1. Research Questions: a) How are identities formulated in a “basketball community” within the space of the UNB West Gym on Monday nights, and are there any apparent signs of discrimination to other factions within the basketball community. The focus of the project is to reveal the interlaced structures working together to create a shared identities through discourses, ideologies and the spatial arrangements of the gym. b) I plan to observe the following: (1) Bodies relating to one another in different ways; (2)Discourses common to the arena and participants reactions to these discourses; and (3) The manner in which the aforementioned, (1) and (2), create the factions of persons within the shared space. This research should help reveal the process of how different groups can coalesce in the arena of basketball, creating a shared identities. c) I expect to observe a space, at least, slightly based on androcentric norms; true/untrue mythologies of how people of different cultures (commonly termed as “race”) express their bodies; and the various tools (i.e. logos and other commercial products, language, and physical actions on the court) of individuals are used to express their identity. I believe this will prove that the sport of basketball contains many of the values inherent in a democratic/Western society – indicating that basketball is a contextually based event that reflects societal values. d and e) Some indicators confirmation/denial of my data will include: individuals using language that reflects the discourses of society, the absence of female participants and asymmetric treatment of those who are present by the male majority, and common beliefs by participants about particular 'races' presenting their bodies in unique ways. I do not believe that these indicators or assumptions will be 100 percent truthful, but the described should arise in several instances during throughout Basketball Night. Therefore, whenever possible it is important to delve into the specific contexts surrounding each of the arising indicators. This process should reveal basic areas of inquiry that are important to anthropological study: race, gender, identity and language. Lastly, the duration of the project was relatively short; therefore, this analysis only provides a brief summary. f) Basketball Night was chosen because it required no financial expenses, was readily accessible and represented a space of gathered cultures from across the world. The selected site provides a place for the observation of how cultures relate to each other and themselves within a shared space. Furthermore, basketball is of specific interest to me, as I am readily familiar with the sport. 

2. Ethics: Given that the event takes place in the small city of Fredericton where revealing an identity of an individual is rather easy, I have attempted to keep identities anonymous. By mainly focusing on the general environment and general actions, I aim minimize the chances of revealing a participants identity and encountering ethical issues. Also, I informed several participants of my intentions, so that there was “collective knowledge” of my presence. In the situations where describing an informants thoughts and actions proved analytically useful, I have gotten the her/him to sign the attached consent forms. The pseudo names of my informants are Michelle and Luis. Lastly, the informants were informed that this document was for the employment of a class assignment and the project itself was briefly outlined to them.

3. Why and How I Chose My Field Site: a, b and c) The time and space of the event is termed as “Open Gym”, but due to the focus of this paper on basketball and the domination of the sport within the observed space I find the term “Basketball Night” as being appropriate. Basketball Night at UNB West Gym was the most ethnically diverse and available space in which basketball occurs. From past experiences, I have gathered that it is a site of competition, various employments/expressions of the body, a variety of languages/dialects and shared beliefs. Access to the site is available to anyone who wishes to participate in Basketball Night.

4. Why and How I Chose My Unit of Analysis or Informants: a) My unit of analysis consisted of 20-30 participants at Basketball Night. I conversed, in mainly informal settings, with two informants that took part in the events. b and c) As mentioned above, the sample size proved useful due to the variety of cultural backgrounds. I observed them on three occasions, over three weeks, for a total of roughly 8 hours. Each of my informants represented two of the factions present at Basketball Night; helping me gather different views of the event and to gain feedback from within the unit of analysis. d) No permits or research protocols were required to gain access to the unit of analysis or informants. I asked the Michelle and Luis beforehand if they would participate in the project and later obtained their written consensus.

5. Data Collection Methods: a, b and c) The method used in this project was participant observation. During the first night of observation I participated frequently, as if any other player; which I believe helped me gain inside acceptance and to penetrate the thought of the peoples (Crane and Angrosino 1992: 65). This stage was important for success in the subsequent nights where I participated less and focused on more empirical observation. The method then allows me gain subjective and objective insight to the process of Basketball Night. d and e) My primary variable is to reveal the underlying structures that formulate the shared identities at Basketball Night. Indicators to this would include any  language, beliefs, spatial arrangements, or what Sparkes (quoting Smith and Watson 2004: 398) refers to as performances of the textual body that indicate a commonality for group identity. A second variable of inquiry, which stems from the first, is the appearance of any apparent discrimination of the “other group.” Most indicators of discrimination are expressed subtly or unconsciously. They included any racist/gender discriminatory language or beliefs, or the exclusion of a particular group from equal time and space within the shared arena. f) A possible problem this method possesses is overlooking the observational aspect of the data gathering. Another possible issue may occur when involved in the game; here 'empirical observation' usually becomes second to the 'act of participation.' Avoiding this issue would allow more empirical evidence to be gathered.

