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ABSTRACT
Hoosiers has a special, undeniable appeal. This film tells the fictional 
story of a basketball team from a small high school in Indiana 
that defeats a team from a much bigger school to win the state 
championship. When it was shown to test audiences, Hoosiers 
scored the highest preview rating in the history of Orion Pictures. 
A poll conducted by USA Today in 1998 named Hoosiers the best 
sports movie of all time, and it topped ESPN.com’s list of the ‘25 Best 
Sports Films: 1979-2004’. In 2001, it was selected for inclusion in the 
National Film Registry of the Library of Congress as a motion picture 
that is notably ‘culturally, historically, or aesthetically significant’. 
The source of Hoosiers’ special appeal has, however, remained 
somewhat mysterious. This article seeks to show that Hoosiers has 
inspired unusually intense devotion because it artfully dramatizes 
concerns about authoritarianism that are deeply embedded not just 
in American sports, but in American society as a whole, and because 
it elegantly presents an emotionally satisfying resolution for those 
concerns (albeit one that works solely within the bounds of a fictional 
film).

March Madness is upon us, and basketball fan that I am, I’m dragging out my old, battered 
copy of Hoosiers … Since this movie first came out in 1986, it’s inspired unusually intense 
devotion, which may be somewhat surprising given just how formulaic and full of clichés 
Hoosiers is … Even if you’ve seen movies like this thousands of times before, somehow this is 
the one that you want to watch again and again and again. And I find myself wondering, why 
that is, what aspect of this movie accounts for its extraordinary power and its hold on people’s 
imaginations? A. O. Scott, film critic for the New York Times1

Hoosiers has a special, undeniable appeal. This film tells the fictional story of a basketball 
team from a small high school in Indiana that defeats a team from a much bigger school 
to win the state championship.2 When it was shown to test audiences, Hoosiers scored the 
highest preview rating in the history of Orion Pictures. A poll conducted by USA Today 
in 1998 named Hoosiers the best sports movie of all time, and it topped ESPN.com’s list of 
the ‘25 Best Sports Films: 1979–2004’. In 2001, it was selected for inclusion in the National 
Film Registry of the Library of Congress as a motion picture that is notably ‘culturally, 
historically, or aesthetically significant’.3
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2   P. CHRISTESEN

The source of Hoosiers’ special appeal has, however, remained somewhat mysterious. In 
2009, A. O. Scott, a film critic for the New York Times, mused about the reasons why he has 
found enjoyment in watching and re-watching his ‘old, battered copy’ of Hoosiers. He notes 
that the enduring popularity of Hoosiers is rather surprising because it is in many ways an 
entirely formulaic sports movie awash in clichés. Scott points to the skill with which the 
movie is made, the absence of sentimentality, and the quality of the actors’ performances. 
But he admits that when, all is said and done, ‘I still can’t quite say what it is that makes 
this movie great’.

The purpose of this article is to argue that Hoosiers has inspired unusually intense 
devotion because it artfully dramatizes concerns about authoritarianism that are deeply 
embedded not just in American sport, but in American society as a whole, and because it 
elegantly presents an emotionally satisfying resolution for those concerns (albeit one that 
works solely within the bounds of a fictional film).4

In order to understand these dimensions of Hoosiers it is necessary to construct and apply 
a conceptual framework to facilitate analysis of the movie’s impact. After a brief review of 
the plot of Hoosiers and how the movie has been interpreted in the past, this article will 
explore the idea that for analytical purposes it can be helpful to categorize sport in terms 
of the degree to which it is horizontal (egalitarian) or vertical (hierarchical). That same 
system of categorization can be applied to sociopolitical systems: democratized societies 
are significantly more horizontal than their totalitarian counterparts.5 Because sport reflects 
the structures of the society in which it is played, sport in democratized societies should 
ideally be largely horizontal in nature. However, there is a strong tendency for sport to 
become vertical to the point where it diverges sharply from the egalitarian ideals common to 
democratized societies. This tendency towards hierarchy is driven in large part by a powerful 
emphasis on winning and a concomitant stress on the imposition of strict discipline on 
athletes.6

This analytical framework will be employed in a detailed treatment of Hoosiers. The 
narrative trajectory of the movie involves a transition that is embodied in the biography of 
the movie’s main character, Coach Norman Dale, from a skilled practitioner of a thoroughly 
vertical, results-oriented form of basketball to a willing participant in a more horizontal 
form of the game that gives considerable weight to the input and well-being of the players.

The recuperation of egalitarianism articulated in Hoosiers is particularly powerful because 
the film subtly suggests that the same process could be extended to American society as a 
whole. It thus responds directly to widely felt concerns that America is not as democratic as 
it could or should be. The tale that unfolds on basketball courts in small towns in Indiana 
turns out to be an uplifting and optimistic parable about the American sociopolitical system. 
In this way, Hoosiers enacts our fears about the society in which we live and our hopes for 
its future.7

The Movie and Its Interpretation

Hoosiers is loosely based on the true story of a high school basketball team from Milan, 
Indiana. From 1911 to 1997 all Indiana high schools, regardless of size, competed in a single, 
statewide basketball tournament. High school basketball for much of the twentieth century 
represented an enormously important part of the social fabric in the state of Indiana, and the 
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annual tournament brought passion for high school basketball to a fever pitch. In the final 
game of the 1954 tournament, the team from Milan High School, with a total enrolment of 
162, defeated the team from Muncie Central High School, with a total enrolment of 1662, on 
a last-second shot by Milan guard Bobby Plump. That game has gone down in Indiana lore 
as the ‘Milan Miracle’. Above and beyond the compelling David-vs.-Goliath storyline, the 
1954 final was particularly interesting because it pitted an all-white group of players from 
a rural community against a racially diverse team from a large, industrial town and took 
place in the same year that the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Brown vs. the Board 
of Topeka Education declared racial segregation in public schools to be unconstitutional.8

When Angelo Pizzo wrote the screenplay for the movie that would become Hoosiers, he 
started with the Milan Miracle in mind but ended up with a very different, almost entirely 
fictional story. Upon researching the 1954 Milan team, Pizzo found that the lives of Milan’s 
coach and players ‘were not dramatic enough … The guys were too nice, the team had no 
real conflict’.9 Pizzo therefore started almost from scratch and created a story that focused 
on a fictitious character named Norman Dale. Exposition scattered throughout the movie 
reveals that Dale had been coach of a highly successful college basketball team but had been 
banned from coaching at the college level after he struck one of his own players. When the 
coach of the high school basketball team in Hickory, Indiana passes away, the principal, 
an old friend, hires Dale, despite the fact he has not coached in over a decade. After a 
series of difficulties with the players and the townspeople, Dale leads Hickory to the state 
championship. Pizzo saw this story as not being about basketball but rather about ‘bigger 
things – family, community, and second chances’.10

There have been two basic approaches in previous analyses of the reasons for the 
popularity of Hoosiers. One approach is to see Hoosiers as a particularly fine example of a 
well-known and established genre, the sports film. This perspective is common in past and 
present reviews of the film published in newspapers and magazines, but is perhaps best 
represented in Gayle Johnson’s almost hagiographic book about the movie, The Making of 
Hoosiers. In a chapter with the title ‘Hoosiers’ Lasting Appeal’, Johnson reviews the movie’s key 
themes (basketball, redemption, family, community, small town life, religion) and touches 
on issues such as the quality of the story and acting, the movie’s authentic feel and strong 
overtones of nostalgia, its focus on characters and relationships, the straightforwardness 
of the characters’ motives, their humility, their respect for others, and their willingness to 
assume personal responsibility for their mistakes.11

Another approach, common in academic writing on the film, has been to see Hoosiers as 
a film that plays to the nostalgic, racist, and patriarchal longings of audiences in search of an 
escapist tale about an imaginary place and time in which white males exercise unchallenged 
domination of a system free from social classes or social conflict. Perhaps the single most 
influential piece of relevant scholarship is Deborah Tudor’s article ‘Hoosiers: The Race, 
Religion, and Ideology of Sports’. Tudor argues that:

Hoosiers offers a nostalgic look at a time when, it is widely believed, Americans held a set 
of common values. The myth of white domination was largely unchallenged, at least in the 
imaginative memory of the 1980s. Women were traditional conventional supporters of the 
active man’s quest for success. In short, Hoosiers is a retrospective fantasy about a time and 
place where societal problems do not exist.12
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4   P. CHRISTESEN

Proponents of this approach have focused on aspects of the film, such as the fact that 
Hickory’s team is entirely made up of white players and does not encounter an African-
American opponent until the climactic final game, that are not highlighted in more positive 
assessments of the film.13

While both of these approaches have something to recommend them, they remain 
unsatisfactory for the simple reason that neither identifies anything that differentiates 
Hoosiers in any fundamental way from hundreds of other sports movies.14 The themes and 
qualities highlighted by Johnson are found in any number of other films about sport. To 
give but one example, the utterly forgettable Fast Break from 1979 tells the fictional story of 
a former junior high school basketball coach who is hired to coach the team at Cadwallader 
University in a small town in Nevada. In the same vein, any number of sports films can 
be and have been interpreted in the exact fashion that Tudor reads Hoosiers. Ron Briley, 
for instance, has argued that baseball films in postwar America sought to ‘provide shelter 
from the storm gathering in postwar America which challenged conventional ideas of race, 
gender, and class’.15 In other words, these approaches can help explain why sports films in 
general, including Hoosiers, are popular, but not why Hoosiers in particular has resonated 
so strongly with audiences.

Horizontal and Vertical Sport

In a recent study of a group of seven elite Australian female gymnasts, Natalie Barker-
Ruchti and Richard Tinning concluded that their athletic training prevented the gymnasts 
‘from developing independence and self-determination. Instead they developed into docile 
athletes’.16 Compare this conclusion with the following passage from a memoir published 
in 1983 by Caryl Rivers, about playing basketball in high school:

To play basketball in the ’50s was to step out of woman’s inherited role, to cast off docility for 
ferocity, to control, if not your destiny, at least the arc of one particular piece of cowhide for a 
slice of eternity. … If you have played basketball – really played it with pride and passion – you 
can never really be docile again.17

To some extent these strongly contrasting conclusions about the effects of sport on athletes 
are the result of differing perspectives: Barker-Ruchti and Tinning wrote from the etic 
(outside) perspective of sociologists of sport, whereas Rivers wrote from the emic (inside) 
perspective of an athlete.

There is, however, another, more important issue at work here, which can be put quite 
simply: not all sport is the same. The fundamental disjuncture between the conclusions 
reached by Barker-Ruchti and Tinning on one hand and Rivers on the other can be traced 
to the fact that participating in a training programme for elite gymnasts is a very different 
experience than playing high school basketball. Moreover, even the same sport can be played 
in strongly divergent fashions. The members of a local soccer club for adults that arranges 
games on weekends and the team members of Manchester United are playing the same 
game by the same rules, but almost everything else about the two situations is different.18

Indeed, one of the central themes in Hoosiers is a contrast between two versions of 
basketball that showcases the conflicts between vertical and horizontal sport. This system 
of categorization is based on differentiating between vertical and horizontal relationships. 
Vertical relationships are hierarchical and unequal; the parties (either individuals or groups) 
involved have very different degrees of social power (the ability to affect the behaviour 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

D
ar

tm
ou

th
 C

ol
le

ge
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 1

0:
27

 2
2 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
7 



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF SPORT   5

and beliefs of others). The dominant party in the relationship is in a position, in some if 
not all instances, to compel the subordinate party to comply with its wishes. Horizontal 
relationships are non-hierarchical and involve individuals or groups that are on a relatively 
equal footing with respect to social power. The parties in the relationship can influence each 
other’s behaviour by interacting in a cooperative and collaborative manner that emphasizes 
solidarity, trust, and reciprocity. Although horizontal relationships are by definition 
significantly more egalitarian than vertical relationships, they do not necessarily involve 
parties with identical statuses or social power. Indeed, horizontal relationships frequently 
include a considerable degree of fluidity, springing in large measure from meritocratic 
competition. Individuals or groups can move up and down a status and power hierarchy, 
with the critical caveat that at no point do any of the parties involved accumulate sufficient 
social power to dominate the others. (Should that happen the relationship obviously 
becomes vertical rather than horizontal.)19

At the most basic level, vertical and horizontal sport can be understood as enshrining 
vertical and horizontal relationships, respectively. That is, vertical sport embodies 
hierarchical relationships, whereas horizontal sport embodies egalitarian relationships. It 
is essential to bear in mind that vertical and horizontal sport are concepts formulated in 
the tradition of Weberian ideal types.20 They represent two ends of a spectrum, and no real-
world sports activity is purely horizontal or vertical. Put another way, all sport partakes of 
both the vertical and the horizontal. The balance between the two can be influenced by a 
variety of factors, including such things as the sport in question, how a sport is played in a 
given time and place, and the inclinations of coaches.

In order to differentiate between vertical and horizontal sport it will be helpful to have 
a list of criteria that distinguish one from the other (Figure 1).

These criteria can be clarified further by applying them to two examples of sport, both 
taken from nineteenth-century Britain. Starting in the middle of the nineteenth century, a 
number of modern sports such as soccer and rugby began to take shape at elite boarding 
schools in England. In 1845, the students at the Rugby School drew up the first set of written 
rules for a game that they called ‘foot-ball’ and that had been regularly played at the school 
for a considerable period of time. These rules, which formed the basis of the game that 
eventually became rugby, were produced at the initiative of the students themselves, through 
a formal process that included elements of both republican constitution-making and direct 
democracy. Rugby students had a system of holding assemblies to deal with issues of concern 
to them, and the 1845 rules were drafted by an assembly of the oldest students at the school 

Figure 1. Characteristics of vertical and horizontal sport.
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6   P. CHRISTESEN

and were ratified by an assembly of all the boys in the upper grades. The rules included 
enforcement mechanisms that relied entirely on the players themselves; Rule XXIV stated 
that ‘Heads of sides, or two deputies appointed by them, are the sole arbiters of all disputes’.21

Although these rules imposed some limits on the players’ freedom of action, those limits 
were minimal, and games were in practice chaotic, frequently violent affairs, as is evident 
from an illustration that was published in 1845 (see Figure 2). The freedom of action enjoyed 
on the football fields at Rugby is described vividly by Thomas Hughes, who attended Rugby 
from 1834 to 1842 and who wrote the classic novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays. Tom Brown 
finds football matches to be wild free-for-alls punctuated by breaks for snacks and beverages, 
including beer.22

As one might expect, Rugby students were not prone to philosophizing on the goals they 
pursued in playing sport, but Hughes did have some things to say on the subject. After Tom 
Brown has a brutal fistfight with an opponent named Slogger Williams, Hughes offers the 
following advice to his readers:

Learn to box, then, as you learn to play cricket and foot-ball. Not one of you will be the worse, 
but very much the better for learning to box well. Should you never have to use it in earnest, 
there’s no exercise in the world so good for the temper, and for the muscles of the back and legs.

When Tom Brown is about to graduate, he tells one of his teachers that football has helped 
him learn discipline and how to cooperate effectively with others.23 What is important here 
is that the benefits Hughes envisages all accrue to the athlete personally, not to a larger 
collectivity.

