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Reflections on the Trajectory of the Sociology of Sport
In 1932, Manhattan-born, Scottish resident and nationalist James H. Whyte (1932: 266) wrote, ‘At a time when the words nation and nationality and nationalism are so often on the lips of Scotsmen one might expect some clear idea of the precise meaning of these words to prevail. But no’.  It would not be too harsh to substitute the words ‘sociologists of sport’ for the word ‘Scotsmen’. There has certainly been a tendency in the sociology of sport to take for granted such concepts as nation, nation-state, nationality, national identity and nationalism and to ignore debates about these concepts within mainstream nationalism studies (Bairner, 2008). In addition, in the sociology of sport, these concepts and the issues to which they relate have frequently been submerged within debates about globalisation with the nation regularly presented as being under threat from or resistant to the forces of global homogenisation rather than as an object of intrinsic scholarly interest (Maguire, 1999; Miller et al, 2001; Giulianotti and Robertson, 2007). As a consequence, the extent to which sociologists of sport have contributed to our understanding of the various relationships that exist between these terms has been rather limited not least when compared with the work of sport historians (see for example Cronin, 1999) ) and anthropologists (see for example Vaczi, 2014).

Assessing the Challenges of the Sociology of Sport
Steven Jackson’s (1994) examination of the relationship between sport and national identity rightly proved influential. Although also locating his analysis within the global context, in this instance with particular reference to the idea of Americanization, Jackson dealt specifically with issues relating to national identity in a particular country, his native Canada. His subsequent work on this theme was significant for what it told us about the relationship between socio-economic change, mediatisation, the intersection between ‘race’ and national identity, and general representations of the nation (Jackson, 1998). What it did not seek to do, however, was engage at any great length with wider theories of nationalism. 
Rowe’s (2003) discussion of the interaction between sport, the national and the global took the debate a little further. Although Rowe too discusses the nation in relation to globalisation, those with a primary in the nation per se would do well to heed his conclusion that ‘sport’s compulsive attachment to the production of national difference may…constitutively repudiate the embrace of the global’ (p. 292).  Yet again, however, the degree of engagement with mainstream sociological approaches to nations and nationalism is relatively slight.
One monograph that is undeniably exempt from such criticism and, indeed, goes so far as to accuse mainstream nationalism studies of neglecting sport is John Hargreaves’ (2000) Freedom For Catalonia. Catalan Nationalism, Spanish Identity and the Barcelona Olympic Games. Hargreaves begins that book with a discussion of the relationship between sport and nationalism. He writes that ‘while specialists in nationalism have paid a good deal of attention to central aspects of culture such as language and religion, they have paid remarkably little attention to that other aspect of culture around which nationalism so often coheres in the modern world, namely, sport’ (p. 3). This was a little unfair given that Billig (1995) had already commented at some length on the relationship between sport, nationalism and masculinity. More recently, furthermore, Edensor (2002: 78) has argued that ‘probably the most currently powerful form of national performance is that found in sport’. What was important about Hargreaves’ analysis, however, is that it explored the differences between nationalist and non-nationalist constructions of sport and did so with reference to an important case study that continues to allow for distinctions to be made between the nation-state (Spain) and the historic nation (Catalonia) and also between nationality (Spanish) and national identity (Catalan), the latter resulting for many in an adherence to separatist nationalism. Summarising the conflict that surrounded the Barcelona Olympics, Hargreaves (2000: 165) argued that ‘Catalan nationalism could have been an explosive, destabilising force’, but in the end, merely represented ‘a significant step in the delicate process of negotiating a greater degree of autonomy for Catalonia within the existing democratic constitution’. The fact that a struggle ostensibly around sport could even achieve this much is not insignificant.
