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For Dad, who taught me sports, and Mom, who taught me politics.




When the chess game is over, the pawn and the king go back to the same box.


Irish Proverb
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Introduction


Despite the appetite of those who read books on it, politics is not for everyone. Most people need to compare politics to something a little closer to everyday life in order to make sense of it. When it comes to American politics, sports analogies might be the most common way people do this. Phrases that tie sports to politics come to mind easily. A dark horse candidate. A layup. A body blow. The chessboard of world politics.


Americans routinely see politics through the lens of sports. And given the bad taste that politics leaves in most people’s mouths, sports comparisons probably function as the spoonful of sugar that makes the sour medicine of democracy go down for the average citizen.


At first blush, this affinity between sports and politics seems to be just what the doctor ordered—after all, why shouldn’t people liken democratic participation to a fun, healthy, agreeable pastime? There are certainly many upsides to thinking of politics as a sport. But this book asks: what are the downsides? More specifically, what characteristics of modern sports might lead our understanding of politics down a path that takes us away from our democratic ideals?


[image: image]


My interest in this topic stems in part from my own early life experience. In my adolescence I was a huge Detroit Lions fan. I idolized running back Barry Sanders and wide receiver Herman Moore, and watched each of their games whenever I could, even videotaping them for viewing again later. I cared so much about whether the Lions won or lost that it reached the point of irrationality. If some misfortune befell my beloved Lions in the middle of a game, I blamed myself: I shouldn’t have stepped away from the television when I did; I should have cheered harder; I shouldn’t have had those negative thoughts earlier. I recall praying some of the most earnest and fervent prayers of my youth just so that the Lions could win on gameday. Somehow it meant everything to me, even though it had absolutely no direct effect on my own life.


Such rabid fanaticism and superstition could easily be chalked up to the foolishness of youth and dismissed in order to move on to more serious topics. After all, today I can’t name a single member of the Detroit Lions, and I’d be hard pressed to name many NFL players at all. However, following the Lions was a key part of my social and even political development, introducing me to conflicting group identities and conflicting agendas, and showing me how to care about something happening in the outside world. In fact, this was probably the first time I really cared about any events in the wider world beyond my social circle in the small town of Terril, Iowa. And these events did have an indirect effect on my social circle itself, as I was the only Lions fan in my school, with most of the other kids being Bears, Vikings, or Packers fans. As the lone Lion, I wrapped myself in sweatshirts, T-shirts, and jerseys, establishing a unique identity among my peers.


I played a variety of sports as a boy, and those were certainly edifying and character-building experiences. But I also watched a good deal of spectator sports on television. If this was my earliest introduction to the external world of politics, then what did it teach me about that world and how to participate in it? The first thing most mass audience sports teach us is to be spectators: to channel our activity into following the sport rather than participating in it. Interestingly, as we grow up, we end up playing sports less and watching sports more. These sports teach us to be fans: to remain loyal to our team and cheer for them through thick and thin. They train us to identify with an elite group and treat their victories as our own. The players of the game are the elite athletes, and we are there simply to watch them and cheer them on. The parallels to modern electoral politics are striking, and these will be explored in Chapter One, “Fanning the Flames.”


Second, mass audience sports also teach us to be analysts and strategists: to pay close attention to the strategies of how to win rather than asking questions about, say, who should win, or for that matter, why winning is so desirable in the first place. Watching sports coverage that does this acclimatizes us to news media coverage that treats elections in the same way: the winners and losers here are the elite politicians who are competing in elections. Through this narrow lens we do not see the interests of business, labor, consumers, ethnic groups, or any other messy considerations of politics that may lie behind the politicians themselves. When politics is covered like a sport, the everyday people who are winners or losers in the realm of policy are obscured or even ignored, thanks to the exclusive focus on who is winning in the political arena. How the various politicians are polling, campaigning, and performing in debates takes precedence over their campaign platforms and how they would affect everyday people. The rise of “sabermetrics” in baseball interestingly parallels these developments in politics. I will examine these dimensions in Chapter Two, “The Tyranny of Strategy.”


