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Abstract. This paper examines the intricate relationship between sports and pol-

itics in the United States, emphasizing how sports have become a platform for 

political expression and activism. Through qualitative analysis of case studies 

involving athlete activism, sports-related political policy decisions, and public 

responses, this study illuminates the multifaceted ways sports intersect with po-

litical life in America. The findings suggest that sports not only reflect societal 

political divisions but also serve as a catalyst for political discourse and change. 

This research contributes to the broader understanding of the sociopolitical im-

pact of sports and offers insights into leveraging sports as a medium for political 

engagement and dialogue. 
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1. Introduction 

The interplay between sports and politics in the United States has evolved into a multi-

faceted relationship that extends beyond the playing fields, influencing national dis-

course, public policy, and social movements. Historically, sports have served as a mi-

crocosm of society, reflecting and sometimes amplifying the political, social, and cul-

tural dynamics of the time. This paper seeks to explore the depth and breadth of this 

relationship, focusing on the ways in which sports have become a significant arena for 

political expression, activism, and policy debates. The roots of the sports-politics nexus 

can be traced back to the early 20th century, with instances like the 1912 Stockholm 

Olympics, where Native American athlete Jim Thorpe's victories became a focal point 

for discussions about race, identity, and American nationalism. Such moments under-

score the inherent political nature of sports, serving as early indicators of how athletic 

achievement and political discourse can intertwine. The post-World War II era marked 

a significant period where sports increasingly became a stage for civil rights activism.  
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Perhaps most famously, the 1968 Mexico City Olympics saw African American ath-
letes Tommie Smith and John Carlos raise their fists in a Black Power salute during the 
medal ceremony, a powerful act of protest against racial discrimination that reverber-
ated around the world. This period highlighted how sports arenas could serve as plat-
forms for promoting social justice and challenging prevailing political and social 
norms. As the 20th century progressed, the relationship between sports and politics 
continued to evolve, with athletes leveraging their public visibility to take stands on a 
range of issues, from the Vietnam War to apartheid in South Africa. The emergence of 
global media networks expanded the reach and impact of such acts, illustrating the po-
tential of sports as a tool for global political engagement and dialogue. In recent years, 
this dynamic has further intensified, with developments such as the National Football 
League (NFL) players kneeling during the national anthem to protest racial injustice 
and police brutality. Such actions have sparked national debates, drawing attention 
from the highest political offices and leading to discussions about patriotism, freedom 
of expression, and the role of athletes in public life. Parallel to these developments, the 
intersection of sports and politics has also been evident in policy arenas, with debates 
over public funding for sports stadiums, the hosting of mega-events like the Olympics, 
and the regulation of college athletics. These issues raise questions about economic 
priorities, urban development, and the ethics of sports governance, further illustrating 
the multifaceted relationship between sports and politics. The theoretical framework 
for this study draws upon concepts from sociology, political science, and cultural stud-
ies, employing an interdisciplinary approach to understand the ways in which sports 
serve as a mirror and a motor for political and social change. This includes examining 
theories of identity and representation, the politics of the body, and the public sphere, 
to explore how sports act as sites of negotiation for power, identity, and resistance. 
Furthermore, this paper recognizes the role of media in shaping the sports-politics 
nexus. The evolution of sports media—from print to broadcast to digital platforms—
has transformed the visibility and influence of sports, enabling athletes to reach global 
audiences and engage in political discourse directly with the public. This shift has im-
plications for the ways in which sports-related political messages are conveyed, con-
tested, and understood, highlighting the importance of media in mediating the relation-
ship between sports and politics. In setting the stage for this exploration, it is crucial to 
acknowledge the diversity of sports and political contexts within the United States. 
From professional leagues to amateur competitions, from local community fields to 
international arenas, the landscape of sports in America is varied and complex. Simi-
larly, the political issues that intersect with sports span a broad spectrum, including 
race, gender, sexuality, nationalism, and economic inequality. This diversity under-
scores the need for a nuanced analysis that considers the specificities of different sports, 
levels of play, and political contexts. By examining the interplay between sports and 
politics in the United States through a comprehensive and interdisciplinary lens, this 
paper aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of how sports can reflect and shape 
political landscapes. As we move forward, the following sections will delve into the 
existing research gap, articulate the research objectives and questions, describe the 
methodology, and engage in a detailed discussion of the findings, culminating in a sum-
mary and conclusion that reflects on the broader implications of this study. 
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2. Research Gap  