Like Spain, the United Kingdom and Ireland have provided particularly fertile terrain for sociologists of sport with an interest in nationalism and national identities.  This can best be explained by reference to the anomalous situation which allows for the co-existence of nation-state Olympic representation and national governing bodies and teams in a variety of sports, most notably perhaps rugby union and association football.  Amongst those authors who have developed our sociological understanding of the relationship between sport and nation in what were once described as the British Isles are Malcolm (2012) who offers an insightful analysis of the association between cricket and Englishness and Harris (2006) who has written on rugby union and Welsh national identity. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Ireland and, in particular Northern Ireland during the period of what became known as ‘The Troubles’ has attracted even more attention. The roots of this body of literature can be traced to the publication of Sport, Sectarianism and Society in a Divided Ireland (Sugden and Bairner, 1993).Where better to study the relationship between sport and the nation than in a society in which sporting practices then and now reflect different expressions of national identity and, on occasions, even exacerbate the political divisions that these rival identities help to reproduce?
George Orwell (1945/1970: 62) wrote that ‘at the international level sport is frankly mimic warfare’. Nor, according to Orwell, can it be anything other. He argued that ‘even if one didn't know from concrete examples (the 1936 Olympic Games, for instance) that international sporting contests lead to orgies of hatred, one could deduce it from general principles’ (pp. 61-2). Sporting competition can lead to obsessive behaviour. Indeed, according to Orwell, ‘the whole thing is bound up with the rise of nationalism - that is, with the lunatic modern habit of identifying oneself with large power units and seeing everything in terms of competitive prestige’ (p. 63). But how far is this true? Does sport enflame political nationalism or does it, as one Scottish nationalist argued, simply produce what he called ninety-minute patriots but presumably could also be described as eighty-minute patriots, eighteen hole patriots, nine inning patriots and so on? Jarvie and Walker’s (1994) collection of essays was important in a number of respects – first, because it sought to answer these questions without necessarily succeeding in doing so; second, because it consisted of an eclectic mix of disciplinary approaches (only around half of the contributors were sociologists with most of the others being historians); and, third, because it demonstrated the need for methodological diversity.
Future Directions for the Sociology of Sport
More studies of under researched national contexts in relation to sport are undoubtedly required, especially if the questions posed by Orwell’s analysis are to be answered. Even more urgent, however, is the need for a wider range of methodological and theoretical techniques. Media analysis has tended to dominate the research methods used by sociologists of sport to study national identities and has produced some valuable insights (Lee and Maguire, 2011). However, whilst recognising the difficulties faced by researchers seeking to access elite performers, much more of the type of data which this can produce is certainly needed as is demonstrated by the work of Jason Tuck (2003). Following on from Jackson’s (1994, 1998) pioneering studies, moreover, it would also be good to read more about the intersections between nation and nationalism on the one hand and a range of other categories including social class, ’race’, ethnicity, and gender on the other. For example, instead of focusing primarily on how female athletes are represented in their national media, it would be interesting to learn how these women see themselves in relation to the national project. Are men alone the proxy warriors who play sport on behalf of the nation or can women also fulfil this role and, if so, in which sports and in which countries? With intersectionality in mind, it is worth mentioning Jackson’s willingness to address wider issues of national identity in relation to multiculturalism, indigenous culture and gender (Jackson, 1998, 2004).
With reference to theoretical approaches, what is required is far greater engagement with mainstream nationalism studies and the theories which they produce. These include primordialism, ethno-symbolism, and modernism (Bairner, 2009). Too often, sociologists of sport have seemed happy simply to refer to the term ‘imagined community’ and move on without further scrutiny of that concept itself. Even though sport is a hugely important marker of national identity and a useful starting point for discussion of nationalism, how much can we really understand about nations and national identities if we only view these through the lens of sport and, indeed, in relation to globalisation? With this thought in mind, it is refreshing to see analyses of sport from young scholars with a background in mainstream nationalism studies (Brentin, 2013; May, 2013).
In conclusion, nations and nationalism are not about to disappear and international sport i.e. sporting competition between nations and/or nation states will continue to be the very essence of global sports mega events. With this in mind, sociologists of sport must rise to the numerous intellectual challenges that are presented as a consequence. The foundations have been laid but for now the possibilities still remain endless.
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