There is a particularly apt example of the tyranny of strategy in one of political science’s most long-lived concepts: the median voter. This is the voter who sits in the middle of the pack of all voters on a left-to-right ideological spectrum. Standard economistic theories of electoral politics usually begin with this voter as the prize for which all candidates compete. Understood in this way, an election is simply a game in which each candidate strategically tries to capture the central ideological ground in an effort to maximize his or her own share of votes. Chapter Three, “The Meta-Strategic Median Voter,” outlines and critiques this understanding of politics by showing how its hyper-strategic characterization of elections ultimately undermines democracy, even leading voters to falsify their own preferences at the ballot box. With insights from the 2016 presidential election, this is a useful case study of the tyranny of strategy discussed in Chapter Three, as it demonstrates how an excess of tactical voting and thinking can erode the functioning of democratic systems.


The book’s final chapter draws out some broader implications of my critique of politics-as-sport. Particular attention will be paid to quantification, gamification, big data, and artificial intelligence, as these elements presently conspire to push society further in the direction of quantified managerialism. This chapter will also connect the book’s argument with important social theorists, such as Max Weber and his concept of rationalization, René Guénon’s definition of modernity as the reign of quantity, and contemporary thinker Paul Kingsnorth’s critical analysis of “the Machine.” In short, the gamification of politics, with its emphasis on strategic interaction, numerical metrics, and computer-calculated optimization, is part and parcel of the trend toward quantified managerialism in society writ large. Putting the problem into this larger context helps us to see its dangers more clearly.




Chapter One


Fanning the Flames: Politics for Passionate Spectators


Sports culture in the United States invites most people to be fans rather than players. There is a sizeable scholarly literature on the phenomenon of fandom, as it has become a prevalent mode of social interaction in online culture. In this chapter I aim to interrogate the phenomenon of sports fandom in particular, and how its dynamics can translate into approaches to politics that run counter to democratic ways of engaging in politics. In particular, fandom presents a model of public life wherein: 1) the expected role of the public is that of an audience that merely spectates and cheers for elite political players instead of acting in its own interests; 2) ordinary people build irrational affective ties to political elites as fan-objects and to their fandoms; and 3) social interactions, especially concerning politics, are largely limited to other members of one’s particular fandom. Each of these fan-based attributes of sports culture is corrosive of democratic politics in its own way.


Drawing on the growing field of fan studies, the first section will discuss what it means to be a fan, and the related concept of a fandom, and apply these to the context of popular sports culture. The following three sections will each look at a distinct way that sports fan culture corrupts the nature of the democratic process. The concluding section addresses some objections to my argument.


Fans


Most American adults’ experience of sports is that of spectators rather than participants. But what motivates people to follow sports? The obvious appeal is that, through spectacles of competition, mass sports events provide viewers not only with drama but with an unscripted reality that traditional fictional drama cannot provide: athletes are not play-acting, but are actively vying against others to the best of their abilities. But there are powerful social-psychological forces at work when people become sports fans. Two in particular are worth distilling here. First, it pays off socially to have something to talk about with one’s friends, and something to watch with them. And our culture—especially men’s culture—has long been saturated with small talk about recent events in sports. This gives many people an initial social incentive to start following sports. Second, and more unexpected for the uninitiated, is the intense feeling of attachment to a group and the vicarious thrill that comes from sharing the group’s triumphs and tragedies. This second motivator does not come from simply following sports, but from identifying with a team and becoming a fan.


My own experience serves as an illustrative example here. I decided to get into sports in junior high school because all of my friends were, and of course I wanted to fit in. Wanting to stand out from the crowd of Bears and Packers fans, I picked the Detroit Lions, and found myself enjoying watching Barry Sanders and the Lions on a level I never anticipated: I recorded every game I could, I subscribed to the weekly newspaper Lions Report, and I bought an NFL football simulation game for our family computer and became coach of my own Detroit Lions team. I had enough Lions garb that more often than not I was wearing it.


Yes, I had successfully made the social inroads I was after: I figured out what all the other boys in school were talking about, and why, and I felt like I fit in. More than this, though, I had gone all in as a fan. Although being a football fan allowed me to fit in, my identity as a Lions fan allowed me to differentiate myself from the group. I even had a sense that this difference made me and my interests more interesting and more sophisticated than all those Bears fans. To this day I fervently maintain that Barry Sanders is the most exciting running back to watch in all of football history, and I am incapable of drawing a line between this objective truth and any partisan Lion bias I may still have.


The concept of a sports fan is so normal and mundane in American culture that it is easy to forget that “fan” is simply a shortened form of fanatic, or one who is “marked by excessive enthusiasm and often intense uncritical devotion.” The word fan is also quite portable and is regularly used outside the context of sports: people declare themselves fans of certain movies, actors, directors, musicians, authors, videogames, and even of corporations or products outside of entertainment. The concept has suffused our casual language, for instance when one expresses that one is “a big fan,” or on the contrary, “not a fan.”