A counterpoint to football at the Rugby School can be found in the physical activities of 
students in government-funded schools in Britain. These schools, which were populated 
primarily by children from working-class families, were overseen by members of the 
upper class, and neither the students nor their families were given much of a voice in their 
operation. Over the course of the nineteenth century, it became increasingly common 
that students in these schools were required to participate in highly regimented forms of 
gymnastics, of one of two types, German or Swedish. German gymnastics, which took 
shape in the first half of the nineteenth century, bore a close resemblance to military drill. 

Figure 2. engraving with title ‘football at rugby’. source: from the Illustrated London News, 20 December 
1845.
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THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF SPORT   7

They were part of the curriculum of German schools, and became widely popular outside 
of Germany. Swedish gymnastics, which took shape at roughly the same time, were less 
aggressively militaristic but were still highly regimented.24

Both German and Swedish gymnastics were overtly intended as a means of reinforcing 
hierarchical relationships between school authorities and students and of rendering the 
students obedient. This is apparent in George Melio’s Manual of Swedish Drill, published 
in 1889, which contains the following statement in its preface:

The School Drill herein set forth has been adopted to a very considerable extent in the English 
schools, where it has been found of great utility, not only as a purely physical exercise, but as 
one promoting cheerfulness, erectness of carriage and general alertness and promptitude in the 
school work. The whole tendency of the drill is to produce a love of order and an actual liking 
for discipline, lightening at once the teacher’s labors and brightening and awakening the pupil.25

Football at the Rugby School involved participants organizing and policing their own sports 
activity and engaging in a sport that gave athletes a great deal of autonomy and that was 
understood to benefit the individual players. Football embodied and fostered egalitarian 
relationships and is thus a particularly clear-cut instance of horizontal sport. German and 
Swedish gymnastics involved the imposition of activities by members of the upper class 
on frequently unwilling students from the working class, activities that left individuals 
very little autonomy and the benefits of which were felt to accrue to in large part to school 
authorities. Gymnastics embodied and fostered hierarchical relationships and is thus a 
particularly clear-cut instance of vertical sport.26

The contrast between horizontal and vertical sport has manifested itself in a variety of 
different ways in different contexts. Stefan Szymanksi has, for example, argued that the 
sports clubs that developed in Western Europe starting in the eighteenth century embodied 
two very different forms of associativity: an Anglo-Saxon form of associativity that was 
independent of the state and a continental European form of associativity that involved 
state oversight. Anglo-Saxon clubs were formed and operated without state supervision and 
were driven entirely by their members’ interest in playing sports, whereas clubs formed in 
continental Europe had to seek implicit or explicit approval from the state and were typically 
oriented towards serving the state-oriented purpose of heightening military preparedness. 
The Anglo-Saxon type of sports club was thus significantly more horizontal than its more 
vertical continental counterpart.27

All of this may seem temporally or spatially distant, but the same tendencies manifest 
themselves in much sports activity in the present day. Among the various sports currently 
popular in the United States, some are typically more strongly vertical than others. 
Football has long been and continues to be the archetypal vertical sport in America – the 
authoritarian football coach looms large in American life and mythology.28 Perhaps more 
importantly, even those sports that are relatively horizontal almost invariably have at least 
some vertical elements. For example, a standard component of training for team sports 
is synchronized exercise by all members of the team at the command of their coaches. 
American football coaches have shown a consistent fondness for group calisthenics as a 
form of warm-up exercise. Another illustrative practice can be found in what are called 
caterpillar push-ups, in which the members of a team form a circle, with their feet on each 
other’s shoulders, and do push-ups on command (see Figure 3). This introduces a strong 
element of regimentation into sports such as soccer, which may at first glance seem to be 
much less vertical than football.
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8   P. CHRISTESEN

Drifting Towards the Vertical

Because sports typically reflect the society in which they are played, democratized societies 
tend to favour horizontal sport, whereas authoritarian societies tend to favour vertical 
sport.29 A good example, which draws on the preceding discussion, can be found in Britain 
and Germany in the nineteenth century. Political scientists have generated a variety of 
systems for quantifying the degree to which societies past and present are democratized. 
One such system, the Polity Project, has provided the relevant numbers for Britain, Prussia 
(the largest German state prior to unification in 1870), and post-unification Germany. As 
is evident from Figure 4, Britain was consistently more highly democratized than Prussia/
Germany in the nineteenth century.

The most popular sports in Britain during this period included soccer, rugby, and track-
and-field, all of which were typically played in a relatively horizontal fashion. In Prussia/
Germany, on the other hand, the entire sports ecosystem was dominated by a particularly 
regimented form of gymnastics that was mandatory in all publicly funded schools and that 
was quite popular with adults as well.30

This connection between democratization and horizontal sport has been particularly 
strongly felt in the United States. The American Progressives in the early part of the twentieth 
century strongly advocated widespread participation in sport as part of a broad programme 
of political and social reform that had overt democratizing goals. One result of that advocacy 
was the creation of sport programmes in publicly funded schools throughout the United 
States.31

Figure 3. Coach Danny Diceanu looks on as the Boys’ soccer Team at franklin Monroe high school in 
arcanum, ohio Does Caterpillar pushups, 2010.
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THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF SPORT   9

There continues to be widespread belief in the United States that sports, when played 
properly, help prepare individuals to live in a democratized society. For example, a recent 
study by the United States Anti-Doping Agency characterizes sport as ‘a national asset’ on 
the grounds that:

We know that sport, at its best, can build character and promote the virtues of honesty, respect, 
selfless teamwork, dedication, and commitment to a greater cause. Sport lessons (good and 
bad) transcend the playing field, spilling over into the classroom, the business world, and the 
community, and contribute to shaping the character and culture of America’s citizens.32

Although the sensibilities of the vast majority of Americans are more intuitive than analytical 
when it comes to what it means to play sports properly with respect to preparing individuals 
to live in a democratized society, there is a powerful collective sympathy for what is here 
called horizontal sport. For example, the organizers of youth sports programmes in the 
United States have long held an ideal that all of a team’s members, regardless of their ability, 
should play in every game. To give but one example, the YMCA’s website page on youth 
sports includes the statement that, ‘We make sure everyone participates’.33 This idea ties 
directly into one of the basic criteria of horizontal sport, namely an emphasis on the benefits 
that participants derive from playing.

It would, however, be mistaken to characterize the United States as a place in which 
sport is consistently played in a thoroughly horizontal fashion. Indeed, there has long been 
a powerful tendency for American sport, at all levels and among both non-professionals 
and professionals, to drift towards the vertical.

Figure 4. polity project Democratization scores for Britain and Germany, 1800–1940, by Decade. (The 
polity project identifies the year 1810 as part of an interregnum in prussia that lasted from 1806 to 
1812 and hence assigns it a score on a separate scale. Insofar as prussia’s score for the years 1800–1805 
and 1813–1839 is −10, that number is interpolated here. The scholars who generate the polity project 
democratization scores suggest that a democratic regime is represented by a score of +6 or higher, which 
Britain achieved in 1880 and maintained thereafter, but which Germany did not achieve until 1919 and 
maintained only until 1932, before collapsing into autocracy. on the polity project’s democratization 
scores, see http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm.)
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10   P. CHRISTESEN

There are a number of reasons one might adduce to explain this tendency. Perhaps the 
single most important of those reasons is that sport in the United States has long been 
shaped by competitive impulses that produce a strong drive to win. That drive to win 
almost inevitably pushes sport towards the vertical. It creates an environment in which 
emphasis on the benefits to individual participants is eroded in favour of emphasis on 
the benefits to collectivities, starting with the team as a whole and extending to schools, 
communities, and nations. In addition, the single-minded pursuit of victory requires a high 
level of dedication and sacrifice on the part of players, something that in turn requires a 
more hierarchical system in which organizers and coaches are empowered at the expense 
of athletes. Walter Schafer, in a study of the relationship between sport and socialization in 
educational settings, summarizes this line of thought in the following way: ‘the coach needs 
ultimate and unquestioning authority in order to maximize performance and success by the 
athlete and his team’.34 The link between a drive to win and verticality is immediately evident 
in widely circulated stories about famous coaches such as Vince Lombardi, a notoriously 
authoritarian football coach active in the 1950s and 1960s, who preached the value of both 
victory and discipline. Lombardi’s oft-quoted aphorisms include, ‘If it doesn’t matter who 
wins or loses, then why do they keep score?’ and ‘I’ve never known a man worth his salt 
who, in the long run, deep down in his heart, didn’t appreciate the grind, the discipline’.35

The tendency of sport to drift towards the vertical creates unease, felt more at the intuitive 
than the analytical level, among many Americans, who sense instinctively that there is 
something fundamentally undemocratic and hence threatening in strongly vertical sport. 
This unease can be most clearly traced in the way youth sports have been organized and 
received in the United States. In the early decades of the twentieth century, not long after 
highly competitive sports teams became standard features of American universities and high 
schools, educators in charge of elementary and middle schools balked at plans to incorporate 
competitive athletics into curriculums. The unintended result was the foundation of youth 
sports leagues, such as Pop Warner football and Little League baseball, which operated 
outside of the aegis of schools.

Many teams in youth leagues are fiercely dedicated to winning and are organized in 
a highly vertical fashion.36 These aspects of youth sport have been the subject of nearly 
continuous, agonized discussion in the United States. In 2003, Bill Pennington, a reporter 
for the New York Times, wrote an article on this subject, an article that began as follows: 
‘More than 40 million children participate in organized sports in the United States, a cultural 
phenomenon known as much for its excesses as its successes’.37 In a more scholarly analysis, 
Jay Coakley, a prominent sociologist of sport, writes:

Organized youth sport programs often come in two major forms: recreational, participation-
oriented programs on the one hand, and competitive, skills-focused programs on the other 
hand. The latter programs often receive the majority of community resources, and many parents 
think that their sons and daughters ought to play in such programs because they are good 
preparation for making high school teams and developing skills that will lead to everything 
from social acceptance to occupational success. Competitive, skills-focused programs tend 
to be highly organized, they emphasize winning and success in postseason tournaments, and 
they have demanding practice and competition schedules. In some cases, the coaches of these 
teams demand year-round commitments from children as young as 8 years old. … As youth 
sports have become more serious and demanding, burnout has become a new problem. Burnout 
occurs when young people, especially during early adolescence, feel that they have lost personal 
control over the conditions of their sport participation. This causes stress, and when stress 
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becomes excessive, burnout becomes common. When burnout occurs, playing sports becomes 
tedious rather than fun, and young people drop out.38

Coakley’s observations about demanding coaches, athletes’ loss of personal control over 
the conditions of their sport participation, and the disappearance of the element of fun all 
speak to the emergence of powerful elements of verticality in youth sports programmes.39

Americans’ ideas about how sport should be played, especially outside of professional 
leagues, remain thoroughly ambiguous. A deep-seated appreciation for athletes and teams 
with strongly competitive drives to win awkwardly coexists with an equally deep-seated 
appreciation for horizontal sport and for athletes and teams that take delight in simply 
playing the game. To give but one example, a recent article in The Oregonian asked the 
question, ‘Is Any College Football Program Having More Fun than Oregon State?’40 Highly 
vertical forms of sport are tolerated, but only if the teams that practice them are consistently 
successful. This accounts for the singularly harsh treatment accorded to authoritarian 
coaches who do not consistently produce winning teams. Victory induces forgiveness for 
many sins, including a high degree of verticality, but in the absence of victory that same 
verticality becomes unpardonable. The largely unachievable ideal is represented by athletes 
and teams that play in a light-hearted, fun-loving, horizontal fashion while also regularly 
winning. With this background sketched in, it is possible to consider how it facilitates 
analysis of certain kinds of American sports films.

Verticality and Horizontality in American Sports Films: North Dallas Forty 
and Varsity Blues

Americans’ unease about vertical sport and about the ramifications of a win-at-all-costs 
attitude has repeatedly manifested itself in films. A particularly clear example can be found 
in North Dallas Forty, a 1979 film about a professional football team, the North Dallas Bulls. 
The film, which has wide receiver Phil Elliott as the protagonist, provides an implicitly 
critical look at a sports team that is run in a nearly completely vertical fashion. This is 
evident from a rapid comparison of the criteria for categorizing sport proposed above and 
the situation portrayed in the movie.41

To begin with, the team’s owners and coaches have a great deal more power than the 
players. This is driven home in a scene early in the movie in which Elliott, while waiting to 
see the team’s coach, contemplates a long list of corporations owned by the Bulls’ owner. In 
the meeting, the coach, B. A. Strothers, says:

A winning team is 45 finely meshed gears working together in perfect synchronization. If one of 
those gears flies off on its own, I’ll pull it. And if that’s not straight enough, I’ll say it a different 
way. If you want to play football for me, Mr. Elliott, you have to change starting right now.

On his way out of the meeting, the brother of the team’s owner stops Elliott and shows 
him a contract the team is writing for a new draft choice, a wide receiver, and overtly calls 
Elliott’s future with the team into question. Viewers are left in little doubt about the balance 
of power. That same, skewed dynamic is repeatedly played out in the remainder of the film 
in ways large and small. Near the end of the movie, Elliott points to the owners and says to 
Strothers, ‘they’re the team, we’re the equipment. We’re the jockstraps, the helmets. They 
just depreciate us and take us off their goddam tax returns’.42

The players operate within a highly regimented environment in which they have little 
autonomy. One of the recurring motifs in American sports films that serves as an index of 
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12   P. CHRISTESEN

the prevailing degree of regimentation is the extent to which athletes have the freedom to 
control their actions during a game. The inability of athletes to call at least some of their 
own plays is a strong indication of an excessively vertical environment. In North Dallas 
Forty conversation during a film session makes it clear that the quarterback and Elliott 
had improvised a play that resulted in the winning touchdown. Strothers admonishes the 
players to pay close attention to the play, excoriates them for deviating from his game plan, 
and threatens to cut anyone who does so.43

In North Dallas Forty, as in numerous other American sports films, the issue of whether 
the environment emphasizes benefits to individuals or collectivities is dramatized by means 
of situations in which players are encouraged or compelled to play with injuries that could 
be significantly worsened to the point of becoming catastrophic. Elliott is repeatedly shown 
suffering and enduring debilitating injuries and taking a variety of painkillers, ranging from 
beer to pills to injections of pharmaceuticals, to stay on the field. He is so battered that he 
is unable to sleep at night without medicating himself. One of the other players, Delma, 
marvels at Elliott’s willingness to use pills and needles because it ‘does terrible things to 
your body’. When Delma injures his hamstring, the coaches want him to take a shot to kill 
the pain so he can play, but he refuses. Strothers tells Elliott he will play in Delma’s place, 
and Elliott willingly takes an injection, which in turn pushes Delma into doing the same. 
Strothers then inserts Delma into the starting lineup in place of Elliott. During the game, 
Delma suffers a further, devastating injury to his hamstring and is carried off the field. We 
subsequently learn that the injury will require surgery.44

Something that closely approximates an archetype of vertical sport is thus portrayed in 
North Dallas Forty. The film also hammers home the idea that the overriding goal for both 
the coaches and owners of the North Dallas Bulls is to win, first the conference championship 
and then the Super Bowl. In one of the first scenes of the movie, Elliott tells the team’s head 
coach, B. A. Strothers, that he always gives maximum effort, and Strothers replies, ‘I’m 
talking about a team. I’m talking about a winning team’. In the film study session Strothers 
becomes angry about the players altering a play he had called because deviating from the 
team’s game plan ‘can cost us a championship’. He goes on to say, ‘If there’s some of you 
who are not interested in being champions, well, then you laugh. Relax, have a good time, 
but you’ll do it on somebody else’s football team, not mine’. The team’s owner expresses the 
same sentiment while conversing with a friend while watching a practice. He says, ‘Just one 
more game and we take our division. That’s what makes it all worthwhile. … I’m going all 
the way this year. … The big one. The Super Bowl’.45

North Dallas Forty, which offers an implicitly critical view of both strongly vertical sport 
and a concomitant emphasis on winning at all costs, is a fundamentally pessimistic film that 
offers no solutions for the issues it raises. Elliott, who is portrayed as unusually bright and 
thoughtful, is by no means happy with the situation but can find no meaningful remedy for 
it. At one point he says, ‘I can’t buck their system, I can’t fight them’. He responds by means 
of small rebellions, something that is nicely symbolized by the fact that he consistently wears 
his team t-shirt inside out. His rebellions are punished in various ways. At the start of the 
movie he has been benched, and at the end, after he is caught sleeping with the girlfriend 
of the owner’s brother, he is pressured into quitting the team. If there is a way to make sport 
less vertical and more horizontal, it is not apparent from North Dallas Forty.46

The film also has nothing to offer to replace winning as a motivation for playing sports. 
As the movie draws to a close the Bulls lose a game to the Chicago Marauders and in so 
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doing lose the conference championship. After the game one of the assistant coaches berates 
one of the players for failing to study the other team’s tendencies. Another player hears this 
and becomes furious, grabs the coach, and screams:

Aw, shit! You never give us anything to bring in the game except your fucking facts and 
tendencies! To you, it’s just a business. But to us, it’s still gotta be a sport. … We’ll work harder 
than anybody to win, but man, when we’re dead tired in the fourth quarter winning’s got to 
mean more than just money. … I want to play football, asshole! I want some feeling! I want 
some fucking team spirit!

