
The Cultural Politics of Sport 
Comm 111T 

UCSD Dept. of Communication 
Winter Quarter 2017 
Time: MW 5-6:20 
Room: Solis Hall 109 

Instructor: Ben Medeiros 
bmedeiro@ucsd.edu 
Office: Sequoyah 220, though I hold office hours at the Mandeville coffee cart unless a private 
meeting is requested 
Office Hours: W 2-4 and by appointment 

Course Description  
This course will examine sports — or “sport,” as people in much of the world say — as a 
medium for struggles over politics, culture, power and identity. Sport is often thought of as a 
frivolous domain instead of one that involves “serious” topics like those named above. It is, after 
all, associated primarily with leisure, not work. The central premise of the class is that sport is 
indeed a source of fun and entertainment, but it is anything but “frivolous.” Instead, it provides a 
window on important concepts and debates in society. 

While the course title mentions “cultural politics,” in truth we will examine a wider range of the 
many social issues that are made visible through sports (both professional and amateur). Some of 
the main topics covered during the course are: the negotiation of race, class, and gender in sports; 
sports and nationalism; ethical issues in sports, such as the use of performance enhancing drugs; 
the sociological and cultural significance of sports fandom; and the relevance of sports to various 
realms of law and economic policy, such as labor law, anti-trust law, and laws regarding identity-
based discrimination. 

A Note on Readings, Viewpoints, and Assessment 
A fair but incorrect assumption is that readings reflect a professor’s personal viewpoint and 
students must subscribe to this viewpoint in order to do well. In fact, you are evaluated based on 
how well you can understand the logic of the various arguments in the readings, assess the 
evidence provided and remember key details, and apply this understanding to other examples. 
You are not evaluated on whether you adequately “agree” with readings (or with whatever you 
think my personal position is).  

Some ideas might well challenge you to think about your pre-existing beliefs in an unfamiliar 
way. This is — and always has been — part of the point of going to a university instead of a 
vocational training program (they’re both great; just different). So please do debate any of the 
things we talk about in the class, but try not to resist an idea simply because it is unfamiliar. 
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Course Policies
Devices and Classroom Conduct
I am not technophobic. Electronic devices enhance our lives in many ways. There is a significant 
downside to complete bans on electronic devices. You are thus welcome to use your devices to 
take notes, look at readings, and look up things that arise in the course of the lecture. In reality, 
it’s probably not the end of the world if you take a second to look at an email too. Just don’t 
abuse my lenience.

With that said, the classroom must be a space of mutual respect. I respect you by taking your 
questions and comments seriously and doing my absolute best to teach an informative class. 
Similarly, you respect me and one another through your civility and attention. In this spirit, I find 
audible side conversations during class to be especially disruptive (to me and those around you) 
and disrespectful. You’re entitled to two warnings for the quarter, but I’ll have to ask you to 
leave class the third time. Students who are routinely disruptive will also have their final grades 
lowered (see section on grading). The good news is that this policy is usually no problem for 
99% (and often 100%) of students most of the time. 

Email Policy
I try to respond to email within 24 hours. I might not always succeed. A gentle reminder is 
certainly appropriate and welcome if you haven’t heard from me after 48 hours. It’s always a 
good idea to consider whether you’re asking something that you could answer on your own 
before you hit send (if only so you don’t have to wait for a response). Please do not email to ask 
if you missed anything in class or to announce that you won’t be coming unless you are sending 
documentation of an excused absence. 

Students with Different Needs
If you are a student with a disability, please contact the Office of Students with Disabilities 
(OSD) and advise me in advance so that we can arrange appropriate accommodations to meet 
your needs. 

Plagiarism 
Don’t plagiarize. I have had to fail people for plagiarism before. People have been expelled from 
the university for plagiarism. No teacher wants this for a student, but we have to enforce the 
rules. 

Confusion about what exactly constitutes plagiarism is understandable. Is it plagiarism to loosely 
copy from Wikipedia or another site without attribution and change every 4th or 5th word? What 
about turning in a paper based on “notes” written by someone else? Yes, these are likely both 
examples of plagiarism. If there is any doubt in your mind at all about what constitutes 
plagiarism then please visit this website or talk to me (I mean it — I’ll help you, no judgments): 
http://senate.ucsd.edu/Operating-Procedures/Senate-Manual/Appendices/2 

Assignments and Grading 
Your grade will be broken down as follows: 
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Media Critique (due week 5) (30%) 
A paper that asks you to watch a piece of sports-related media and discuss how it represents 
social identity (drawing from our discussion of these issues during weeks 1-4). 

