
(Is Sport Just) Fun and Games? The Cultural Politics of Sports 
ANTH 2980.001 

Spring 2026 
  
M/W/F 11-11:50 
Language 402 
Instructor: Dr. Andrew Nelson, andrew.nelson@unt.edu  
Office Hours: Sycamore 104C or Zoom; Mondays, 12:30-2; or by appointment 
 
Course Description. The cultural, economic, and political processes of professional sports and global events like the Olympics or 
World Cup.  
  
Prerequisites: None 
  
Learning Objectives  
Upon completion of this course, the student will be able to:  

• Apply anthropological concepts to the study of sport 
• Analyze professional sport as an industry 
• Interpret sport as a kind of politics  
• Propose what society can learn from athletes and sport  
• Practice collaborative skills in analysis and presentation 

  
Required Texts: None. All readings will be provided as pdfs or links in Canvas.  
  
Grading Scale (%):  
A, 90-100 
B, 80-89 
C, 70-79 
D, 60-69 
F, 0-59 

mailto:andrew.nelson@unt.edu


 

Grade 

Type of Work Percentage of Final 
Grade 

Attendance & Participation  21% 
Example worksheets 24% 
Unit Assignments 30%  
Presentation 5% 
Final Project 20% 

 

I. Attendance & Participation (21%) 

Type # of meetings/submissions Points per 
meeting/submission 

Total points 

Class meetings 40 (one freebie) 1  40 
Reading Passes 13 (one freebie) 3 39 
Away Games 3 7 21 
   100 

 

Reading Pass: For each “film” (new content) day, students will be expected to arrive at class with a physical or digital reading pass 
that contains (a) one quotation from the reading; and (b) one question based on the reading.   

Freebie: Students will be allowed one absence without an excuse; and one missed reading pass without an excuse.  

Excused Absence: Students must provide documentation of an excuse according to the university’s authorized absence policy.   

Away Games: In lieu of class on March 16, 18, 20, students will be expected to attend three outside-the-classroom experiential 
meetings.  

II. Example Worksheets (24%)  

https://policy.unt.edu/sites/policy.unt.edu/files/06.039%20Student%20Attendance%20and%20Authorized%20Absences.pdf


Type # of submissions Points per submission Total points % of each 
submission’s 
contribution to final 
grade 

Example worksheets 12 5 60 2 
 

On each “training” Wednesday, in groups of four, students will identify an example and complete a worksheet that demonstrates the 
week’s lesson. Worksheets must be submitted by the end of class. All groupmates will receive the same score. Worksheets will be 
scored based on effort and completion.  

III. Unit Assignments (30%) 

Type # of submissions Points per submission Total points % of each 
submission’s 
contribution to final 
grade 

Unit assignments 3 20 60 10 
 

On the Sunday after the end of each unit (February 22, April 5, April 26), students will submit an assignment that builds on the 
example worksheets and unit review days (the goal of the class is for work to be completed in class).  

IV. Presentation (5%) 

In groups of four, students will give one presentation to the class. This presentation will be based on a selected example from the 
example worksheets, and consist of descriptive analysis, visuals, theory application, and classmate engagement.  

V. Final Project (20%)  

As a culmination of the class, students will design one alternative sport/league building on final days of class, April 27 & 29.  

COURSE SCHEDULE  

Film Mondays: Will introduce new content and emphasize analysis and discussion (like a team analyzing film of their opposition).  

Training Wednesdays: Will be devoted to collaborative groupwork to prepare for the bigger assignments (like a team practicing).  



Game Fridays: Will provide an opportunity to apply the week’s lesson through presentations and interactive discussions with guest 
speakers (like a team playing a game). *Jerseys are encouraged on this day! 

 

Week Monday Wednesday Friday 
1: What is sport? Play? 
What is this class?  

Jan 12 
 
Introduction 

Jan 14 
 
Reading Pass #1: Besnier, Brownell & 
Carter (2018, 15-54) 
  

Jan 16 
 
Reading Pass #2: Paes (2025); Kuper & 
Szymanski (2009, 203-220); SB Nation 
(2016); Schwell et al. (2016) 
 

 

Unit 1: Sport as Culture (Fans)  

Week Theme Film Monday  Training Wednesday  Game Friday  “Away game” 
2: Fandom emotions, 
anthropology of ritual, 
symbols, narrative  

Jan 19 
 
No class 

Jan 21 
 
Example Worksheet 
#1 

Jan 23   
 
Film Comparison 
of Fever Pitch 
(1997) & Fever 
Pitch (2005) 