This diatribe speaks to a sense that athletes need motivations that extend beyond the drive 
to win, but North Dallas Forty highlights only the problem, not a solution.47

The same issues are played out with a different ending in a more recent film, Varsity Blues, 
from 1999. Here again, we have a football team that is run in a strongly vertical fashion, 
and a bright, thoughtful, and rebellious protagonist. In Varsity Blues that person is Jonathan 
Moxon, the back-up quarterback on the high school football team of West Canaan, Texas. 
The West Canaan Coyotes, coached by Bud Kilmer, have expectations of winning a state title, 
in large part because of the abilities of their star quarterback, Lance Harbor. Moxon never 
receives nor desires any playing time; his primary ambition is to get into Brown University 
and leave West Canaan behind. During the first game shown in the film we see Moxon on 
the sidelines reading Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five, concealed in the team’s play 
book, while Lance Harbor leads the Coyotes to victory.48

In a voiceover at the beginning of the film, Moxon says, ‘As a boy growing up in West 
Canaan, Texas, you never question the sanctity of football. You just listen to what the 
coaches said and tried as best as you could to win. Win at all costs’. In this way, the intimate 
connection between an emphasis on winning and a tendency for sport to become vertical is 
made clear from the outset. Moxon emphasizes and connects three things: playing football, 
obeying the football coach, and winning. This idea is reinforced later in the movie when 
one of the player’s converses with Moxon:

We were nine. Remember this shit? Playing Pee-Wee?’ ‘Yeah. It was fun’. ‘No, it wasn’t. I 
remember getting yelled at. You’re too fat, Billy Bob! Too slow and dumb! We were just little 
kids, Mox. Just little kids. It’s like nothing was ever good enough.49

It rapidly becomes evident that Coach Kilmer, who has won two state titles and twenty-two 
district championships, wields an extraordinary amount of power, over both his players and 
the town as a whole. When Lance Harbor gets injured and Moxon is forced to step into the 
starting role, Kilmer bends Moxon to his will by threatening to have the scholarship that 
Moxon just received from Brown University revoked:

You disobey me, and I will bury you. I know about your scholarship to Brown. I got your grades 
under review, and don’t you think for a minute that I can’t fuck with your transcripts and get 
this whole deal blown for you.

We learn that the Coyotes play in Bud Kilmer stadium, which is supplied with a life-size 
bronze statue of Kilmer screaming. An early scene in the movie shows Kilmer standing on 
a podium while speaking at a pep rally, with his hand extended in what the movie’s director 
describes as ‘kind of a Hitlerian moment’.50 It is noteworthy that Kilmer’s influence extends 
to the police. When one of the players steals a police car and proceeds to ride around in it 
with three girls, all naked, the sheriff says, ‘I don’t think I can just keep letting these boys 
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14   P. CHRISTESEN

get away with this stuff ’. Kilmer overhears, and asks the sheriff if he is incapable of dealing 
with the players, and the sheriff immediately backs down.51

Coach Kilmer’s players encounter an advanced degree of regimentation and are given 
minimal autonomy. This is most immediately evident in their lack of control on the field. 
When Moxon and the second-string offence are given a chance to play in practice, Moxon 
calls for a novel formation, the oop-dee-oop, that features four wide receivers on the same 
side of the line. Before Moxon can run the play, Kilmer intervenes, grabs and shakes him 
by the face mask, and screams, ‘You got a bad attitude, and you don’t listen! We do things 
around here my way! You understand that?’ During the first game in which Moxon plays, he 
cannot understand the signals being sent in from the sideline and calls his own play, while 
Kilmer screams, ‘This is the not formation! That’s not the formation!’ Kilmer’s fury is only 
slightly attenuated by the fact that the play results in the game-winning touchdown. In a 
later practice, Moxon again improvises, and Kilmer again becomes incensed. He screams 
‘you only call what I tell you to call’ while hitting Moxon in the helmet with a whistle. Much 
of the interaction between Kilmer and Moxon in the later stages of the movie involves 
Kilmer pressuring Moxon to do precisely what Kilmer wants in the final, climactic game. 
In the Coyotes’ first drive in that game, Moxon, despite being threatened with the loss of his 
scholarship at Brown, changes a play in order to ensure that the team’s star running back, 
Wendell Brown, has the opportunity to score a touchdown. (Brown has told Moxon earlier 
in the film that Kilmer does not call plays for Brown close to the goal line because Kilmer is 
a racist.) Kilmer, watching from the sideline, mutters ominously, ‘yeah, keep it up, asshole’.52

As was the case in North Dallas Forty situations in which players are encouraged or 
compelled to play with injuries that could be significantly worsened to the point of becoming 
catastrophic are a sign that the well-being of individual athletes is not a major concern. In the 
locker room before the first game we see Lance Harbor being given an injection in his knee; 
after the game, Lance asks another player for painkillers from a prescription bottle. During 
the game, one of the offensive linemen, Billy Bob, gets concussed but stays in the game. 
He starts experiencing concussion-related symptoms, and the school nurse recommends 
that he stay off the football field. When Billy Bob tells this to Kilmer, he replies, ‘Well, she 
don’t have no division title to win, does she?’ He tells Billy Bob in no uncertain terms, 
‘Don’t you worry. You’re gonna play every minute of that game’. During the next game, we 
see Billy Bob on the sidelines breathing through an oxygen mask and looking distinctly 
unwell. When Kilmer sends him back into the game for the final series, Moxon stops Billy 
Bob and says, ‘Are you sure you’re all right to play? If you’re not alright, say something’. 
Kilmer intervenes, yelling, ‘Moxon, get your ass back on that bench’. Billy Bob goes back 
on field and passes out at the start of a play, leaving a gap in the line. Lance Harbor is hit 
hard by two opposing players, injures his knee, and is carted off on a stretcher. In a scene in 
the hospital after the game, the doctor who has just operated on Lance tells his family that 
he has torn every ligament in his knee and may never play football again. He adds, ‘Look, 
I’m amazed he hasn’t had problems before this. I removed a hell of a lot of scar tissue from 
that boy’s knee. He shouldn’t even have been playing’. When the doctor looks at Kilmer, the 
coach says, ‘Never said anything to me’. Moxon, who knows this to be a lie, looks to be on 
the verge of saying something but is forestalled when Kilmer orders Moxon to go home.53

Varsity Blues thus, like North Dallas Forty, portrays a highly vertical sports environment. 
The similarity between the two films derives in part from the fact that North Dallas Forty 
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has significantly influenced many of the football-themed movies made since its release, but 
the convergence between the two films also speaks to the existence of continuing concerns 
about verticality in American sport.

Moreover, Varsity Blues diverges from North Dallas Forty in that it presents resolutions 
to the conflicts caused by a win-at-all-costs attitude and by highly vertical sport. With 
respect to the former, Varsity Blues suggests that the desire to be heroic, not the desire to 
win, should be the primary reason to play football. Towards the middle of the film there 
is a brief flirtation with the idea that fun is important. When Moxon calls a trick play, the 
hook and ladder, at practice, Wendell Brown complains ‘that play don’t work, someone 
always screws up’. Moxon responds by saying, ‘well, have a little fun then’. However this idea 
is not developed any further.54 Instead, as the film progresses the focus is placed squarely 
on heroic action. In a conversation with his girlfriend before the final game, Moxon muses 
about his confused feelings: he wants to play but he does not want Kilmer to take the credit 
for winning. He says, ‘I love football when it’s pure, but this … this isn’t pure’. His girlfriend 
advises him, ‘Why don’t you just step up and play the hero? … You’re a football guy. You’re 
gonna tell me you don’t know about heroes?’ In the locker room at halftime, Moxon gives a 
speech that ends with him saying, ‘But if we go out there and we give it absolutely everything, 
that’s heroic. Let’s be heroes’. At the end of the game, Moxon says to his girlfriend, as she is 
about to kiss him, ‘I thought you only kissed heroes’. She smiles and kisses him.55

The resolution for the problem of vertical sport is a dramatic one: in the final scenes 
of the movie the players ‘fire’ Kilmer and coach themselves, transforming the team into a 
nearly perfectly horizontal group. The final straw for the players comes when Wendell Brown 
suffers a serious injury in the first half of the final game. During halftime, we see Wendell 
in the training room, with Kilmer next to him, about to take an injection from a trainer. 
Moxon pushes open the door to the room, and says, ‘Wendell, don’t do this’. Kilmer orders 
Moxon to leave, but before that happens, Lance Harbor, on crutches, bursts in and says, 
‘Don’t do it, Wendell. It’s not worth it, man’. When Kilmer insults Lance, Billy Bob appears 
and says, ‘If that needle goes anywhere near Wendell’s leg, I swear to god on my mother’s 
grave I will rip your arms off and beat you to death with them!’ Moxon steps up and adds:

We kill ourselves for you. Year round, we play hurt, we play sick, and we spend most of that 
time scared that we’re gonna screw up, and you’re gonna kick our ass, because you don’t really 
give a fuck about us! All you care about is your next district title. … You give him that shot, 
you find yourself another fucking quarterback … Fuck it, I’m out.

Other players step up and say that they too will not play anymore. In the audio commentary 
provided on the DVD of the film, Brian Robbins, the director, states, ‘I think the word for 
this scene is empowering. Every ball player’s dream’.56

When Moxon tells Kilmer that ‘the only way we’re going back out on that field is without 
you’, Kilmer goes berserk and physically attacks Moxon. He tries to choke Moxon while 
screaming, ‘I’m gonna pull the shit out of you’. The players separate the two of them, and 
Kilmer orders the team back onto the field. However, when he enters the tunnel leading 
to the stadium none of the players follow. The next time we see Kilmer, he is in his office 
packing up his possessions, and we learn at the end of the movie that he never coached 
again.57

The players are left on their own. Moxon delivers a stirring speech, ending with the line 
quoted above about being heroic. When we see the team back in action, we discover that 
Lance Harbor is acting as coach, with Moxon at his side. Lance tells the team to employ the 
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16   P. CHRISTESEN

oop-dee-oop formation, which Kilmer emphatically rejected earlier in the movie. Moxon 
adds, ‘No huddles. … I’ll call the plays from the line. Defence’ll never know what hit them!’ 
When the opposing team is about to kick a field goal that will put the game out of reach, 
Billy Bob goes up to Lance and says, ‘Coach Lance, put me in there. We’ll block it!’ Lance is 
confused why Billy Bob, an offensive lineman, wants to play defence, but sends him in the 
game anyway. Billy Bob helps block the punt, and the Coyotes win the game when, with 
Lance calling signals from the sidelines, the team runs the hook and ladder and scores a 
touchdown as time runs out. It is by no means coincidental that when the team suddenly 
becomes horizontal, the players run the game themselves and call their own plays.58

The narrative arc of Varsity Blues becomes clearer when we understand the movie as a 
genre film, which, according to Thomas Schatz, in his seminal work, Hollywood Genres, 
‘involves familiar … characters acting out a predictable story pattern within a familiar 
setting’. Schatz, a recognized expert in film and television history and criticism, argues that 
genre films dramatize real-life, ongoing social conflicts that resist easy solutions and, within 
the bounds of the movie, present a solution to those conflicts. He observes that, ‘If there is 
anything escapist about these narratives, it is their repeated assertion that these conflicts 
can be solved, that seemingly timeless cultural oppositions can be resolved favorably for the 
larger community’.59 Genre films necessarily feature what Schatz calls a narrative rupture,60 a 
shift from a relatively realistic portrayal of a social conflict to a resolution that is emotionally 
satisfying but probably, in practice, unworkable.