The existing body of literature on the relationship between sports and politics is both 
extensive and multidisciplinary, encompassing fields such as sociology, history, polit-
ical science, and cultural studies[1]. Scholars have examined various aspects of this 
relationship, including the role of sports in national identity formation, the use of sports 
as a venue for political activism, and the influence of political ideologies on sports 
practices and policies. Despite these valuable contributions, several significant research 
gaps remain, which this study seeks to address[2].Firstly, much of the existing research 
has focused on high-profile cases of athlete activism and political controversies in ma-
jor sports leagues, particularly those involving male athletes in football, basketball, and 
baseball[3]. This focus has inadvertently left underexplored the political dimensions of 
less commercially dominant sports and the experiences of female athletes and those 
from marginalized communities. The intersection of politics with women's sports, Par-
alympic sports, and non-professional athletic activism presents an area ripe for further 
investigation, offering insights into broader societal dynamics and issues of equality 
and representation[4].Secondly, there is a need for more comprehensive analysis on the 
impact of recent athlete activism. While numerous studies have explored the historical 
instances of sports-related political activism, the digital age has transformed the land-
scape, enabling athletes to engage with the public and political discourses more directly 
and on a larger scale than ever before[5]. The role of social media in amplifying or 
muting the political voices of athletes, along with the public's reception of these mes-
sages, remains insufficiently understood. The evolving nature of media consumption 
and its influence on the sports-politics nexus warrants deeper examination. Another 
critical gap in the literature is the analysis of sports policy and its broader social and 
political implications[6]. While there is some scholarship on policy issues such as sta-
dium funding and mega-event hosting, there is less focus on how these policies reflect 
and influence local and national political priorities, urban development strategies, and 
community relations[7]. The political implications of sports governance, including the 
regulation of collegiate athletics and the international diplomacy of sports, also remain 
underexplored. Furthermore, the theoretical frameworks employed in existing research 
often do not fully capture the complexity of the sports-politics relationship[8]. There is 
a need for more interdisciplinary approaches that integrate insights from critical race 
theory, gender studies, and postcolonial studies, among others. Such approaches can 
offer a more nuanced understanding of how sports serve as arenas for negotiating 
power, identity, and resistance. Lastly, the longitudinal impact of sports on political 
attitudes and behaviors is an area that has not been thoroughly investigated[9]. While 
there are snapshots and case studies, there is a scarcity of longitudinal research that 
tracks changes over time in the relationship between sports involvement—both as par-
ticipants and spectators—and political engagement, attitudes towards social issues, and 
civic participation[10].By addressing these gaps, this research aims to contribute to a 
more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the dynamic interplay between 
sports and politics in the United States, offering insights into how sports can both reflect 
and shape the sociopolitical landscape. 
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3. Research Objectives and Research Questions 

RO1: To explore the role of sports in shaping political discourse in the United States. 
RO2: To analyze the impact of athlete activism on public opinion and political pol-

icies. 
RO3: To understand the public's perception of the intersection between sports and 

politics. 
RQ1: How have sports served as a platform for political expression in the United 

States? 
RQ2: What is the impact of athlete activism on societal views and political deci-

sions? 
RQ2: How do political dynamics influence sports policies and practices? 