In groups, attend 1 of 
following:  

• Wed, Jan 21, 7pm: 
Men’s basketball  

• Sat, Jan 24, 2pm: 
Women’s basketball 

• Sat, Jan 24, 5pm: Men’s 
basketball  
 

3: Sport ‘nations’, 
anthropology of 
nationalism and 
community 

Jan 26  
 
Reading Pass #3: Besnier, 
Brownell & Carter (2018, 
217-248); Cohan (2024); 
New Yorker (2018) 
 
 
 

Jan 28 
 
Example worksheet 
#2 
 

Jan 30 
 
Guest speaker: 
Lauren Herrera 

 



4: Marginalized fans, 
anthropology of 
alienation  

Feb 2 
 
Readings Pass #4:  
Markovits & Albertson 
(2012); Tanner, Evans, and 
Hay (2021); Crafton (2022) 
 

Feb 4 
 
Example worksheet 
#3  

Feb 6 
 
First group 
presentation 

 

5: Sport journalism Feb 9  
 
Reading Pass #5: Broussard 
(2020); Nelson (ms)  
 
 

Feb 11 
 
Guest speaker: Saad 
Youssof  

Feb 13 
 
 Example 
worksheet #4 

 

6: Fan movements, 
anthropology of 
solidarity  

Feb 16 
 
Readings Pass #6:  
Turner, Richards & Lawrence 
(2023); Ahmed & Garcia 
(2025) 
 

Feb 18 
 
Example worksheet 
#5 
 

Feb 20 
 
Unit Review  

 
 

 

Assignment 1: Social poetics of a fan group, due Sunday, February 22nd   

Unit 2: Sport as Economy (Owners)  

Week Theme  Film Monday  Training 
Wednesday  

Game Friday   Away game  

7: Sport industries, 
anthropology of 
capitalism  

Feb 23  
 
Reading Pass #7: Brownell & 
Besnier (2016); Vaczi (2022) 
 

Feb 25 
 
Example worksheet 
#6 

Feb 27 
 
Guest speaker  

TBD  
 



8: Mega-events, 
anthropology of 
(neo)colonialism 

Mar 2  
 
Reading Pass #8: Besnier, 
Brownell & Carter (2018, 55-
82, 178-216) 
 

Mar 4  
 
Example worksheet 
#7 

Mar 6 
 
Second group 
presentation  

 

9: Class cancelled 
(March 9-20) 
 

    

10: Sport migration, 
anthropology of global 
labor 

Mar 23 
 
Reading Pass #9: Besnier, 
Brownell & Carter (2018, 249-
275); Curran & Nelson (2025) 
 

Mar 25 
 
Example worksheet 
#8 

Mar 27 
 
Guest speaker: Rob 
Curran  

 

11: Alternative sport 
leagues, anthropology 
of value and commons   

Mar 30 
 
Readings Pass #10:   
Biyanwala (2021); Gazeres 
(2023) 
 

Apr 1  
 
Example worksheet 
#9  

Apr 3 
 
Unit Review  

 

 

Assignment #2: Value analysis report, due Sunday, April 5th   

Unit 3: Sport as Politics (Players)  

Week Theme Monday film  Wednesday training Friday game Away game  
12: Athletes as objects 
and commodities, 
anthropology of the 
body   

Apr 6  
 
Readings Pass #11:  
Konstaple (2025); Strauss 
(2013); Litan (2019) 
 

Apr 8 
 
Example worksheet 
#10 
 

Apr 10 
 
Guest visit: Dean 
Albert Bimper 

TBD 



13: Athletes and 
politics, anthropology of 
resistance, 
decolonization  

Apr 13 
 
Readings Pass #12:   
Reading: Besnier, Brownell & 
Carter (2018, 83-87); Boykoff, 
J. & Carrington (2020) 
 

Apr 15 
 
Example worksheet 
#11 
 

Apr 17 
 
Class cancelled   

 

14: Athlete-led sports,  
anthropology of 
participatory action  

Apr 20  
 
Readings Pass #13: 
Chappelet (2020); Irwin 
(2025) 

Apr 22 
 
Third group 
presentation 
 
 

Apr 24 
 
Unit Review  

 

 

Assignment #3: Player-led sport modification, due Sunday, April 26th  

Monday, April 27th: Final project lab #1 

Wednesday, April 29th: Final project lab #2 

Monday, May 4th: Final project due 
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