Two distinct conflicts in Varsity Blues, revolving around the motivations for playing sports 
and the degree to which sport is vertical or horizontal, are both resolved at the end of the 
film. Playing sports becomes about being heroic, not about winning at all costs, and the 
strictly vertical environment created by Coach Kilmer becomes nearly perfectly horizontal.61

Both of these resolutions require noticeable narrative ruptures. It would be difficult to 
structure sports around a drive to be heroic because so much of what takes place is hopelessly 
pedestrian. This is especially true in practice, which takes up the vast majority of the time 
athletes spend on their sports. Moreover, despite Moxon’s claim that being heroic is defined 
by giving one’s best on the field, the idea of heroism within the bounds of American sport 
is inextricably connected with the idea of winning. Indeed, when his girlfriend encourages 
him to play the final game with an eye to being heroic, Moxon’s only reply is, ‘Heroes win. 
What if I lose?’ The Coyotes win the game and thus are heroic, but we do not see or hear 
about their next game (the state championship) or their next season. Indeed, Moxon, in a 
voiceover at the end of the film, says he never played football again. (This is a rather odd 
statement, since the Coyotes presumably played in the state championship game shortly after 
the final game shown in the film.) Had he and the other members of the team continued 
to play football, the heroic aura of the final game would have dissipated, leaving them back 
where they started – focused on winning.62

The resolution of the issue of vertical vs. horizontal sport is equally fragile. The players 
are miraculously freed from Kilmer’s domination and, for one shining moment, are free 
to coach and play for themselves. However, one would be hard pressed to imagine how a 
football team could operate on those terms on a continuing basis. Indeed, as soon as Kilmer 
is gone, an incipient hierarchy emerges; Lance Harbor takes over as coach, and Billy Bob, 
addressing him as Coach Lance, asks him for permission to play defence. The voiceover 
at the end of the movie informs us that Lance became a football coach, and although we 
can easily imagine that Coach Harbor would be less dictatorial than Coach Kilmer, it is 
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difficult to believe that his teams would be idyllically horizontal as the Coyotes are in the 
second half of the final game.63

Varsity Blues thus dramatizes some of the same conflicts that are addressed in North Dallas 
Forty and, Varsity Blues, unlike North Dallas Forty, portrays resolutions of those conflicts. 
While the conflicts addressed are based directly on reality, the resolutions presented by the 
film work only within the realm of fantasy.64

Dreams of Democracy: Verticality and Horizontality in Hoosiers

Hoosiers also shows viewers what happens when sport becomes suffused with a win-at-all-
costs attitude that leads to a high degree of verticality. There are, however, major differences 
between North Dallas Forty and Varsity Blues on one hand and Hoosiers on the other. One 
of the most important differences is that the coach in Hoosiers is the hero of the movie, not 
the villain. Coach Dale, the dominant figure in the movie, undergoes a transformation that 
unfolds in four stages, only the latter two of which are directly shown in the film. He begins 
as a highly successful, win-at-all-costs, disciplinary coach. He then is fired from his coaching 
job after striking one of his players and begins to question his win-at-all-costs attitude. We 
learn about those parts of Dale’s life through dialogue in scenes that take place more than 
a decade after Dale was fired. What we see directly in Hoosiers are the latter two stages, in 
which Dale first discovers new reasons for dedicating time and effort to basketball – the 
inherent joy of playing a sport and camaraderie – and then, in the final part of the movie, 
willingly participates in making the team a relatively horizontal environment.65

Hoosiers, as Deborah Tudor, has noted, begins in transit: the opening shot shows Dale, 
played by Gene Hackman, driving through the countryside in semi-darkness.66 The sequence 
that follows shows the sunrise and has Dale crossing a bridge and stopping at a crossroads to 
orient himself in a landscape consisting solely of dried cornstalks and a small white church. 
There is no dialogue; the only sound is provided by uplifting background music.67 The 
symbolic import of these scenes is clear only retrospectively. As the narrative of Dale’s past 
is gradually fleshed out, it becomes apparent that the visual metaphors of dried cornstalks, 
transition, the bridge, the crossroads, and the light of dawn breaking through the clouds 
cumulatively signal Dale moving from a troubled past to the possibility of a new beginning.68

The next sequence of scenes provides exposition that clarifies and extends the visuals 
with which the movie opens. Dale’s first stop when he arrives in Hickory, Indiana, is the 
high school, where he looks over a shelf filled with basketball trophies before he meets 
with the principal, Cletus Summers. The two men turn out to be old classmates – they both 
attended Buffalo State Teacher’s College in the early 1930s – who have not seen each other 
in twenty years. Dale says, ‘I really appreciate what you’re doing’, and Cletus replies, ‘Your 
slate is clean here. We’ve got a job to do. So c’mon, coach, let me show you around’. After a 
quick tour of the basketball court, Cletus takes Dale out to his farm, where living quarters 
have been arranged for Dale. The two talk again after Dale is finished unpacking. Cletus 
says, ‘I’m glad you’re here Norm. I think it’s going to work out’. ‘Well, it’s got to work out 
this time, or that’s it for good’, replies Dale.69

We next see Dale in a barber shop, being questioned by a large group of men about his 
coaching experience and predilections. An exchange with George, who is serving as interim 
coach, reveals that Dale has not coached in 12 years and that he has been in the navy for the 
past ten years. A minister tells Dale, ‘we trust that you’re a fine, upstanding, God-fearing 
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18   P. CHRISTESEN

man with Christian morals and principles, who will set an example and a standard of 
leadership for our boys’. He then leans closer and adds earnestly, ‘Tell me, do you believe 
in man-to-man or zone defence?’ George jumps in to champion zone defence and points 
out, ‘we were fifteen and ten last year, and we got all our boys back but one’. Someone else 
chimes in with hostile observations about Dale’s suitability for the job and discusses the 
need to get Jimmy Chitwood, the star of the team, who quit playing after the death of the 
previous coach, back on the court. Dale listens silently and finally says, ‘Gentlemen, it’s been 
real nice talking to you, goodnight’, and walks out.70

This scene is important because it begins to sketch a motif that will unfold over the rest of 
the film: the town functioning as a democratic collectivity. The residents care deeply about 
their basketball team, and they come together to talk with the new coach. The message they 
communicate – that winning is crucial – and the complete absence of females may both 
be troubling, but the fact that there is an open-ended discussion of issues, with individuals 
free to speak their mind, points to the existence of a vibrant, self-governing community.71

Viewers are left in no doubt at the end of this scene that there is overriding pressure on 
Dale to produce a winning team. The minister makes a pro forma speech about Dale being 
a moral exemplar for the players, but it is clear that his real concern is whether Dale believes 
(a significant word given the speaker) in man-to-man or zone defence. George trumpets 
the team’s winning record last year (without noting the loss of its star player in the interim), 
and the importance of Jimmy Chitwood to the team’s success is made clear.

Dale’s attitude towards Jimmy is of considerable significance because it speaks to the 
extent of his devotion to winning. By this point in the movie Norm has been informed by 
Cletus that Jimmy is the best player he has ever seen, and that assessment has been echoed 
by the men in the barbershop. In the following scene, Dale talks with Myra Fleener, the 
assistant principal, who is Jimmy’s unofficial guardian. Fleener does not want Jimmy to play 
basketball and warns Dale about trying to persuade him to come back to the team. Dale 
states that he does not care whether or not Jimmy plays, which shows that Dale, unlike the 
men in the barber shop, is not consumed with a desire to win. This a key issue because, as 
discussed above, one of the primary forces that pushes sport from horizontal to vertical is 
the drive to win.72

That is, however, not to say that Dale at this juncture is a committed advocate of horizontal 
sport. This becomes evident in the next scene, where we see Dale running his first practice. 
When one of the players persists in talking when Dale is explaining his philosophy, he 
without warning throws him off the team and says, ‘don’t come back until you’re ready 
to shut up and listen’. This has strong echoes of Walter Camp, one of the founding fathers 
of American football, who wrote a guide for the proper playing of the game, in which he 
discussed the importance of discipline and obedience:

Discipline should receive the very earliest consideration. If there be not an established tradition 
strong enough to absolutely prevent anything like ‘talking back’ to the coaches, such a rule 
should be put in effect, and with sufficient severity to kill once for all such tendency. It may be 
necessary to make an example by summarily dropping one such offender, in order to insure 
instant and unquestioning obedience.73

The offender in this case, Buddy, stalks out and another player, Whit, goes with him, leaving 
just five players on the team. During the practice that follows, one of the players complains 
that the drills they are doing are no fun, and Dale replies, ‘my practices aren’t designed 
for your enjoyment’ and later admonishes another player to ‘wipe that smile off your face, 
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this is not funny’. Further into what is clearly an extended, exhausting practice, one of the 
players says, ‘seems like we’re in the army’, to which Norm replies, ‘You are in the army 
– my army – every day from 3:00 to 5:00’. When Dale turns his back, one of the players 
mockingly salutes him.74

As the practice progresses, a group of men, a subset of the individuals present in the 
barbershop, comes to the gym. One of them says, ‘we got some concern about the way 
matters are being handled here’. Dale tells them that ‘practices are closed to outsiders’, and 
tries to get them to leave. As that is going on, Whit returns, together with his father. Whit 
apologizes for walking out and asks to be allowed to return, adding, ‘won’t happen again, 
you’re the boss’. Dale takes Whit back on the team, and Whit’s father ushers the men out 
of the gym.75

This is the first scene in which we see Dale actually functioning as a coach, and we are 
given abundant evidence that he has a strongly vertical style of dealing with his players. The 
first player to misbehave is thrown off the team, the idea that practices might be enjoyable 
is dismissed out of hand, and the team is directly compared to an army with Dale as 
commander. It is by no means coincidental that Dale has spent the last decade in the navy 
in a position of authority (chief petty officer), and there is symbolic import in the fact that 
(as we learn later) the last team Dale coached was the Ithaca Warriors.76

Dale’s coaching style, and how it has changed over time, becomes more apparent two 
scenes later, when he seeks out Jimmy Chitwood because he has missed class. (Dale’s duties 
include teaching history and civics.) Jimmy is shooting baskets and listens in silence as 
Dale speaks:

In the ten years that I coached, I never met anybody who wanted to win as badly as I did. I’d 
do anything I had to do to increase my advantage. Anybody who tried to block the pursuit of 
that advantage, I’d just push them out of the way, didn’t matter who they were or what they 
were doing there. But that was then. You have a special talent – a gift, not the school’s, not the 
townspeople’s, not the team’s, not Myra Fleener’s, not mine. It’s yours, to do with what you 
choose. Because that’s what I believe, I can tell you this, I don’t care if you play on the team 
or not.

This is a crucial piece of exposition because it informs us that Dale is not the same person 
he used to be. He formerly believed in winning at all costs, but, as he says, ‘that was then’. 
His statement that he does not care if Jimmy plays on the team is a philosophical declaration 
that Dale no longer subscribes to a ‘winning is everything’ approach to coaching.77

Dale’s approach to coaching is immediately put to the test. Dale insists that his players 
pass four times before shooting, but this proves to be difficult to execute during their first 
game, and Hickory falls behind its opponent. When one of the players complains at halftime 
about the offence, Dale tells him, ‘you keep your mouth shut until I tell you to open it’. 
He yells at his players, re-iterating his stricture about passing four times. As Hickory falls 
further behind, one of the players, Rade, shoots before four passes have been made. Dale 
benches him, and when one of the other players fouls out, he refuses to reinsert Rade into 
the game, leaving only four Hickory players on the floor. In the locker room after the game, 
Dale tells the players,

I’m only to go say this one time. All of you have the weekend. Think about whether or not you 
want to be on this team or not, under the following condition. What I say, when it comes to 
this basketball team, is the law, absolutely and without discussion.
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20   P. CHRISTESEN

Dale is thus very much a work in progress. He may not care as much as he used to about 
winning, but his coaching style remains almost purely vertical.78

It is noteworthy that Angelo Pizzo, who wrote the screenplay for the movie, based Dale’s 
character in part on Bobby Knight and Woody Hayes.79 Knight, who was nicknamed ‘the 
general’, was the longtime coach of the basketball team at Indiana University. He was famous 
for his demanding, dictatorial style of coaching. His career at Indiana came to an end in 
2000, not long after he was accused of having choked one of his own players in practice a 
few years earlier. Woody Hayes was another highly successful coach, of the football team 
at Ohio State. He too came to a bad end when he was fired after striking a player from the 
opposing team during the 1978 Gator Bowl.80

Subsequent scenes add depth to this picture of Dale. His state of mind is clarified in a 
conversation with Opal Fleener, Myra’s mother. Dale, when asked about the team, says, 
‘there’s a lot of talent there, but it’s raw and undisciplined. … I’m going to break them down 
and build them back up’. At the next game, one of the players, Rade, without prompting, 
makes a suggestion on what the team should be doing on the court. Dale stares at him 
until Rade apologizes, saying ‘sorry, I can’t help my mouth’. Dale replies, ‘you be sorry on 
the bench’.81

Dale seems to reach a turning point shortly thereafter. Later in the same game, after Dale 
protests a call by the referee, a highly charged encounter ensues in which Dale confronts 
a player from the opposing team. When the player pokes Dale in the chest, Dale slaps 
his hand away. Before anything else can happen Rade steps in and punches the opposing 
player in the face. Here again, we encounter a scene with meaning that becomes clearer as 
the movie progresses. Later in the film we learn that Dale was fired from his position at a 
college with a powerhouse basketball team because he had struck one of his own players; 
this feature of Dale’s autobiography clearly echoes that of Bobby Knight. One has the sense 
that Dale came close to punching the opposing player himself, before Rade intervened, and 
the moment seems to mark a fundamental shift in the evolution of his character. In the 
scenes that follow Dale rapidly develops into a very different kind of person and coach.82

After the game Cletus, who has been serving as assistant coach, becomes ill and cannot 
continue to come to games. Dale seeks out a new assistant coach in Shooter Flatch, a 
former star player for Hickory and father of one of the players on the team. Shooter is an 
alcoholic, and Dale offers him the position on the grounds that Shooter sober up. This is 
the first sign that Dale has concerns that extend beyond establishing his authority over his 
basketball team.83

We then see Dale finding reasons to play basketball other than the unrestrained pursuit 
of victory. At the next game, when Shooter sits down on the bench, Dale tells him, ‘the kids 
are really starting to get it. I mean it’s really fun!’ Dale’s expression and intonation make it 
clear that he is genuinely surprised and excited by this realization. The message that fun 
might be the main reason for playing basketball receives further reinforcement from an 
interesting choice made by the filmmakers: the outcome of the game is left unclear.84

This marks the third phase of Dale’s transformation. He started as a win-at-all-costs 
coach who reconsidered his devotion to winning at all costs after striking one of his own 
players and being fired. He is now finding reasons for playing basketball that extend beyond 
winning.85

What Dale is going through could be conceptualized as the reverse of the transition from 
spontaneous play to serious sport outlined and lamented by Johan Huizinga.86 It would be 
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problematic to say that Dale is rediscovering the joys of sport because it is not evident that 
he had at any point in the past found any enjoyment in basketball beyond the satisfaction 
of winning. What we seem to be seeing is Dale discovering for the first time that playing 
basketball can be an end in itself because of the simple delights of the game.87

Furthermore, Dale begins to discover the satisfactions of the camaraderie that can bond 
coaches and teams together. The first signs of this are evident in Dale’s relationship with 
Shooter. Dale and Shooter develop a close connection with each other that is transformative 
for both men. When Shooter has difficulty staying sober, Dale does his best to help, and when 
Shooter has a relapse and is hospitalized, the first person we see visiting him is a solicitous 
Dale who asks the nurse for a blanket when Shooter is afflicted with chills.88

This new version of Coach Dale is clearly intended to be in many ways admirable, but he 
also represents something of a paradox: he is a coach who is no longer committed to victory 
at all costs but whose leadership style remains notably vertical. The resulting complications 
are exacerbated by the fact that his disciplinary coaching style is not producing victories on 
the court.89 As suggested above, the behaviour of authoritarian coaches in the United States 
is frequently overlooked when they produce winning teams, but authoritarian coaches who 
do not lead their teams to victory are treated harshly because their behaviour is incompatible 
with the horizontal ethos that permeates America. For example, Mike Rice, coach of the 
men’s basketball team at Rutgers University in New Jersey, was fired in 2013 after a videotape, 
showing him physically and verbally abusing players at practice, came to light. As reporter 
Emily Bazelon observed at the time, Rice’s behaviour was no worse than that of Bobby 
Knight but Rice was fired much more quickly than Knight in part because Knight had a 
much better win-loss record.90

Dale, with his vertical coaching style and losing record, receives an increasingly hostile 
reception from the townspeople. As the movie progresses, Dale is informed that there will 
be a town meeting to decide whether or not he should be fired.91

Before the meeting takes place, Dale has a conversation with Myra Fleener, who reads a 
newspaper article she has found in the library:

Norman Dale, coach of the national champions Ithaca Warriors was given a lifetime suspension, 
to be honored by all NCAA signatories, for physically assaulting his own player in Ithaca’s 
last season’s game. This was the latest in a long series of controversial incidents involving the 
successful, though highly volatile, coach. The New York High School Athletic Association has 
stated that they will honor the suspension as well.