Final Paper (due during finals week) (35%) 
A take-home essay that will ask you to make connections between an overarching theme and 
multiple units of the course. 

In-Class Writing Exercises and Activities (35%) 
Several times throughout the quarter, you will spend roughly 10-20 minutes in class responding 
to a short writing prompt related to the reading(s) discussed that day. The prompts might, for 
instance, ask you to argue for or against a particular position on some controversial issue that we 
have been discussing. Because you will be generating an answer spontaneously, the expectations 
for writing clarity and organization will of course be relaxed a little bit. At the same time, you 
will absolutely be expected to draw from the points and concepts we have been discussing in 
formulating an answer. In other words, it will be hard to do well unless you’re somewhat aware 
of what has been going on in class. I suggest buying a blue book and bringing it to class each 
session for these. 

IMPORTANT: You are entitled to one “pass” on a writing exercise during the quarter (meaning 
I’ll drop one grade). An unexcused absence during a writing exercise uses up your pass; an 
excused absence doesn’t. If you think about it, this is generous: you get to just scrap a grade 
whenever you feel like it. Yet such a policy requires strict enforcement of the distinction between 
excused and unexcused absences. This means that absences will really only be excused for the 
following traditionally recognized reasons: accidents, illnesses, family emergencies, and athletic 
competitions (which are treated differently by the university). No absences for extracurricular 
activities or work scheduling conflicts will be excused. Remember, simply using up your pass so 
that you can do some activity that you’ve prioritized is likely not going to impact your grade if 
you are on top of things otherwise. You are free to make these kinds of choices as adults — you 
just have to live with the results. 

Required Texts 
All of the required readings are available on TritonEd (marked “T” on the schedule) or on the 
web (marked “W” on the schedule). Some of these web readings will only be accessible through 
the UCSD Library electronic reserves (as noted below). 

Course Schedule: 

Week 1 
Theoretical and Historical Foundations 
Jan 9 
Introduction to the Course 
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What is a “sport” and why do we care about them? 
Discuss the debate about competitive video gaming as “eSports” 

Jan 11 
How and Why Have People Studied Sports? 
W: Eric Dunning, Sport: Critical Concepts in Sociology, pp. 5-13. Available via Google Books: 
https://books.google.com/books?
id=TFS7BVUoaHAC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q
&f=false  

Week 2 
Sports and Social Identity Part I: Fandom and Community 
Jan 16 
No class — MLK Jr. Holiday.  
Watch on your own and be ready to write/talk about in class: Media Education Foundation, “Not 
Just a Game: Power, Politics & American Sports.” http://ucsd.kanopystreaming.com/video/not-
just-game-power-politics-american-sports  

Jan 18 
Psychological and Sociological Approaches to Understanding Fandom 
W: Michael Serazio, “Just How Much Is Sports Fandom Like Religion?” The Atlantic 1/29/2013.  
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2013/01/just-how-much-is-sports-fandom-
like-religion/272631/  
W: Allen McConnell, “The Psychology of Sports Fandom.” Psychology Today 7/13/2015. https://
www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-social-self/201507/the-psychology-sports-fandom 

In Class: Errol Morris, “Team Spirit.” http://www.wk.com/campaign/team_spirit  

Week 3 
Social Identity Part II: Race and Class 
Jan 23 
T: Dave Zirin, What’s My Name Fool? Chapter 3 on Muhammed Ali. 

Watch in class: http://ucsd.kanopystreaming.com/video/race-power-american-sports  

Jan 25 
T: Grice and Grice, “Chiefs, Braves, and Tomahawks” in The Native American Mascot 
Controversy. 

Week 4 
Sports and Social Identity Part III: Gender and Sex 
Jan 30 
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T: Michael Messner, “Sports and Male Domination: The Female Athlete As Contested 
Ideological Terrain” in Out of Play: Critical Essays on Gender and Sport (pp. 31-46). 