4. Research Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology to explore the multifaceted rela-
tionship between sports and politics in the United States, aiming to understand the nu-
ances and complexities of this intersection. The qualitative approach is chosen for its 
strength in capturing the depth, diversity, and context of the phenomena under investi-
gation, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of the ways in which sports serve as 
a platform for political expression, activism, and policy debates[11]. Firstly, case study 
analysis. The research employs a case study analysis approach, focusing on selected 
incidents and narratives that illustrate the intersection of sports and politics. These case 
studies are chosen based on their significance, impact, and representation of diverse 
sports, levels of play, and political issues. Criteria for selection include the event's 
prominence in public discourse, its contribution to discussions on political and social 
issues, and its potential for revealing insights into the dynamics of sports-politics inter-
actions. Each case study involves a detailed examination of the background, stakehold-
ers, outcomes, and media coverage, drawing from a variety of sources including news 
articles, official statements, social media posts, and academic literature. Secondly, the-
matic analysis is utilized to identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes) within the 
data. This involves a careful reading and re-reading of the data collected from the case 
studies, allowing for the emergence of key themes related to sports and politics. The 
process is iterative, involving the coding of data in an inductive manner, where themes 
are developed from the data itself rather than being imposed from existing theories. 
This approach facilitates the identification of recurring motifs such as expressions of 
nationalism, instances of racial and gender inequality, and moments of political dissent 
or support, among others. Thirdly, Triangulation of data sources. To ensure the relia-
bility and validity of the findings, the study employs triangulation, utilizing multiple 
data sources to cross-verify the information and interpretations. These sources include 
academic journal articles, books, documentary and news media, interviews with stake-
holders (where possible), and an analysis of digital media content. The use of diverse 
sources enables a more rounded and comprehensive understanding of the case studies 
and themes, mitigating the potential for bias and enhancing the study's credibility. Four, 
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Ethical considerations. Given the sensitive nature of politics and the potential for con-
troversy in the topics addressed, ethical considerations are paramount. This involves 
ensuring the confidentiality and anonymity of any participants interviewed, the respect-
ful treatment of sensitive subjects, and the critical evaluation of sources to avoid the 
dissemination of misinformation. The study adheres to ethical guidelines set forth by 
academic and research institutions, ensuring that the research is conducted with integ-
rity and respect for the subjects and themes explored. Finally, data analysis software. 
To manage and analyze the qualitative data, the study employs data analysis software 
such as NVivo. This software facilitates the organization of data, coding for themes, 
and the analysis of patterns across the case studies. The use of such tools allows for a 
more efficient and thorough analysis, supporting the study's aim to uncover the deep-
seated connections between sports and politics. 

5. Summary 

This research embarked on an interdisciplinary journey to unravel the complex rela-
tionship between sports and politics in the United States, illuminating how sports arenas 
have transcended their traditional roles to become platforms for political expression, 
activism, and policy debate. Through qualitative analysis, employing case study exam-
ination and thematic exploration, this study revealed the multifaceted ways in which 
sports intersect with political life, acting simultaneously as mirrors of societal tensions 
and catalysts for political discourse and change. Key findings from this study high-
lighted several critical dimensions of the sports-politics nexus. Firstly, the research 
demonstrated that sports have been instrumental in providing athletes and stakeholders 
a voice to address societal issues, ranging from racial injustice to gender inequality, 
thus facilitating broader conversations about these critical concerns within the public 
sphere. Notably, instances of athlete activism, such as kneeling during national anthems 
or wearing political statements on uniforms, served as potent symbols of protest and 
solidarity, sparking national debates and bringing attention to pressing social issues. 
Secondly, the study uncovered the significant impact of political climates and policies 
on sports practices and governance. From the allocation of resources for sporting events 
and infrastructures to the regulation of athlete behavior and expressions of political 
dissent, the interplay between political forces and sports institutions was found to be a 
critical area of tension and negotiation. This dynamic underscores the political under-
pinnings of sports governance and the ways in which sports can both challenge and 
reinforce existing power structures. Moreover, the research identified a profound public 
engagement with the intersection of sports and politics, reflecting a diverse range of 
responses from support and admiration to backlash and controversy. This public en-
gagement was mediated by various factors, including media representations, online dis-
course, and community affiliations, highlighting the role of public sentiment in shaping 
the outcomes and impact of sports-related political actions. The thematic analysis fur-
ther revealed recurring motifs such as nationalism, identity, and resistance, underscor-
ing the deep-seated connections between sports, national identity, and political expres-
sion. These themes were not only prevalent in the actions and statements of individual 
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athletes but also reflected in the broader cultural and policy-related aspects of sports, 
indicating the pervasive nature of politics in the sporting domain. This study contributes 
to the scholarly understanding of the sociopolitical impact of sports by offering a com-
prehensive analysis that bridges gaps in the literature, particularly in the areas of female 
and minority athletes' activism, the role of digital media in amplifying political mes-
sages, and the longitudinal effects of sports on political attitudes and behaviors. Fur-
thermore, by employing an interdisciplinary approach, this research enriches the con-
versation around sports and politics, providing insights that are relevant to policymak-
ers, sports organizations, and the general public. In conclusion, the findings from this 
study underscore the indelible link between sports and politics in the United States, 
showcasing how sports have become a vital arena for political engagement and expres-
sion. As the landscape of sports and politics continues to evolve, this research highlights 
the need for ongoing exploration and dialogue to navigate the challenges and opportu-
nities presented by this dynamic relationship. 

6. Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in its comprehensive examination of the interplay 
between sports and politics in the United States, a dynamic relationship that reflects 
and influences broader societal trends and concerns. By exploring how sports serve as 
platforms for political expression and activism, and how political climates and policies 
impact sports, this research contributes valuable insights into the sociopolitical fabric 
of American life. The findings and discussions presented here hold significance in sev-
eral key areas: 

6.1 Academic Contributions 

From an academic perspective, this study bridges gaps in existing literature by focusing 
on underexplored aspects of sports and politics, such as the role of digital media in 
sports activism, the experiences of female and minority athletes, and the longitudinal 
effects of sports on political attitudes and behaviors. By employing an interdisciplinary 
approach, it enriches the dialogue within and between fields such as sociology, political 
science, and cultural studies, offering a nuanced understanding of how sports can both 
mirror and mold societal and political realities. 

6.2 Policy Implications 

The research has direct implications for policy-making, particularly in areas related to 
sports governance, public funding for sports, and the regulation of athlete activism. By 
highlighting the political underpinnings of sports policies and practices, the study un-
derscores the need for policies that are equitable, inclusive, and reflective of the diverse 
values and interests of the sports community. It also points to the importance of con-
sidering the societal impact of sports-related policies, encouraging policymakers to 
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view sports as a valuable arena for promoting social cohesion, public health, and civic 
engagement. 

6.3 Social and Cultural Relevance 

At the social and cultural level, this study illuminates the ways in which sports serve as 
a microcosm of and a forum for addressing societal issues, from racial and gender ine-
quality to national identity and political dissent. The research underscores the power of 
sports to foster dialogue, challenge prevailing norms, and inspire change, highlighting 
the role of athletes and sports organizations in shaping public discourse and attitudes. 
By examining the public's engagement with and response to sports-related political ac-
tions, the study contributes to a broader understanding of the dynamics of social change 
and the potential of sports to unite or divide. 

6.4 Future Research Directions 

This study also sets the stage for future research, identifying areas that require further 
exploration and offering a framework for investigating the evolving relationship be-
tween sports and politics. It opens avenues for longitudinal studies, comparative anal-
yses across countries and sports, and investigations into the impact of technological 
advancements on sports activism. By outlining these potential research directions, the 
study contributes to the ongoing development of the field and encourages a multidisci-
plinary approach to understanding the complex interactions between sports, politics, 
and society. 

6.5 Enhancing Public Discourse 

Finally, the significance of this research extends to its contribution to public discourse. 
By providing a comprehensive analysis of the sports-politics nexus, the study offers a 
resource for journalists, commentators, and the general public, fostering a more in-
formed and nuanced conversation about the role of sports in society. It encourages a 
critical examination of the values and assumptions underlying sports-related political 
actions and policies, promoting a more engaged and reflective public dialogue. 