The original, unreformed version of Coach Dale is thus fully revealed at the very moment 
that he is becoming someone very different.92

When the town meeting takes place, the townspeople initially vote to fire Dale, but they 
change their minds immediately afterwards due to the intervention of Jimmy Chitwood. 
He walks in and tells one of the men overseeing the voting that he has something to say, 
and he is told, ‘son, you’d better say what you got to say’. Jimmy tells the townspeople that 
he has decided to start playing basketball again, but will only play if Dale is the coach. A 
second round of voting is held, this time with a favourable result for Dale.

The town meeting extends a theme that goes back to the start of the movie, the theme of 
the townspeople acting as a democratic collectivity. In this scene, unlike the earlier scene 
in the barbershop, what seems to be all of the town’s residents, both males and females, 
are present, and a woman, Opal Fleener, makes a key intervention by calling for a second 
round of voting.93
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22   P. CHRISTESEN

In the scenes that follow we continue to see the reformed Coach Dale who has given up 
his commitment to winning at all costs. After a montage showing Jimmy leading the team to 
victory in a series of games comes a scene in which Dale intentionally gets himself thrown 
out of a game in order to give Shooter the opportunity to coach. Dale has progressed to 
the point that Shooter’s redemption is more important than the team’s win and loss record. 
When the team progresses through the state championship tournament to the regional 
finals, Dale gives a pregame speech in which he says,

Don’t get caught up thinking about winning or losing this game. If you put your effort and 
concentration into playing to your potential, to be the best that you can be, I don’t care what 
the scoreboard says at the end of the game, in my book, we’re going to be winners.

During that game Everett, who had been injured in a previous game and received stitches, 
is re-injured. Dale initially demands that the team doctor patch him up and get him back 
in the game, but then reconsiders and puts him on the bench, even though that requires 
putting a less skilled player into the game in Everett’s place. This echoes what is, as we have 
seen, a repeated motif in American sports films – injured players being pushed to stay in 
games even though by doing so they risk serious physical harm.94

At the same time something new begins to happen as Dale adopts a more horizontal 
coaching style that allows the players find their own voices; this marks the fourth and 
final stage of Dale’s transformation. At the town meeting Jimmy speaks for the first time 
in the movie. (The verb ‘say’ is used three times in the space of two lines.) When Shooter 
is coaching after Dale has been thrown out of a game, his son Everett asks a question that 
stirs his father into action. In the regional finals game, one of the players ruefully makes a 
joke after fouling out, and Dale smiles. Later we see the players chatting easily with a crush 
of reporters.95

This theme comes to its full development in three remarkable moments that take place 
during the climactic game, the final of the state championship tournament. In the locker 
room before the game, Dale states that he will not make a pre-game speech and asks the 
players if they have something to say. Three of the players then speak up. After repeatedly 
having told them to shut up earlier in the film, Dale is now inviting his players to speak.96

This scene is also important because it shows that the camaraderie that Dale has been 
discovering now extends to the entire team. After he finishes reviewing strategy for the 
game, he tells the team, ‘I want to thank you for the last few months. It’s been very special 
for me’. In four earlier locker room scenes in the movie, Dale either stands while most or 
all of the team sits, or he sits at one end of the locker room while the team sits at the other. 
This physical isolation embodies his tense relationship with the players. In the locker room 
before the final game, he sits shoulder-to-shoulder with the players – a physical reflection 
of a growing emotional closeness. As the team prepares to take the floor, he says, ‘I love 
you guys’.97

When the game starts, Hickory rapidly falls behind their opponents, and Dale calls a 
timeout. In the huddle during the timeout, one of the players asks Dale, ‘Coach, can I say 
something?’ Dale tells him to go ahead, and the player says that Jimmy can beat the player 
guarding him. Dale asks Jimmy about it, and Jimmy simply nods. The players are, with Dale’s 
approval, now actively participating in running their own team. The players’ idea works, 
and Hickory begins to close the gap.98

As the game draws to a close, the score is tied, and Hickory has the ball and one last 
chance to run a play. Dale calls a timeout and in the huddle lays out a play that he wants 
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to run. The players are silent, and Dale asks, ‘What’s the matter with you guys? What’s the 
matter with you?’ There is a moment of silence, and Jimmy, speaking for only the second 
time in the film, says simply, ‘I’ll make it’. These words are immediately followed by a close 
variation of the uplifting background music from the start of the movie, signalling that 
Dale’s transformation is at long last complete. Dale accepts this plan without argument and 
calls a new play that involves Jimmy shooting the ball. Here again, the players, with Dale’s 
approval and at an absolutely crucial moment in a championship game, take an active hand 
in running the team.99

In writing the screenplay for Hoosiers Pizzo believed that it was essential that the movie’s 
protagonist undergo a transformation that alters his way of doing of things. He intended 
the scenes of the players interacting with Dale during the final game to show both how and 
how much Dale had changed. Whereas the original version of Dale was, in Pizzo’s words, 
‘a win at all costs’ coach, at the end of the movie we see that Dale has ‘evolved to a place 
where’s he’s willing to listen’.100

As the movie comes to a close there is no trace left of the authoritarian coach of the Ithaca 
Warriors who was capable of striking one of his own players. The state finals game marks 
a triumphant transition, from a strongly vertical form of basketball that Dale brought with 
him to Hickory, to the much more horizontal one he grows into while coaching there.101

The nature and importance of that transition is further illuminated by comparing the 
version of Coach Dale that we see at the end of Hoosiers with a real-life coach who has been 
held up as a model. George Davis, who coached high school and junior college football teams 
in California in the 1960s, was singled out for praise in popular magazines such as Sports 
Illustrated and in scholarly publications such as Howard Nixon’s Sport and the American 
Dream. Davis stood out because of the extent to which he empowered his players, who each 
week during football season decided by vote the starting lineup for the next game. Players 
were also given a major say in establishing disciplinary guidelines and game strategy. Nixon 
observed that,

He gave up the chance for authoritarian control over his players, which has been the style 
of authority favoured by many of his fellow coaches at all levels of sport, because he wanted 
football to be an educational experience in the fundamentals of democracy and because he 
believed that democracy worked in high school football.102

It is significant that on many occasions Davis’ players called their own plays. Coach 
Dale’s evolution as a person and as a coach makes him someone who bears a much closer 
resemblance to George Davis than to Bobby Knight or Woody Hayes.

The Reasons for Hoosiers’ Special and Enduring Appeal

Hoosiers addresses some of the same conflicts as other American sports films such as North 
Dallas Forty and Varsity Blues. However, unlike North Dallas Forty and Varsity Blues, Hoosiers 
presents a satisfying resolution to those conflicts. As we have seen, two recurring issues 
explored in American sports films are a win-at-all-costs attitude and the related tendency 
for sport to become thoroughly vertical. North Dallas Forty dramatizes these issues but does 
not portray a resolution for them beyond leaving sport entirely, as the protagonist, Phil 
Elliott, does at the end of the film.103 Varsity Blues presents resolutions for both issues, but 
those resolutions require, in the terminology coined by Thomas Schatz, a major narrative 
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24   P. CHRISTESEN

rupture. A football team coaching itself and sport being consistently heroic work only 
within the bounds of fiction, which in turn vitiates the emotional impact of Varsity Blues.

Hoosiers, on the other hand, presents resolutions that require only a minimal narrative 
rupture. The first and perhaps most important reason why Hoosiers requires a minimal 
narrative rupture is that it makes the coach the hero, not the villain, of the movie.104 This is 
crucial because the coach, both in real-life sports and sports films, embodies and actualizes 
the drive to win and the creation and maintenance of a strongly disciplinary, hierarchical 
environment. It is for this reason virtually impossible to imagine how sport could be played 
without an overriding emphasis on winning and in a relatively horizontal way on a team with 
a coach who was dedicated to pursuing victory at all costs and whose inclinations and style 
were powerfully vertical.105 North Dallas Forty has no solution for the problem of the coach. 
In Varsity Blues the problem of the coach is solved by having the team ‘fire’ Coach Kilmer.106

In Hoosiers the problem of the coach is resolved by having Norman Dale undergo a 
fundamental transformation, from someone who cares only about winning and who 
rules his team with an iron fist to someone who discovers the joy of playing basketball 
simply for the sake of playing the game, cares about his players, and willingly fosters a 
horizontal environment on the team. The scenes of the final, climactic game show a coach 
and team motivated by a deeply felt camaraderie working together in a relatively egalitarian, 
cooperative way.107

Moreover, the filmmakers made the shrewd decision to concentrate on the latter stages 
of Dale’s transformation. We never see firsthand the despicable individual who cares so 
much about winning that he is capable of physically assaulting one of his own players. 
Instead the story begins with someone who is already on his way to redemption. This helps 
make Dale a sympathetic, if flawed, character whose evolution in positive directions we 
can follow with pleasure.108

Another significant reason why Hoosiers requires a minimal narrative rupture is that it 
focuses on basketball rather than football. This is important because football teams, at least 
within the American imaginary, are much more vertical than basketball teams. Football 
teams in many ways are for Americans archetypal disciplinary, hierarchical environments 
that have much in common with the military. As a result, the idea of a basketball team being 
run in a relatively horizontal fashion is much easier to sustain than the idea of a football team 
being run in the same fashion.109 This differentiation is evident in the language Americans 
use in talking about football and basketball. In a study of metaphors as a source of insight 
into the relationship between culture and education, William Jordan points out that:

In the sports analogy, the metaphors both describe and shape the game, with football 
terminology tending to military metaphors: the bomb, the blitz, the defensive stand, field 
generals, and trench warfare. Basketball, on the other hand, uses terminology of intimidation: 
the slam, in your face, dominating the paint, rejecting the ball, driving the lane, and charging.110

The language used to describe both sports is overtly aggressive, but football metaphors 
emphasize connections to the military and hence to perhaps the single most hierarchical 
organization in modern-day America, whereas basketball metaphors emphasize individual 
players attempting to intimidate each other and hence a more chaotic environment with 
much less in the way of structured hierarchy. In a similar vein, Gorn and Goldstein, in 
their history of American sports, note that ‘football’s lessons – the importance of physical 
toughness, of unquestioning teamwork, its military metaphors – helped train a generation 
of American leaders for war’, whereas basketball served as instruction in ‘American values’.111
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A third factor is that Hoosiers involves a high school team from an earlier generation. 
The immense pressures to win that are felt by most professional and many college teams 
are less noticeable at lower levels. In addition, it is easy for many Americans to believe that 
sport was less focused on winning and more horizontal in an earlier, simpler time.112

A final consideration is that Hoosiers is loosely based on a true story. The implicit 
suggestion that what is shown on the screen actually took place is reinforced by the realistic 
style in which the movie is shot. The filmmakers made it a point to shoot the movie in 
Indiana and to have basketball players, not professional actors, play the roles of the team 
members.113

The cumulative effect of focusing on Coach Dale’s transformation, on a high school 
basketball team from an earlier period, and on events loosely based on a true story is to 
minimize the narrative rupture required to resolve the conflicts portrayed in the film. It 
requires no great leap of imagination for viewers to envision a coach developing in the 
ways Dale does or to picture a high school basketball team built around camaraderie and 
the joy of playing sports.114

The resolutions offered by Hoosiers to the problems of a win-at-all-costs attitude and 
verticality in sport are thus credible and, as a result, provide viewers with a powerful 
sense of emotional satisfaction. North Dallas Forty leaves viewers vaguely uneasy because 
it dramatizes familiar conflicts without offering a solution for them. Varsity Blues offers 
solutions that require a studied suspension of disbelief. Hoosiers portrays believable 
resolutions that audiences have long found and continue to find deeply fulfilling.115

This is, however, not to say that Hoosiers is an entirely realistic film. Hoosiers tells a story 
in which we get to eat our cake and have it too because it portrays a coach and a team that is 
not motivated by the drive to win at all costs but still goes on to win the state championship. 
In other words, the coach and team care about things other than winning but nonetheless 
compete successfully at the highest possible level. Furthermore, the film leaves open the 
question of how Coach Dale and his team would function in the years after they won the 
state championship. Will Dale be satisfied with living in a small town coaching a team that 
has little chance of winning the state championship again? Towards the end of the movie 
a reporter asks Dale if he will be back next year, and when Dale refuses to answer, Myra 
Fleener says to him, ‘it’s a good question’. It is indeed a good question, but one that the movie 
leaves unanswered. There is thus a narrative rupture in Hoosiers, but it is relatively muted.116

Another reason why Hoosiers has been so warmly received by audiences is that the 
conflicts it dramatizes and the resolutions it offers resonate strongly with issues prevalent 
in American society in a larger sense. That resonance has its origins in the fact societies, 
like sport, can be conceptualized as a mixture of horizontal and vertical relationships. Both 
horizontal and vertical relationships are present in all societies; the key issue is the balance 
between the two. Consider, for example, France in the decades immediately preceding the 
revolution of 1789. This was an unusually vertical society, but horizontal relationships did 
exist, both among members of subordinate groups and among members of the aristocracy.117

Horizontal relationships are significantly more prevalent in democratized societies than 
their totalitarian counterparts, but vertical relationships are both present and necessary in 
even the most democratized societies. This is because every society needs to find a way to 
get its members to adhere consistently to a set of explicit and implicit rules and expectations. 
A society that exercised no constraints on its members would not be a society at all but 
anarchic chaos. Democratized societies do not represent an exception to this rule. Citizens 
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of the United States may enjoy more autonomy than most North Koreans, but they are by 
no means free to do whatever they wish whenever they wish to do it. Vertical relationships 
are necessary to ensure that individuals typically do what they are supposed to do. To give 
but one example, the vertical relationship between a police officer and a driver who has 
been pulled over for speeding, a relationship in which the police officer clearly has the 
power to impose on the driver, is a necessary part of keeping drivers’ behaviour within 
acceptable limits.118

The citizens of democratized societies thus face a set of demands riven by contradictions 
that are neatly summed up in the ancient Greek formulation ‘rule and be ruled’. This is 
explained by Aristotle as follows: ‘The basis of a democratic state is liberty … One principle 
of liberty is for all to rule and to be ruled in turn …’ (Politics 1317a40-b2, trans. S. Everson). 
More recently, the conflicting expectations of citizenship in democratized states were a 
subject of extended discussion in Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s seminal work Civic 
Culture. Almond and Verba point out that ‘the democratic citizen is called on to pursue 
contradictory goals: he must be active, yet passive; involved, yet not too involved; influential, 
yet deferential’. They note that the civic culture of what they see as model democratic 
states, the United States and Britain, is mixed and represents ‘a balanced political culture 
in which political activity, involvement, and rationality exist, but are balanced by passivity, 
traditionality, and commitment to parochial values’.119

