 (2007).    

Gilchrist, Paul & Belinda Wheaton, “Lifestyle Sport, Public Policy and Youth 
Engagement: Examining the Emergence of Parkour”, International Journal 
of Sport Policy and Politics 3(1) (2011).

Gruneau, Richard S., “Freedom and Constraint: The Paradoxes of Play, Games 
and Sports”, Journal of Sport History 7(3) (Winter 1980).

Harvey, Stephen, David Kirk, Tone O’Donovan, “Sport Education as a Peda-
gogical Application for Ethical Development in Physical Education and 
Youth Sport”, Sport, Education and Society 19(1) (2014). 

Henricks, Thomas S., Play Reconsidered: Sociological Perspectives on Human 
Expression (Urbana/Chicago: 2006).

Heywood, Leslie & Mark Montgomery, “Economies of Surf: Evolution, Ter-
ritorialism, and the Erosion of Localism” in Sport and Neoliberalism: Politics, 
Consumption, and Culture, eds David L. Andrews, Michael L. Silk (Philadel-
phia: Temple University Press, 2012). 



JONNY HJELM

26 scandinavian sport studies forum | volume eight | 2 017

Hjelm, Jonny, ”Skolidrottens tävlingsfostran 1930-1980” in Fostran i skola och 
utbildning. Historiska perspektiv, ed. Anna Larsson, 171 (Uppsala 2010).

Hjelm, Jonny, Idrott, tävling och allvar. En kritisk granskning av svensk idrottsfor-
skning, (Malmö studies in Sport Sciences, vol. 18, Malmö, idrottsforum.org, 
2015).

Hobian, Olivier, “Sociogenesis of a Social Field. The Cultural World of Moun-
taineering in France from 1870 to 1930”, International Review for the Sociology 
of Sport 41(3–4) (2006).

Kahma, Nina, “Sport and Social Class: The Case of Finland”, International 
Review for the Sociology of Sport 47 (Winter 2010).

Kraaykamp, Gerbert, Marloes Oldenkamp, Koen Breedveld, “Starting a Sport 
in the Netherlands: A Life-Course Analysis of the Effects of Individual, 
Parental and Partner Characteristics”, International Review for the Sociology of 
Sport 48(2) (Winter 2012).

Larsson, Håkan, Iscensättningen av kön i idrott. En nutidshistoria om idrottsman-
nen och idrottskvinnan, (Stockholm 2001).

Lee, Jessica, Doune Macdonald, Jan Wright, “Young Men’s Physical Activity 
Choices: The Impact of Capital, Masculinities, and Location”, Journal of 
Sport & Social Issues 33 (2009)7.

Lefèvre, Brice & Fabien Ohl, “Consuming Sports: Distinction, Univorism and 
omnivorism”, Sport in Society 15 (January 2012). 

Lundvall, Suzanne, “From Ling Gymnastics to Sport Science: The Swedish 
School of Sport and Health Sciences, GIH from 1813 to 2013”, International 
Journal for the History of Sport (2015).

Österlind, Malin & Jan Wright, “If Sport’s the Solution then what’s the Prob-
lem? The Social Significance of Sport in the Moral Governing of ‘Good’ and 
‘Healthy’ Citizens in Sweden, 1922–1998”, Sport, Education and Society (2012).

Patriksson, Göran, Idrottens barn. Idrottsvanor, stress, ”utslagning” (Stockholm, 
1987).

Quennerstedt, Mikael & Håkan Larsson, “Learning Movement Cultures in 
Physical Education Practice”, Sport, Education and Society 20(5).   

Scambler, Graham, Sport and Society: History, Power and Culture (Berkshire/
New York: Open University Press, 2005). 

Scheerder, Jeroen, Bart Vanreusel, Marijke Taks, Roland Renson, “Social 
Sports Stratification in Flanders 1969–1999”, International Review for the 
Sociology of Sport 37(2) (2002).

Scherder, Jeroen, Hanne Vandermeerschen, Charlotte Van Tuyckom, Remco 
Hoekman, Koren Breedveld, Steven Vos, “Understanding the Game. Sport 
Participation in Europe. Facts, Reflections and Recommendations”, Sport, 
Policy & Management 10 (2011).

Sjöberg, Lena, “Vygotski goes neoliberal. Den ideale eleven och läraren i lära-
rutbildningens examinationspraktik”, Utbildning & Demokrati. Tidskrift för 
didaktik och utbildningspolitik 20 (2) (2011). 

SOU 2008:59, Föreningsfostran och tävlingsfostran. En utvärdering av statens stöd 
till idrotten (Stockholm: Kulturdepartementet, 2008).



THE ARISTOCRATIC TASTE FOR SPORT

27scandinavian sport studies forum | volume eight | 2017

Statens stöd till idrotten. Uppföljning 2012, Centrum för idrottsforskning (Stock-
holm 2012).

Stearns, N., “Defining Happy Childhoods: Assessing a Recent Change”, The 
Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 3(2), (Spring 2010).

Stempel, Carl, “Adult Participation Sports as Cultural Capital: A Test of Bour-
dieu’s Theory of the Field of Sports”, International Review for the Sociology of 
Sport 40(4) (2005).

Stokvis, Ruud, “Social Stratification and Sports in Amsterdam in the 20th 
Century”, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 47 (Winter 2011).

Sutton-Smith, Brian, The Ambiguity of Play (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2007).

Tidskrift i Gymnastik, no. 2 1970; no. 1 1972. 
Wacquant, Loïc J. D., Body & Soul: Notebooks of an Apprentice Boxer (New York, 

2004). 
Wheaton, Belinda, Understanding Lifestyle Sports: Consumption, Identity and 

Difference (London: Routledge, 2004).
Yttergren, Leif, Täflan är lifvet. Idrottens organisering och sportifiering 1860–1898 

(Stockholm: Stockholmia förlag, 1996).
Åhs, Olle, ”Idrott, människosyn och värdegrund”, in Pedagogiska perspektiv på 

idrott, eds Lars-Magnus Engström, Karin Redelius, 243 (Stockholm, HLS 
förlag, 2002).

Åkesson, Joakim, Idrottens akademisering. Kunskapsproduktion och kunskaps-
förmedling inom idrottsforskning och högre idrottsutbildning (Örebro, Örebro 
universitet, 2010).



JONNY HJELM

28 scandinavian sport studies forum | volume eight | 2 017