Why Sports?


If so many people are fans of so many things besides sports, then why do I focus on sports in particular as a frame for understanding politics? What makes sports a particularly powerful model for politics is that it is framed explicitly around competition, with clear winners and losers. Other forms of entertainment do not provide a competition framework that so closely parallels American politics as it is experienced by the public. Even when competition is injected into nonsports forms of entertainment—for example, in the process-of-elimination competitions of most reality television shows, or in videogame speedrunning—it is usually in the form of a multi-competitor race or a free-for-all competition. Examples such as American Idol or Survivor come readily to mind.


By contrast, the most popular spectator sports in the United States—think football, basketball, baseball, and hockey—are usually binary competitions between two and only two teams. This of course closely resembles commonsense perceptions of the basic two-party structure of American politics. This structural similarity helps explain why so many sports metaphors resound throughout political discourse. I could describe a particular political “play” by a politician as a “slam dunk,” and I could describe a “move” by another politician as a “Hail Mary,” (a metaphor that draws upon Catholicism for some and football for others) and virtually everyone would know the difference in meaning this implies. And everyone would know what I meant if I were to mention the Democratic Party’s “full court press” against Trump, or the GOP’s advertising “blitz” about inflation and other economic woes under the Biden administration. And we refer routinely to the political “arena,” likening politics with boxing, or perhaps more aptly, mixed martial arts.


What makes these metaphors work is that they are situated in the context of a strategic struggle between two contending rival groups. As I will argue below, many of the assumptions about politics that are engendered by sports metaphors like these are incompatible with a democracy in which the masses (demos) act in their own interests to check the power of political and economic elites.


What Makes a Fan a Fan?


Following in the footsteps of seminal scholars in the field of fan studies (Jenkins 1992; Abercrombie and Longhurst 1998; Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 2007; Busse and Gray 2011), Ashley Hinck (2019, pp. 9–10) lays out four characteristics of fans. The first is the emotional tie fans feel with a fan-object, or in our case, the team. Fans feel an affinity and an identification with whomever or whatever they are fans of. This affective bond is foundational for fanhood, as it serves as the basis on which the fan’s loyal relationship with the fan-object is built. This means that the fan empathically feels the thrill of the team’s victory, as well as the sting of their defeat.


Second, fans cultivate a specialization of knowledge relating to the fan-object. Sports fans will not only come to learn the names of most members of the team, but their positions, their jersey numbers, and so on. Fans will often even track statistics such as rushing yards, batting averages, or three-point shooting percentages.


This wealth of specialized knowledge provides conversational fodder for the third distinctive trait of fans: their participation in a community of fans now known as a fandom. Since the rise of social media in the last twenty years, fan culture has exploded. As the internet expanded the possibilities of social interaction beyond previous geographical limits, people have shown a marked tendency to connect with other fans to discuss what they love about their fan-object. Thanks to the ongoing communications revolution, fanhood has also become normalized. Recalling the plot of the 1996 film The Fan, in which a crazed baseball fan murders a member of his favorite team for the good of the team itself, Sandvoss (2005) reminds us that “fan” used to be a somewhat derogatory term indicating extreme levels of enthusiasm falling outside of expected normative behavior. The online congregation of fandoms of all sorts and the resulting normalization of fanhood has marginalized such pathologizing narratives of fans as fanatics.


We may be tempted to think of fans simply as consumers: after all, the main thing that makes one a fan is what one spends time watching, reading, or listening to. But for the most ardent fans, these obvious and necessary consumptive fan behaviors are accompanied by productive behaviors as well: fan fiction, fan art, and the production of online discourse from forum posts to podcasts. Such productive (rather than consumptive) behaviors constitute the fourth characteristic of fans.


The bar moves a little higher as we move from the first to the fourth characteristic of fans. While virtually any fan has an affective attachment to the team and will watch and enjoy their games, only the more hardcore fans will participate in online discussion with other fans, or in other, more demanding creative activities. However, social media has made this activity more accessible and popular than ever before. Of course, necessary to all four of these characteristics is that fans enjoy these activities and engage in them primarily out of pleasure, rather than simply a sense of obligation (Hersh 2017). This being said, however, fanhood often is accompanied by a sense of duty or obligation—to support one’s team, to watch their games, to speak up in their defense when needed.
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