What this means in practice is that Americans live in a society that privileges horizontal 
relationships, but which must also accommodate numerous vertical relationships. There is, 
as a result, a constant tension between the ideal of horizontality and the reality of verticality. 
There is also a concomitant fear that vertical relationships created and tolerated in order to 
allow society to function have already or will in the foreseeable future take on a life of their 
own and grow at the expense of horizontal ones in such a way as to make the United States 
a fundamentally undemocratic place. This fear helps explain the strong tradition of anti-
authoritarianism that has long been a part of American culture. The possibility that vertical 
relationships could grow in uncontrollable ways creates distrust of all forms of authority.120

The vague suspicion that American society has become too vertical has obvious parallels 
with the nebulous concern that sport is overly vertical.121 This is not particularly surprising, 
since, as has often been noted, sport tends to reflect the society in which it is played. Indeed, 
sport can be conceptualized as an activity in which priorities and ways of doing things that 
are normally left implicit and intangible are made explicit and easily perceptible. As Fred 
Inglis, in a study of the role of sport in society, has observed:

Sport in all its forms prefigures the shape of social life. It is not quite enough to say that it is 
a ‘metaphor’ for social life; narrowly taken, metaphor signifies a linguistic gesture in which 
properties not usually ascribed to certain things are so ascribed in order to give concrete life 
to what is normally abstract … or in order to change our perception of something whose 
special details we would never have seen without the metaphor. Well, by this token, boxing 
is a metaphor for the reality of aggression, a realization of the master-symbols of courage, 
endurance, quickness, grace, victoriousness. Tennis is a metaphor for many of the same values. 
But both games also enact in their gestures those values. They give them real life, and hence 
move from metaphor to immediate experience.122

Sport can thus be a microcosm of society in which important issues are played out in 
a simplified, purified fashion that has the potential to shape the ways that athletes and 
spectators understand the society in which they live.
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From this perspective the movement from vertical towards horizontal sport that takes 
place in Hoosiers has a much wider significance. The unease that sport tends to be excessively 
vertical can be seen as a special case of a broader concern about American society as a whole 
having become or being in the process of becoming excessively vertical. The resolution of 
the problem presented by excessively vertical sport in Hoosiers thus implicitly offers the 
hope of a similar resolution on a broader scale. The recuperation of horizontality that takes 
place on the basketball courts of Indiana suggests that the same sort of thing could happen 
in American society as a whole.123

The structure of the Hoosiers, which has scenes focusing on the activities of the basketball 
team interspersed with scenes showing the residents of Hickory functioning as highly 
democratic collectivity, subtly encourages viewers to make the leap from sport to society. 
The motif of Hickory as a paradigmatic democracy begins early in the film, when Dale meets 
many of the townspeople at night in the barber shop, and its most important and obvious 
manifestation comes with the town meeting in which what seems to be most if not all of 
the residents hold a vote on an issue of considerable importance to them.124 One would be 
hard pressed to find another sports film with a comparable scene.125

Hoosiers’ script also included a scene showing a group of people, including Dale, 
harvesting a cornfield belonging to the father of one of the players. In an interview with this 
author, Pizzo stated that this scene was intended in part to show that were was in Hickory 
a strong sense of community. One might add that it would have reinforced the theme of 
the townspeople operating as a collectivity. The scene was filmed but did not survive the 
final round of editing (a low-resolution version is available in the 2005 DVD). In the audio 
commentary, Pizzo mentions that this was the scene he most regretted having to cut.126

The greatly widened focus that comes with connecting basketball to American society as 
a whole is a key part of Hoosiers’ appeal. The British journalist Matthew Syed, in an article 
exploring the components of the ‘perfect’ sports movie, has argued that

all great sporting movies are not really about sport. They may be grounded in sport, they may 
have characters who talk about sport, they may even portray a fair bit of sport, but unless the 
plot has a wider trajectory the film is heading for a car crash.127

The filmmakers responsible for Hoosiers had at least some inkling of this – during the filming 
of the movie Angelo Pizzo had a sign over his desk that read ‘This is not a sports movie’.128

It would be fair to say that Hoosiers is fundamentally, one might almost say wildly, 
optimistic. It dramatizes basketball being transformed into something that approaches an 
ideal of horizontality, and it hints that very much the same sort of thing could happen in 
American society. That connection at no point operates above the implicit. Nowhere in the 
movie is there any direct statement that links basketball to society as a whole, and that is 
probably wise since such a statement would bring with it a narrative rupture on an epic scale.

Instead Hoosiers is utopian in a way that is particular to many forms of entertainment. 
In a widely cited article, Richard Dyer, who has published extensively in the field of film 
studies, argues that:

Two of the taken-for-granted descriptions of entertainment, as ‘escape’ and as ‘wish-fulfillment’, 
point to its central thrust, namely, utopianism. Entertainment offers the image of ‘something 
better’ to escape into, or something we want deeply that our day-to-day lives don’t provide. 
Alternatives, hopes, wishes – these are the stuff of utopia, the sense that things could be better, 
that something other than what is can be imagined and maybe realized. Entertainment does 
not, however, present models of utopian worlds, as in the classic utopias of Sir Thomas More, 
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William Morris, et al. Rather the utopianism is contained in the feelings it embodies. It presents, 
head-on as it were, what utopia would feel like rather than how it would be organized.129

Hoosiers supplies us with the intoxicating experience of feeling what it would be like to live 
in a truly and thoroughly democratized society.

Why Hoosiers Stands Out

George Steinbrenner, the now deceased owner of the New York Yankees, once told Angelo 
Pizzo that he had seen Hoosiers over 250 times. This statement provoked an expression 
of disbelief from Pizzo, but Steinbrenner assured him it was true. (There is considerable 
irony in the fact that the famously authoritarian Steinbrenner – known within the Yankees’ 
organization simply as ‘the Boss’ – revelled in a film that celebrated horizontality in sport.130) 
While Steinbrenner was, in many ways, an extreme case, his devotion to Hoosiers and his 
enthusiasm for watching it repeatedly are by no means unusual. As we have seen, movie 
critics such as A. O. Scott find it a delight to watch over and over again. The staying power 
of the movie has surprised even the people who made it. Pizzo commented in 2005 that he 
saved virtually no memorabilia from the movie while it was being made because he thought 
that, like most movies, it would come and go rapidly and without leaving much of a trace.131

The preceding discussion offers some insight into why Hoosiers rewards regular viewing. 
It is what Thomas Schatz calls a genre film and as such dramatizes long-standing conflicts of 
considerable importance that operate within the bounds of American sport and in American 
society as a whole. Those conflicts create an elusive but enduring disquiet. Hoosiers shows 
those conflicts being resolved, and this temporarily soothes the disquiet viewers feel about 
sport or possibly about American society. However, because the conflicts in question have in 
the real world successfully resisted resolution, viewers are almost inevitably confronted with 
them again, and their sense of disquiet re-awakens. As and when viewers return to Hoosiers, 
they rediscover something that scratches an itch that cannot be cured. All of this operates 
at a level that is intuitive rather than analytical, but that does not make it any less powerful.

This helps explain why Hoosiers is a popular film, but it does not quite explain why 
Hoosiers has been repeatedly identified as the one of the best American sports films ever 
made. After all, most American sports films could be described as genre films. These films 
tend to focus on a limited number of conflicts, e.g. the competing interests of individual 
athletes and the teams on which they play, though there is considerable variation with 
respect to the specific constellation of conflicts addressed in any given film. There is, as a 
result, little that is fundamentally new and different in most sports films. This is reflected 
in the relatively lukewarm reception that sports films have received from critics. When the 
American Film Institute in 1998 assembled a list of the 100 best American movies, only two 
sports movies were chosen for inclusion: Raging Bull at number 24 and Rocky at number 
78.132 In this sense Hoosiers is by no means unusual. All of the conflicts it addresses, which 
include issues such as individuals struggling with their past as they try to find their way 
in the present and the difficulties in forming emotionally rewarding relationships between 
fathers and sons, are among those commonly found in American sports movies.

If Hoosiers is in many ways an entirely typical sports film, what then sets it apart from 
the literally hundreds of other American sports films? One answer to that question is simply 
that Hoosiers is a well-written, well-made film with strong performances by talented actors. 
Another answer is that it plays to existing prejudices by valorizing patriarchal and sexist 
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values and perspectives. These are reasonable responses, and they have featured in previous 
explorations of Hoosiers. They are, however, in and of themselves, not persuasive because 
there are numerous other sports films about which the same things could be said. To give 
but two of many possible examples, Field of Dreams is a well-written, well-made film with 
strong performances by talented actors, and Friday Night Lights portrays a football team 
and a town in which patriarchal and sexist values and perspective are deeply entrenched.133

In the final analysis what sets Hoosiers apart are two things. First, it presents highly 
credible and thus unusually emotionally satisfying resolutions to problems of fundamental 
importance within American sport. Second, it artfully and subtly connects those resolutions 
to the tension between horizontality and verticality that is played out in American society 
as a whole.

The extent to which these issues are crucial to the film’s reception can be gauged from a 
rapid survey of another film that is in similar in many ways, the Bad News Bears from 1976.134 
The Bad News Bears tells the story of a ragtag group of kids playing Little League baseball in 
California. The kids’ parents are all disinterested in coaching so one of them hires a broken-
down ex-professional baseball player named Morris Buttermaker, played by Walter Matthau, 
to run the team, the Bears. The league in which the Bears play consists of six other teams, 
the coaches of which have a powerful drive to win. In one of the first scenes in the movie, 
Buttermaker encounters Roy Turner, the coach of the league champions from the previous 
year, the Yankees. Turner tells Buttermaker, in the ominous semi-darkness of the equipment 
room, ‘We’re different than the other leagues … We run a highly competitive program here. 
I mean it’s highly competitive’. At the team photo before the first game, Turner tells his team, 
‘I want you to look like champions because you’re going to be champions … That’s it boys, 
you got that champion look about you’. Turner, unsurprisingly, runs his team in a strongly 
vertical fashion; in a scene towards the end of the movie Turner strikes his own son, who 
is pitching for the Yankees.135

Over the course of the Bad News Bears Buttermaker’s approach to coaching changes 
repeatedly. At first Buttermaker runs the team in a nearly perfectly horizontal fashion 
because he simply does not care. At the first practice he starts the process of figuring out 
who should play what position, but almost immediately gives up and tells the kids to go 
out on the field and take any position they want. In the first game, the Bears fall behind the 
Yankees 26-0 in the top half of the first inning as Buttermaker watches impassively from 
the dugout while smoking, drinking beer, and reading the newspaper.136

However, when the parent who hired Buttermaker decides to disband the team, he 
suddenly starts caring about the team, and about winning. This brings with it a noticeably 
higher degree of verticality. When Buttermaker shows up for the next scheduled practice, 
one of the players, Engelberg, says, ‘We took a vote and decided that we’d quit’. Buttermaker 
apologizes for his conduct, counsels the kids to not be quitters, and then tells them to get 
on the field and start practice. Engelberg immediately says, ‘But we disbanded the team, we 
took a vote’. Buttermaker throws a stack of equipment at Engelberg, narrowly missing him, 
and yells, ‘Goddamit, nobody’s vote counts around here but mine. Get your gear on and 
get your fat ass behind the plate before I kick it up there. The rest of you pansy-ass quitters 
move your asses before I kick them all up there’.137 In a later scene, when Buttermaker tells 
the kids that they need to wear protective cups, there is little enthusiasm, and Engelberg 
says, ‘This is a free country. Let’s be democratic and take a vote’. Buttermaker replies, ‘There’ll 
be no vote, Engelberg’.138
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Buttermaker’s concern with winning rapidly spirals out of control. He recruits two star 
players, a pitcher named Amanda Whurlitzer and an outfielder named Kelly Leak. The team 
starts winning, and the Bears end up in the championship game, against the Yankees. The 
Bears begin the game badly, and Buttermaker screams from the dugout, ‘Come on, you want 
to win, don’t you? That’s what you showed up for, every damn one of you!’139

The well-being of his players becomes a matter of only secondary concern to Buttermaker. 
During the championship game he tells one of the players, Rudi Stein, to get intentionally 
hit by a pitched ball. Stein is a notably bad pitcher and hitter, and Buttermaker is intent on 
ensuring that he gets on base. Amanda is injured early in that game, but Buttermaker lets 
her continue to play. While Stein is at the plate and about to be hit by a pitch, Buttermaker 
has the following exchange with one of the other players: ‘You better take Amanda out now. 
She’s hurting pretty bad’. ‘Yeah, I know that, but she told me she wants to play’. ‘Of course 
she does, but if you don’t take her out, she’ll throw her arm out’. … ‘Shut up and play your 
position. Let me worry about the team’s health. What do you want me to do, put in Rudi 
Stein?’140

Buttermaker’s coaching undergoes yet another major shift towards the end of the final 
game, and he rediscovers a more horizontal approach and gives up his overriding concern 
with winning. This shift follows a confrontation that occurs when Stein’s turn in the batting 
order comes up again, and Buttermaker repeats his instructions to get intentionally hit by a 
pitch. Stein protests that it hurts, and when he gets to the plate, he swings away and makes 
an out. This enrages Buttermaker, and when Stein returns to the dugout, he aggressively 
shoves him towards the bench, and screams, ‘What the hell is the matter with you? Next time 
I tell you to do something, goddam it, you do it or else you’re off this team!’ Buttermaker 
then yells at the rest of the team, criticizing their performance on the field, and ends with 
a question, ‘Don’t you want to beat those bastards?’ The team is stunned into an extended 
silence, and Buttermaker seems to realize what he has become. He finally says quietly, ‘Get 
out there now and do the best you can’.141

The end of the championship game shows a completely changed Buttermaker. In the final 
inning he clears the bench, which entails replacing good players with bad players. One of 
the players coming off the bench protests, saying, ‘Mr. Buttermaker, I don’t know about you, 
but I want to win, so don’t send me in’. Buttermaker replies, ‘You didn’t come into this life 
just to sit around on a dugout bench, did you? Get your ass out there and do the best you 
can’. During the inning Amanda is clearly having difficulties throwing, and Buttermaker 
speedily takes her out of the game and replaces her with Rudi Stein. In the bottom half 
of the inning the Bears come up, and Stein makes an out. When he returns to the dugout 
he apologizes to Buttermaker, who shakes his hand and says, ‘What are you sorry about? 
That was nice hustle’. When the Bears narrowly lose the game, he tells the team, ‘We’re 
celebrating … because you should be damn proud of yourselves’.142

Morris Buttermaker’s evolution bears many similarities to that of Norman Dale, and the 
Bad News Bears and Hoosiers deal with the same basic conflict, that between horizontal 
and vertical sport. However, although the Bad News Bears was a commercially successful 
film,143 it has not received the same sort of critical acclaim as Hoosiers. For example, the 
Bad News Bears does not appear on the American Film Institute’s list of the ten best sports 
movies, and has not been selected for inclusion in the National Film Registry of the Library 
of Congress.144
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The differing reception of the two films can be attributed in large part to the fact that 
Hoosiers presents resolutions that are significantly more emotionally satisfying and that 
resonate strongly with issues present in American society as a whole. Buttermaker changes 
so much and so many times over the course of the film that each stage is necessarily sketched 
in only a cursory fashion. In addition, Buttermaker’s development takes place against the 
background of a narrative with a strong comedic element. The scenes of Buttermaker 
coaching the Bears are amusing, but are difficult for viewers to accept as credible solutions 
to the real-life conflict between horizontal and vertical sport. In Hoosiers, we are shown 
only the latter stages of Dale’s development and, as a result, we see those stages in much 
more depth. In addition, although there are some moments of dry humour in Hoosiers, 
it is a serious film from start to finish. The narrative in Hoosiers is thus significantly more 
compelling than that in the Bad News Bears and much easier for viewers to take as a tenable 
resolution of an actual conflict.145

Another issue is that the balance between horizontal and vertical in the Bad News Bears 
inclines towards the horizontal to the point of portraying a team in a state of anarchy. In his 
analysis of Bad News Bears, Dave Zang identifies the film as ‘the most subversive sports film 
ever made’ because it challenges the long-held American assumption that ‘sports and good 
character were synonymous terms’. He also points to the ways in which it highlights and 
challenges stereotypes of gender, race, and ethnicity. In the present context, it is noteworthy 
that Zang explores the unusual dynamic between coach and players through much of the 
film. He observes that the players:

are what the radical sports sociologist Jack Scott recommended in his 1971 book The Athletic 
Revolution: a team in which the coach’s wishes are subordinate to those of the players. Whether 
it is Lupus mixing martinis for his coach or the team refusing to wear athletic supporters by 
tossing them back in Buttermaker’s face, the precocious and unapologetic kids are … running 
the show.146

This contrasts with Hoosiers in which the final scenes show a coach that has ceded some 
autonomy to his players without entirely giving up control. In other words, whereas Bad 
News Bears shows horizontality in sport taken to a degree that promises chaos, Hoosiers 
shows players and coach finding a seemingly perfect balance of horizontality and verticality, 
order and autonomy.