7. Conclusion 

This study embarked on an in-depth exploration of the multifaceted relationship be-
tween sports and politics in the United States, uncovering the profound ways in which 
sports serve as arenas for political expression, activism, and policy debates. Through 
qualitative analysis of case studies and thematic patterns, we have illuminated the com-
plex dynamics at play, revealing the significant role sports occupy in the sociopolitical 
landscape. The findings underscore the capacity of sports to reflect societal issues, cat-
alyze political discourse, and influence public policy, highlighting the interdependence 
of sports and politics within American culture. Athlete activism emerged as a potent 
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force for social change, demonstrating the power of sports figures to challenge societal 
norms and advocate for justice. These acts of protest and solidarity not only generate 
national dialogue but also inspire action, underscoring the importance of sports plat-
forms in the broader movement for social justice. However, the backlash and contro-
versy that often accompany such activism highlight the polarizing nature of intertwin-
ing sports with political and social issues, raising questions about the role of athletes in 
public debates. The study also revealed the significant impact of political climates and 
policies on sports, from governance and regulation to the allocation of resources. This 
dynamic relationship reflects broader societal values and priorities, with sports serving 
as a microcosm of political and cultural debates. The interplay between sports govern-
ance and political forces underscores the need for ethical considerations and equitable 
policies that reflect the diversity and inclusivity of the sports community. Looking for-
ward, the relationship between sports and politics in the United States is poised to 
evolve further, shaped by technological advancements, changing societal norms, and 
the global landscape of sports and politics. The rise of digital media platforms has trans-
formed the ways in which athletes engage with the public and participate in political 
discourse, offering new opportunities and challenges for sports activism. As societal 
attitudes towards sports and politics continue to shift, the role of sports in fostering 
social change and political engagement will likely grow, necessitating ongoing research 
and dialogue. The implications of this study extend beyond the academic realm, offer-
ing insights for policymakers, sports organizations, and activists. Understanding the 
complex dynamics between sports and politics is crucial for developing policies that 
support ethical sports governance, promote social justice, and respect the autonomy of 
athletes to engage in political expression. For sports organizations, navigating the bal-
ance between encouraging free expression and maintaining an inclusive and respectful 
sporting environment remains a critical challenge. In conclusion, this research under-
scores the indelible link between sports and politics in the United States, highlighting 
the transformative potential of sports as platforms for political engagement and social 
change. As we move forward, it is imperative to continue exploring this dynamic rela-
tionship, fostering a deeper understanding of its implications for society, culture, and 
democracy. The intersection of sports and politics, fraught with challenges and oppor-
tunities, remains a vital area for scholarly inquiry, policy development, and public dis-
course, reflecting the ongoing evolution of the American sociopolitical landscape. 

Reference 

1. Anderson, E. (2019). Sport, theory and social problems: A critical introduction (2nd ed.). 
Routledge. 

2. Boykoff, J. (2016). Power games: A political history of the Olympics. Verso Books. 
3. Carrington, B. (2010). Race, sport and politics: The sporting black diaspora. Sage Publica-

tions. 
4. Coakley, J. (2020). Sports in society: Issues and controversies (12th ed.). McGraw-Hill Ed-

ucation. 
5. Collins, P. H. (2015). Intersectionality’s definitional dilemmas. Annual Review of Sociol-

ogy, 41, 1-20. 

150             Z. Chen et al.



6. King, C. R. (Ed.). (2017). Routledge handbook of the sociology of sport. Routledge. 
7. Lapchick, R. (2016). Sport in society: Equal opportunity or business as usual? Sage Publi-

cations. 
8. Smith, M. (2014). Black lives matter: (Re)Framing the next wave of black liberation. Afri-

can American Review, 47(2-3), 253-267. 
9. Staurowsky, E. J. (2019). College athletes’ rights and well-being: Critical perspectives on 

policy and practice. Johns Hopkins University Press. 
10. Zirin, D. (2018). The Kaepernick effect: Taking a knee, changing the world. The New Press. 
11. Dai, Y., Liang, W., Xv, W., Wu, Y., & Wang, Y. (2023, September). Exploring the Contin-

uance Intention of Young Chinese Females to Use Social Media: The Case of Xiaohongshu. 
In 2023 9th International Conference on Humanities and Social Science Research (ICHSSR 
2023) (pp. 1715-1732). Atlantis Press. 

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.
        The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter's
Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material
is not included in the chapter's Creative Commons license and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder.

Sports and Politics in the United States: An Interdisciplinary Analysis             151

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

	Sports and Politics in the United States: An Interdisciplinary Analysis

