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A Study of Sport Ritual: Ritual of Techniques and Ritual of
Cultural Representation

Simon Shih *

Abstract

Is playing sports some kind of ritual? In sports we found certain
repetitive moves, such as “free throws” in basketball games, “ball servings” in
tennis, and “shooting” in archery, but what do all these repetitive, fixed, and
technical related moves do? Why do some scholars name these “repetitive
moves” with a religious term “ritual”? Do raise the national flag or ignite the
Olympic torch in sports event also relate to rituals?

This research intended to figure out the existence and function of sport
rituals, furthermore to find out what content and categories sport rituals
contain. Lastly, to identify whether playing sport can be a ritual within life.
This paper generally based on the structure of “Separation-Transition-
Incorporation” in “Rites of passage” by Arnold van Gennep, and following
researches done by Victor Turner. From the microscopic view of “free throw
ritual” to the macroscopic view of “Sport Ritual,” by using the same structure
of Separation-Transition-Incorporation, this research examined the impact of
“Liminality” and its insight.

This paper reveals the existence of “The Sport Ritual,” and could be put
into two categories, namely “Ritual of Techniques” and “Ritual of Culture

Representation.” The moves of free throw and shooting can be the examples

* Simon Shih, Professor, National Taiwan Normal University.
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of the former ritual, while the latter would be raising national flag before the
game. Furthermore, The Ritual of Cultural Representation could be recognized
as “Cohesion Ritual,” “Symbol Ritual” and “Violence Ritual” etc.

The answer to whether playing sport can be a ritual within life is certain;
people go to gym regularly just as going to church every Sunday. Though the
feeling, place, and content are quite different, but in terms of the rhythm of life
and the effect as life rituals like wedding or funeral, playing sport has indeed
became new ritual in modern life.

The key concept is that through participating sport people can break the
social norms and gap between races, culture, age, gender, and social class.
Taking Hawaii triathlon for example, people from different ages, races, social

status can all attend it. Thus it signifies the value of playing sport.

Key words: ritual, Sport Ritual, Ritual of Techniques, Ritual of Culture

Representation, Liminality
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Table 1 Greek Athletic Festivals

God Branch or

Festival Place Honored Wreath Intervals(years) Founded(B.C.)
Olympic  Olympia Zeus Olive 4 776
Pythian Delphi Apollo Bay 4 582
Isthmian Corinth Poseidon Pine 2 582
Nemean Nemea Apollo Parsley 2 573

)anet C. Harris

Harris 7 GHEBEET « — P28 EL# (Sport and Ritual: A
Macroscopic Comparison of Form )) SCEEH - R FRENBAE R Rl B i
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2% Guttmann, Allen, From Ritual to Record: The Nature of Modern sports, 21.
% Janet C. Harris, “Sport and Ritual: A Macroscopic Comparison of Form,” Play, Games
and Sports in Cultural Contexts (IL: Human Kinetics, 1983), 177-189.
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