The resolutions presented in the Bad News Bears also diverge from those in Hoosiers 
because they do not resonate nearly as strongly with American society as a whole. Two 
scenes in the Bad News Bears contain discussion of voting, but they involve children. We 
never see any group of adults – for instance, the parents of the kids on the team – acting 
as a democratic collectivity. Here again, the strong comedic element in Bad News Bears is 
important because it tends to limit viewers’ willingness to extend, largely implicitly, the 
resolutions presented in the film to society as a whole. It is easily dismissed as light-hearted 
entertainment that has no wider significance.147

Hoosiers, on the other hand, is constructed in a fashion that encourages viewers to make 
the leap from sport to society, from the world of movies to real life. The lovely resolutions 
that Hoosiers offers to issues specific to sport thus take on a much larger scale and give the 
film a relevancy that extends far beyond the basketball court. Hoosiers reassures viewers 
that although we live in a fallen world in which the ideal of horizontality always feels like it 
is slipping out of our grasp, what has been lost can once again be found. This is the reason 
for Hoosiers’ enduring and seemingly mysterious appeal.148
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Notes

1.  The quote comes from a short video posted on the website of the New York Times. It can be 
found at: http://www.nytimes.com/video/2009/03/02/movies/1194837942383/critics-picks-
hoosiers.html. I am grateful to Allen Guttmann, Gardiner Kreglow, Donald Kyle, Angelo 
Pizzo, and Charles Stocking, who provided invaluable comments on earlier drafts; to the 
anonymous reviewers and editor of the International Journal of the History of Sport for their 
helpful suggestions; and to Edward Henderson, Jack Sullivan, and Chad Wilson for their 
editorial assistance. Responsibility for the views expressed here and for any errors or omissions 
is solely my own.

2.  The movie is loosely based on a true story. See below for further details. The word ‘Hoosiers’ is 
typically understood to denote a native of Indiana. On the complicated etymology of the word, 
see Geoffrey Nunberg, The Way We Talk Now (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2001), 55–7. Due to 
the obscurity of the word ‘Hoosiers’, the movie was released under different names overseas, 
including Best Shot, Le Grand Défi (The Big Challenge), Freiwurf (Free Throw), Más Que Ídolos 
(More than Idols), Ganadores (Winners), Momentos Decisivos (Decisive Moments), and Colpo 
Vincente (Winning Shot). Gayle Johnson, The Making of Hoosiers: How the Small Movie from 
the Heartland Became One of America’s Favorite Films (Seattle: CreateSpace, 2010), 116.

3.  For a listing of Hoosiers’ accolades, see Johnson, The Making of Hoosiers, 92, 114–15. There 
has been considerable discussion of how to define precisely what is and is not a sports film. 
See, for example, Séan Crosson, Sport and Film (London: Routledge, 2013), 49–65 and Glen 
Jones, ‘In Praise of an “Invisible Genre”? An Ambivalent Look at the Fictional Sports Feature 
Film’, in Emma Poulton and Martin Roderick (eds.), Sport in Films (London: Routledge, 2008). 
For a good working definition, see Demetrius Pearson, Russell Curtis, C. Allen Haney, and 
James Zhang, ‘Sport Films: Social Dimensions Over Time: 1930–1995’, Journal of Sport and 
Social Issues 27 (2003), 145–61 at 149. Ellis Cashmore, Sports Culture, An A-Z Guide (London: 
Routledge, 2000), 132–9 identifies three different types of sports films and puts Hoosiers under 
the heading of comedy/fantasy. On the larger issue of how to define and identify genres in 
film in general terms, see Rick Altman, Film/Genre (London: British Film Institute, 1999).

4.  The focus throughout the discussion that follows is on American sport movies, particularly 
those from the past 50 years. Many of the issues touched upon are relevant to sports movies 
from other countries. However, because sport is closely linked to the society in which it is 
played, and sport films typically concentrate on a particular time and place, it is necessary 
to place geographical and temporal limits on the range of movies taken into consideration. 
The reasons for the geographical limits are obvious. The temporal limits are based on the 
facts that major shifts in the nature of American sports films took place during and after the 
1960s (see Pearson et al., ‘Sport Films’) and that very few if any sports films from before that 
time are regularly watched by the general public.

5.  The term ‘democratized’ is used here rather than ‘democratic’ because of the enormous 
difficulties involved in arriving at a satisfactory definition of a democratic society. 
Democratization can be understood as a condition in which the balance between horizontal 
and vertical relationships is tilted strongly towards the horizontal or the process that brings 
such a balance into being, maintains it, or extends it further towards the horizontal. For 
further discussion, see Paul Christesen, Sport and Democracy in the Ancient and Modern 
Worlds (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 12–15.

6.  There is an extensive scholarly literature on the relationship between sport on one hand 
and totalitarianism or democracy on the other. Some of the more important works that 
focus on totalitarianism and sport include John Hoberman, Sport and Political Ideology. 
2nd ed. (London: Heinemann, 2014); Richard Mandell, The Nazi Olympics (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1971); James Riordan, Sport in Soviet Society: Development of 
Sport and Physical Education in Russia and the USSR (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1977); Susan Brownell, Training the Body for China: Sports in the Moral Order of the 
People’s Republic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Allen Guttmann, Sports: The 
First Five Millennia (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2004), 180–95, 273–84; 
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Barbara Keys, Globalizing Sport: National Rivalry and International Community in the 1930s 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), 115–80. The literature on democracy and sport 
is less developed; the locus classicus is John Tunis, Democracy and Sport (New York: A. S. 
Barnes, 1941), which is more laudatory than critical. For more recent scholarship, see Keys, 
Globalizing Sport, 64–89; Mark Dyreson, Making the American Team: Sport, Culture, and the 
Olympic Experience (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 189–98; Christesen, Sport 
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from the perspective of ethics and philosophy. See, for instance, Henning Eichberg, Bodily 
Democracy (Ethics and Sport) (New York: Routledge, 2010) and Peter Arnold, Sports, Ethics 
and Education (London: Cassell, 1997), 81–92.

7.  It is important to note that the analysis undertaken here does not purport to explore the full 
range of issues treated in the film; the discussion that follows concentrates on those elements 
of Hoosiers that set it apart from other American sports films.

8.  On high school basketball in Indiana, see Greg Guffey, The Golden Age of Indiana High 
School Basketball (Bloomington: Quarry Books, 2006); Bob Hammel, Hoosiers Classified: 
Indiana's Love Affair with One-Class Basketball (Indianapolis: Masters Press, 1997); and 
Emerson Houck, Hoosiers All: Indiana High School Basketball (Carmel: Hawthorne Publishing, 
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scholarship can be found in Mark Dyreson, ‘Basketball and Magic in “Middletown”: Locating 
Sport and Culture in American Social Science’, in Daniel A. Nathan (ed.), Rooting for the Home 
Team: Sport, Community, and Identity (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2013).

On the ‘Milan Miracle’, see Greg Guffey, The Greatest Basketball Story Ever Told: The Milan 
Miracle. 50th Anniversary ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003) and http://www.
milan54.org/. On Bobby Plump, see Marty Pieratt and Ken Honeywell, Bobby Plump, Last 
of the Small Town Heroes (Beech Grove: Good Morning Publishing, 1997). On the complex 
interaction of race and basketball in Indiana, see Troy Paino, ‘Hoosiers in a Different Light: 
Forces of Change v. the Power of Nostalgia’, Journal of Sport History 28 (2001), 63–80.

9.  Johnson, The Making of Hoosiers, 7.
10.  Travis Vogan, ‘Interview with David Anspaugh, Filmmaker’, International Journal of Sport 

Communication 4 (2011), 445–8 at 447.
11.  Johnson cites much of the relevant writing that takes a similar approach to evaluating Hoosiers.
12.  Deborah Tudor, ‘Hoosiers: The Race, Religion, and Ideology of Sports’, Jump Cut 33 (1988), 2–9. 

An unpaginated digital version of this article is available at: http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/
onlinessays/JC33folder/hoosiers.html. (Cf. Deborah Tudor, Hollywood's Vision of Team Sports: 
Heroes, Race, and Gender (New York: Garland Publishing, 1997, 76–8 and passim.) For other 
work that approaches Hoosiers in a fashion similar to that employed by Tudor, see Ron Briley, 
‘Basketball’s Great White Hope and Ronald Reagan’s America: Hoosiers (1986)’, Film and 
History 35 (2005), 12–19; Marjorie Kibby, ‘Nostalgia for the Masculine: Onward to the Past 
in the Sports Films of the Eighties’, Canadian Journal of Film Studies 7 (1998), 16–28; Spike 
Lee, Best Seat in the House: A Basketball Memoir (New York: Crown Publishers, 1997), 149; 
and David Leonard, ‘“Is This Heaven?”: White Sporting Masculinities and the Hollywood 
Imagination’, in C. Richard King and David Leonard (eds.), Visual Economies of/in Motion 
(New York: Peter Lang, 2006). Aaron Baker, Contesting Identities: Sports in American Film 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003) does not address Hoosiers in detail, but Contesting 
Identities is a widely-read work that interprets sports films along the lines found in Tudor, 
et al. See also Ron Briley, Michael Schoenecke, and Deborah Carmichael, eds., All-Stars 
and Movie Stars (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2008); Crosson, Sport and Film; 
Viveca Gretton, ‘You Could Look It Up: Notes Towards a Reading of Baseball, History, and 
Ideology in the Dominant Cinema’, Cineaction! Summer/Fall (1990), 70–5; C. Richard King 
and David Leonard, eds., Visual Economies of/in Motion (New York: Peter Lang, 2006); Kyle 
Kusz, ‘Remasculinizing American White Guys in/through New Millennium American Sport 
Films’, in Emma Poulton and Martin Roderick (eds.), Sport in Films (London: Routledge, 
2008); David Rowe, ‘If You Film It, Will They Come? Sports on Film’, Journal of Sport and 
Social Issues 22 (1998), 350–9; Jared Sexton, ‘The Field of Fantasy and the Court of Appeal: 
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On Friday Night Lights and Coach Carter’, in C. Richard King and David Leonard (eds.), Visual 
Economies of/in Motion (New York: Peter Lang, 2006).

13.  Hoosiers has occasionally been read in other ways. For example, James Hogan, Reel Parables: 
Life Lessons from Popular Films (New York: Paulist Press, 2008), 33–44 interprets the film as a 
Christian parable, and Shaun Higgins and Colleen Striegel, Movies for Leaders: Management 
Lessons from Four All-Time Great Films (Spokane: New Media Ventures, 1999), 23–40 use 
the film as a source of lessons in business management.

14.  Approximately 1,000 sports feature films and at least 3,000 sports documentaries have been 
produced in the United States (Crosson, Sport and Film, 9).

15.  Ron Briley, The Baseball Film in Postwar America (Jefferson: McFarland, 2011), 3.
16.  Natalie Barker-Ruchti and Richard Tinning, ‘Foucault in Leotards: Corporeal Discipline in 

Women’s Artistic Gymnastics’, Sociology of Sport Journal 27 (2010), 229–50 at 243.
17.  Caryl Rivers, ‘God and the Free Throw’, in Lyn Reese, Jean Wilkinson, and Phyllis Sheon 

Koppelman (eds.), I'm on My Way Running: Women Speak of Coming of Age (New York: 
Avon Books, 1983), 311.
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established by the constitutive rules). Regulative rules can be expressed formally or informally. 
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are playing by the same set of constitutive rules but a different set of regulative rules. This 
distinction is typically traced back to John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of 
Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). For a brief definition of constitutive 
and regulative rules, see John Gleaves, ‘Rules’, in Cesar R. Torres (ed.), The Bloomsbury 
Companion to the Philosophy of Sport (London: Bloomsbury, 2014).

19.  The exploration of vertical and horizontal sport found here summarizes a longer and more 
detailed treatment of the same material found in Christesen, Sport and Democracy, 14–15, 
20–8. This system of categorization has much in common with the differentiation made 
by Jay Coakley between a power and performance model of sports versus a pleasure and 
participation model (Jay Coakley and Elizabeth Pike, Sports in Society: Issues and Controversies. 
9th ed. (London: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 514–21). A key difference is that categorizing sports 
on a horizontal-vertical spectrum highlights the power dynamics embedded in different 
types of sports and thus makes it simpler to draw connections between sport and society 
because the horizontal–vertical system of categorization applies equally well to both sport 
and society. A brief discussion, with helpful bibliography, of various means of dividing sport 
into analytically useful subcategories can be found in Klaus Heinemann, ‘Sport Sociology: 
Fundamental Aspects’, in Herbert Haag, Ommo Grupe, and August Kirsch (eds.), Sport Science 
in Germany: An Interdisciplinary Anthology (Berlin: Springer, 1992), 383.

20.  The recognition of the importance of Weber’s work for the study of sport is mostly closely 
associated with the Allen Guttmann’s seminal From Ritual to Record: The Nature of Modern 
Sports (New York: Columbia University Press, 1978).

21.  Good introductions to the history of sport in nineteenth-century Britain can be found in 
Nancy Anderson, The Sporting Life: Victorian Sports and Games (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2010) 
and Neil Tranter, Sport, Economy, and Society in Britain 1750–1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). For details of how specific sports were played in nineteenth-century 
British public schools, see Tony Money, Manly & Muscular Diversions: Public Schools and the 
Nineteenth-Century Sporting Revival (London: Duckworth, 1997). On rugby and soccer in 
particular, see Eric Dunning and Kenneth Sheard, Barbarians, Gentlemen, and Players. 2nd ed. 
(London: Routledge, 2005). (The Rugby rules of 1845 are discussed on 75–84 of that work.).