Feb 1 
W: William Finnegan, “The Man Without a Mask: How the drag queen Cassandro became a star 
of Mexican wrestling.” The New Yorker 9/1/2014.  http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/
2014/09/01/man-without-mask 

Week 5 
The Olympics as Political Battleground 
Feb 6 
Paper due: social identity in popular culture depictions of sports 

The John Carlos and Tommy Smith Incident: From Outrageous to “Courageous” 
T: “The Olympics: Black Complaint.” Time 10/25/1968. 
W: “Salute at ESPYs: Smith and Carlos to receive Arthur Ashe Courage Award.” ESPN 
5/29/2008. http://www.espn.com/espn/news/story?id=3417048 

Feb 8 
Commercializing the Olympics 
W: Alan Tomlinson, “Disneyfication of the Olympics” in Post-Olympism. Available via UCSD 
Library electronic reserves 

Week 6  
Legal Issues and Regulation 
Feb 13 
Interscholastic Athletics and the Law: “Amateurism” and Equal Opportunity 
W: Taylor Branch, “The Shame of College Sports.” The Atlantic, October 2011. http://
www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/10/the-shame-of-college-sports/308643/  

W: Alia Wong, “Where Girls Are Missing Out on High-School Sports.” The Atlantic, June 2015. 
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/06/girls-high-school-sports-inequality/
396782/ 

Feb 15 
Professional Sports Contracts and Free Agency 
W: Peter Bendix, “Marvin Miller and How Free Agency Came to Baseball,” Parts I and II. 
Beyond the Box Score 11/24/2008. (Link to part II is on this page as well.) 
http://www.beyondtheboxscore.com/2008/11/24/668999/marvin-miller-and-the-how  

Week 7 
Sports and the American Media System 
Feb 20 

!5

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/09/01/man-without-mask
http://www.espn.com/espn/news/story?id=3417048
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/10/the-shame-of-college-sports/308643/
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/06/girls-high-school-sports-inequality/396782/
http://www.beyondtheboxscore.com/2008/11/24/668999/marvin-miller-and-the-how


No Class — Presidents Day Holiday 

Feb 22 
W: Travis Vogan, ESPN: The Making of a Sports Empire, Introduction (pp. 1-10). Available 
online via UCSD Library. 

W: Nathaniel Grow, “Justice Dept. Sues AT&T/Time Warner Over Dodgers Broadcasts.” 
Fangraphs 11/2/2016. http://www.fangraphs.com/blogs/justice-dept-sues-attdirectv-over-
dodgers-broadcasts/ 

Week 8 
Ethical Issues in Sports 
Feb 27 
Competition 
T: Robert L. Simon, Ethics of Sport Ch. 2: “Winning, Cheating, and the Ethics of Competition.” 

Feb 29 
Steroids and “Cheating” 
W: Steven Shapin, “Cleanup Hitters: The steroid wars and the nature of what’s natural.” The New 
Yorker 4/18/2005. http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2005/04/18/cleanup-hitters 

Week 9 
Ethics Cont’d: Managing Health 
March 6 
Coaching Decisions and the Health Risks of Sports 
T: Jeff Passan, “Dummyball” (Chapter 2) from The Arm: Inside the Billion-Dollar Mystery of the 
Most Valuable Commodity in Sports. 
W: Daniel Engber, “Concussion Lies: The film about the NFL’s apparent CTE epidemic feeds the 
pervasive national myths about head trauma.” Slate 12/21/2015. http://www.slate.com/articles/
sports/sports_nut/2015/12/the_truth_about_will_smith_s_concussion_and_bennet_omalu.html  

March 8 
Biometrics and Privacy 
W: The Ringer MLB Show 7/21/2016, 2:28-30:35 (the segment on the Pittsburgh Pirates’ use of 
health-monitoring technology) https://soundcloud.com/ringermlbshow/ep-11-the-pirates-
revolution-and-breaking-down-2016-baseball-movies  

W: Pablo Torre and Tom Haberstrough, “New biometric tests invade the NBA.” ESPN The 
Magazine 10/10/2014. http://www.espn.com/nba/story/_/id/11629773/new-nba-biological-
testing-less-michael-lewis-more-george-orwell 

Week 10 
Ethics Cont’d: How Do Sports Leagues Handle Domestic Abuse? 
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March 13 
W: “Out of Bounds: Professional Sports Leagues and Domestic Violence.” Harvard Law Review, 
March 1996. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1342260?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents 

March 15 
W: Billy Wiltz, “Cubs Fans Root for Aroldis Chapman While Deploring His History.” NY Times 
8/27/2016. http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/28/sports/baseball/chicago-cubs-fans-aroldis-
chapman-domestic-violence.html?_r=0  

W: Gentzler and Romano, “Ray Rice's Case Changed How the NFL Handles Domestic 
Violence.” http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/Ray-Rices-Case-Changed-How-the-NFL-
Handles-Domestic-Violence-397515581.html 
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