22.  Thomas Hughes, Tom Brown’s School Days (Cambridge: Macmillan and Co., 1858 (1857)), 
92–117.

23.  Ibid., 334, 394, respectively.
24.  On the history of physical education in nineteenth-century Britain, see Peter McIntosh, 

Physical Education in England Since 1800. 2nd ed. (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1968), 11–
142. On gymnastics, see Allen Guttmann, Games and Empires: Modern Sports and Cultural 
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Imperialism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 141–56; Christopher Mack, ‘The 
Idea of Sports in Germany, 1880–1936’ (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2000); and 
Roland Naul, ‘History of Sport and Physical Education in Germany, 1800–1945’, in Roland 
Naul and Ken Hardman (eds.), Sport and Physical Education in Germany (London: Routledge, 
2002).

25.  George Mélio, Manual of Swedish Drill Based on Ling’s System (New York: Excelsior Publishing 
House, 1889), 5.

26.  The relationship between the degree of horizontality/verticality in sport and the socioeconomic 
status of organizers and participants is a complex one and cannot be discussed in detail here. 
Many sociologists of sport have argued that sport is regularly used as a means by which the 
less privileged are subjected to the will of the more privileged. This is undeniably the case in 
some instances, such as gymnastics in publicly funded schools in nineteenth-century Britain. 
However, it is also true that there is a strong correlation between income level and the degree 
of participation in sport: the more affluent members of modern-day Western societies play 
significantly more sport than those who are less affluent (see, e.g. Elmer Spreitzer, ‘Does 
Participation in Interscholastic Athletics Affect Adult Development?’ Youth and Society 25 
(1994), 368–87). That correlation makes it difficult to accept that sport invariably involves 
subjection, since it is not clear that the more privileged members of a society could be 
subjecting themselves to themselves. It is more accurate to say that strongly vertical sport 
is significantly more likely than horizontal sport to involve an element of subjection, but 
even that statement requires nuance. In many cases, such as that studied by Barker-Ruchti 
and Tinning, a strong degree of verticality is the result not of an explicit or implicit desire to 
render athletes politically powerless, but springs instead from a powerful focus on winning. 
For further discussion, see Christesen, Sport and Democracy, 100 n. 4.

27.  Stefan Szymanski, ‘A Theory of the Evolution of Modern Sport’, Journal of Sport History 35 
(2008), 1–32.

28.  The authoritarian strain in American football has been the subject of a considerable amount 
of discussion, some but by no means all of which has taken the form of scholarly publications. 
The roots of much of the relevant scholarship stretch back to the critiques launched by figures 
such as Harry Edwards in the 1960s and embodied in work such as Jack Scott’s The Athletic 
Revolution (New York: The Free Press, 1971). That analytical approach continues today in 
work such as David Zang’s, SportsWars: Athletes in the Age of Aquarius (Fayetteville: University 
of Arkansas Press, 2001), 119–39. This authoritarian strain is reflected in both coaches 
and players; for example, a study of college football players found that their attitudes were 
significantly more authoritarian than those of non-athletes (see Arnold LeUnes and Jack R. 
Nation, ‘Saturday’s Heroes: A Psychological Portrait of College Football Players’, Journal of 
Sport Behavior 5 (1982), 139–49). It is by no means coincidental that national polling in the 
United States in 2014 found a strong correlation between negative perceptions of football 
and espousal of relatively liberal political views (see David Leonhardt, ‘The Newest Partisan 
Divide, Views on Youth Football’, New York Times, November 4, 2014, A3).

29.  Christesen, Sport and Democracy, 47–56.
30.  On sport in nineteenth-century Britain, see the sources cited in n. 24. On sport in nineteenth-

century Germany, see Christesen, Sport and Democracy, 217–28 and Christiane Eisenberg, 
‘English Sports’ und deutsche Bürger (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1999).

31.  Christesen, Sport and Democracy, 31–4; Dyreson, Making the American Team. The Progressives’ 
democratizing goals involved in at least some instances an authoritarian willingness to 
impose policies that the Progressives believed to be for the general good but which were not 
necessarily well received by the people who most felt their immediate impact.

32.  United States Anti-Doping Agency, ‘What Sport Means in America: A Study of Sport’s Role 
in Society’, 11, http://www.usada.org/uploads/usadaresearchreport.pdf at pg. 3.

33.  http://www.lcfymca.org/programs/youth-sports. Similar sentiments are expressed in Dean 
Purdy, ‘Autumn’s Saturday Ritual: Elements of Children’s Participation in Youth League 
Football’, Journal of Popular Culture 20 (1987), 19–30.
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34.  Walter Schafer, ‘Sport, Socialization, and the School: Toward Maturity or Enculturation?’ 
Oregon School Study Council Bulletin 17 (1974), 1–17 at 13. The issue of the balance between 
verticality and horizontality in coaching has been the subject of literally dozens of studies. 
See, for instance, Stephen Pratt and D. Stanley Eitzen, ‘Contrasting Leadership Styles and 
Organizational Effectiveness: The Case of Athletic Teams’, Social Science Quarterly 70 (1989), 
311–22.

35.  A collection of Lombardi quotes can be found at http://www.vincelombardi.com/quotes.
html. There is a great deal of writing that laments the pernicious effects of a drive to win on 
play in general and sport in particular. For example, Stanley Aronowitz, False Promises: The 
Shaping of American Working Class Consciousness (New York: McGraw-Hill 1973), 60–6 
has made the interesting argument that uncorrupted forms of play are non-hierarchical and 
non-authoritarian.

36.  Jack Berryman, ‘The Rise of Highly Organized Sports for Preadolescent Boys’, in Frank Smoll, 
Richard Magill, and Michael Ash (eds.), Children in Sport. 3rd ed. (Champaign: Human 
Kinetics Books, 1988).

37.  Bill Pennington, ‘As Team Sports Conflict, Parents Rebel’, New York Times, 12 November 
2003, http://www.nytimes.com/2003/11/12/sports/as-team-sports-conflict-some-parents-
rebel.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm.

38.  Jay Coakley, ‘Organized Sports for Young People: A 20th-Century Invention’, in Sandra 
Spickard Prettyman and Brian Lampman (eds.), Learning Culture through Sports: Exploring the 
Role of Sports in Society (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), 10. A lengthier exploration 
of youth sports programs in the United States can be found in Howard Nixon III, Sport and 
the American Dream (New York: Leisure Press, 1984), 30–68.

39.  Overtly critical attitudes towards sport were expressed with particular clarity in the fervid 
atmosphere of the 1960s, and writing and films about sport from that period can be especially 
useful sources of insight about ambivalent attitudes towards sport. A good starting place 
for exploration of the relevant material can be found in Zang’s SportsWars, which contains 
chapters with the titles ‘Ivy League Jeremiad: The Struggle between Winning and Character’ 
and ‘Terrapin Soup: Challenging Authority’. It is not coincidental that relatively few sports 
films were produced in the 1960s, and that the number of films from that era about contact 
sport is notably small. On chronological changes in the numbers and types of sports films 
produced, see Pearson et al., ‘Sport Films: Social Dimensions Over Time’.

40.  Lindsay Schnell, ‘Slip “n” Slide Saturday: Is Any College Football Program Having More Fun 
than Oregon State?’ The Oregonian, 17 August 2013, http://www.oregonlive.com/beavers/
index.ssf/2013/08/slipnslide_saturday_is_any_col.html.

41.  North Dallas Forty. Directed by Ted Kotcheff. Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1979. 
For basic information on this movie, see R. Didinger and G. Macnow, The Ultimate Book of 
Sports Movies (Philadelphia: Running Press, 2009), 58–61.

42.  North Dallas Forty.
43.  Ibid.
44.  Ibid.
45.  Ibid.
46.  Ibid.
47.  Ibid.
48.  Varsity Blues. Directed by Brian Robbins, Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1999. For 

basic information on this movie, see Didinger and Macnow, The Ultimate Book of Sports 
Movies, 305–7.

49.  Ibid.
50.  This information is provided in the audio commentary on the DVD version of the film. That 

commentary is available on the DVD version of the film released in 2009.
51.  Ibid.
52.  Ibid.
53.  Ibid.
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54.  In their audio commentary, the director of the film and two of the producers note that in 
one version of the screenplay the players, after ridding themselves of Kilmer, forfeit the 
game and play the second half simply to play the game. They state that this idea was felt to 
be unworkable and was dropped.

55.  Varsity Blues. The soundtrack for the movie includes the song, ‘My Hero’.
56.  Varsity Blues, 2009 DVD release of film originally released in 1999.
57.  Ibid.
58.  Ibid.
59.  Thomas Schatz, Hollywood Genres: Formulas, Filmmaking, and the Studio System (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 1981), 6, 30, respectively. Film critics are strongly divided as to 
whether genre films have ritual or ideological functions. Those who subscribe to the idea 
that genre films function ritually argue that ‘the narrative patterns of generic texts grow out 
of existing societal practices, imaginatively overcoming contradictions within those very 
practices’. Those who subscribe to the idea that genre films function ideologically see these 
films ‘as luring audiences into accepting deceptive non-solutions, while all the time serving 
governmental or industry purposes’. (The quotes are taken from Altman, Film/Genre, 27.) 
Schatz is squarely in the ritual camp.

60.  Schatz, Hollywood Genres, 32.
61.  Varsity Blues.
62.  Ibid.
63.  Ibid.
64.  Many other films are relevant to the issues discussed here but cannot be treated in the present 

context. A partial list of such films would include The Longest Yard (in which the most 
hierarchical environment imaginable, a prison, is the site of a football match between a 
self-coached team of prisoners and a team of guards), Coach Carter, Friday Night Lights, 
The Program, and Remember the Titans (The Longest Yard. Directed by Robert Aldrich. 
Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1974. Remake in 2005; Coach Carter. Directed by 
Thomas Carter. Hollywood, CA: Paramount Pictures, 2005; Friday Night Lights. Directed 
by Peter Berg. Hollywood, CA: Universal Pictures, 2004; The Program. Directed by David 
S. Ward. Hollywood, CA: Samuel Goldwyn, 1993; Remember the Titans. Directed by Boaz 
Yakin. Hollywood, CA: Walt Disney Pictures, 2000).

65.  Hoosiers. Directed by David Anspaugh. London, UK: Hemdale Film Corporation, 1986. The 
strong elements of continuity with respect to underlying issues of verticality/horizontality in 
North Dallas Forty (made before Hoosiers) and Varsity Blues (made after Hoosiers) suggests 
that, for the purposes of the analysis conducted here, the temporal variation among the three 
films is not an important factor.

66.  Tudor, Hoosiers. Cf. Johnson, The Making of Hoosiers, 143.
67.  The composer, Jerry Goldsmith, won an Oscar for the score of Hoosiers. On the importance of 

music in sports films, see Timothy Scheurer, ‘“The Best There Ever Was in the Game”: Musical 
Mythopoesis and Heroism in Film Scores of Recent Sports Movies’, Journal of Popular Film 
and Television 32 (2005), 157–67.

68.  Hoosiers.
69.  Ibid.
70.  Ibid.
71.  Ibid.
72.  Ibid.
73.  Walter Camp and Lorin Fuller Deland, Football (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 

1896), 228.
74.  Hoosiers.
75.  Ibid.
76.  It is interesting to note that in the original screenplay Dale spent the last decade working in 

a steel mill, not the military (Johnson, The Making of Hoosiers, 44).
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77.  Hoosiers. The sense of change in Dale is reinforced in a scene that shows the team’s first game. 
As the game is about to begin, Cletus asks Dale how he is doing, and Dale replies, ‘like it’s my 
first game’. Cletus responds, ‘in a way it is’.

78.  Ibid.
79.  Johnson, The Making of Hoosiers, 10.
80.  On Bobby Knight, see Steve Delsohn and Mark Heisler, Bob Knight: The Unauthorized 

Biography (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006). On Woody Hayes, see John Lombardo, A 
Fire to Win: The Life and Times of Woody Hayes (New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 2005).

81.  Hoosiers.
82.  Ibid.
83.  Ibid.
84.  Ibid.
85.  Ibid.
86.  Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (New York: Roy 

Publishers, 1950 (1938)).
87.  Hoosiers.
88.  Ibid.
89.  Ibid.
90.  Emily Bazelon, ‘The Basketball Bully’, in Slate (3 April 2013). http://www.slate.com/articles/

sports/sports_nut/2013/04/mike_rice_fired_the_rutgers_coach_helps_draw_the_line_
between_acting_like.html.

91.  Hoosiers.
92.  Ibid.
93.  Ibid.
94.  Ibid.
95.  Ibid.
96.  Ibid.
97.  Ibid.
98.  Ibid.
99.  Ibid.
100.  The information and quotes in this paragraph are drawn from an interview with Pizzo 

conducted by this author.
101.  Hoosiers. It is interesting note that Pizzo subsequently wrote another sports movie, Rudy, 

in which the issue of horizontality and verticality is played out, though in much less detail. 
Rudy is based on the story of Rudy Ruettiger and his very brief moment of glory as a football 
player at Notre Dame. As the movie tells the story, Coach Ara Parseghian promises Ruettiger, 
a member of the practice squad, that he will be allowed to play briefly in one game before 
he graduates. Parseghian resigns before Ruettiger’s senior year, and his replacement, Dan 
Devine, refuses to allow Ruettiger to play. This provokes a revolt from the players, who one 
by one enter Devine’s office and lay their jerseys on his desk. Devine relents and reluctantly 
lets Ruettiger play in a game. Though much of Rudy is factually accurate, this part of the story 
was created by Pizzo. Devine in reality had every intention of allowing Ruettiger to play and 
was not compelled to do so by his players. Devine acquiesced in the insertion of the relevant 
scenes in the movie, but was ultimately thoroughly displeased with the result (see Dan 
Devine, Simply Devine: Memoirs of a Hall of Fame Coach (Champaign: Sports Publishing, 
2000), 127 and Jeff Merron, ‘Waking Up Rudy’s Echoes’, ESPN, http://espn.go.com/page2/s/
merron/021202.html). What is of interest here is that once again we encounter in Rudy a 
struggle between a coach with a strongly vertical style of coaching and players seeking a 
greater degree of control.

102.  Nixon, Sport and the American Dream, 83. A book-length study of Davis can be found in 
Neil Amdur, The Fifth Down: Democracy and the Football Revolution (New York: Coward, 
McCann, and Geoghegan, 1971). For the Sports Illustrated article, see Robert Creamer, 
‘Scorecard’, Sports Illustrated, 31 August 1970, http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/article/
magazine/MAG1083976/3/index.htm.
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103.  The last scene in the movie shows Elliott, in street clothes, refusing to catch a football thrown 
to him by the Bulls’ quarterback.

104.  Hoosiers.
105.  On the enormous influence coaches wield with respect to the nature (hierarchical or 

egalitarian) of the environment in which athletes operate, see Richard Lipsky, How We 
Play the Game: Why Sports Dominate American Life (Boston: Beacon Press, 1981), 64–99.
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