6. Research Results: The general rules of Basketball Night will prove useful by contextually situating the event and will serve as an important text to later analyze; therefore, I will very briefly provide an overview of the rules below. Basketball is composed of two competing teams of usually five players. Less players may be used if it improves the flow of the event, but the number of players on each team are always kept equal. This alludes to the notion that all participants are equal on the court. Later this concept of equality within basketball will be developed. Other participants sit outside the designated playing field, or on the sidelines. The goal of the game is for one team to reach a predetermined number of points, usually 7 or 11, before the opposition does. There are two ways to decide which team obtains the first opportunity to score offensively. First, any one player of either team volunteers to shoot the ball. If she/he succeeds, then their team obtains initial control of the ball and the first opportunity to score and if not the other team does. The second, and more common, way of deciding was by allowing the winner of the of the preceding game to get obtain the initial scoring opportunity. Once the game begins, the offensive team moves the ball down the court in order to score a point by shooting the ball through their team's hoop. When moving the ball towards their hoop, players can either pass the ball to another player or reposition themselves while continually bouncing the ball off the ground. The opposing team assumes a defensive position that attempts to prevent the offensive team from scoring a point. When a point is scored the ball is exchanged to the other team and the offensive/defensive team positions switch.


There are two major ways to score a point: shooting or laying up. A shot is performed by skillfully throwing the basketball up towards the basket. Layups are accomplished by positioning one's body under and close to the basket, where she/he gently throws the ball up toward the basket. In either case a point is only scored when the ball passes through the hoop from the top rim. Initially a layup is more difficult in obtaining a position under the basket, because the defensive team works to stop this, but it has a higher chance of being a successful play. Both the shot and a lay-up are both worth 1 point at Basketball Night. In the formal games of basketball shot can be worth either 2 or 3 points, depending on the position of the shot.


The last important aspect of basketball is committing fouls. In this informal game a foul is committed when an individual moves with ball-control, but without continually bouncing the ball (traveling); physical misconducts of her/his body in relation to other bodies; or steps out of bounds with ball-control. The particulars of these fouls are not as important as the way they are carried out in a game. At Basketball Night there are no referees; therefore, the players are placed with the responsibility of calling the fouls that they commit. Calling one's fouls simply means admitting to the foul committed. Sometimes other players will call overlooked fouls which may lead to some confrontations, but in most cases this system of trust works. This outline is just a brief explanation of the rules and regulations that can be further studied at CollegeHoops.net (2009).


Throughout the duration of the three weeks I frequently joined in games and observed the field of analysis. Below I will discuss observed indicators that are relevant to my variables. The data is broken up into two sections. The paragraphs in each section only serve as textual organizers of the data; so that data can be logically related into groups. 

Primary Variable: Structures Creating Shared Identities:


The spatial arrangement of the court varied slightly over the three weeks. During the first week the court was divided evenly into two sections, as to allow two basketball games to occur simultaneously. The following two weeks consisted of a spatial arrangement, which dedicated one of the sides to basketball and the other half to either soccer or tennis. The first week's arrangement was very important because it created two subdivisions within the given space. I observed and Michelle attested that 'subdivision-a' was the “less competitive game”, whereas 'subdivision-b' was a realm of higher competition. Generally, the more skilled players participated in subdivision-b. Also, the female players, who consisted of only 2 of the 40+ players that attended, played in subdivision-a. Equally important was that there was an ethnic movement of individuals to favour one side over the other. By this I mean that Asians gathered in subdivision-a, Bahamians and Aboriginals gathered in subdivision-b, and Whites were equally dispersed between the two subdivisions. It should be noted  that participants from all ethnicities could move fluidly between the two divisions at any given moment. In the second spatial arrangement all players competed with one another, though many times the teams were ethnically divided. It is important to remember that the described is general, because any player can play on any team without being discriminated against. The above is just a general spatial layout.


There are also three major positions of playing in basketball, with two extremes: inside and outside playing. Inside playing is usually performed by larger players who can set their bodies near the basket to perform layups. This position usually requires more physical contact with other bodies. Outside performers are generally smaller and rely on shooting, bouncing skills and usually resort to layups when extreme physical contact can be avoided. The final position acts as a mediator between the two extremes. These players usually use a combination of the inside and outside playing.


Different styles of playing are also apparent at Basketball Night. Michelle stated that the Asians generally play an outside style of playing that relies heavily on shooting. I observed that this was most true when the Asian demographic played with each other. They mostly moved the ball around the outside area and shot significantly more frequent than any other group. The Bahamians could be described as the most athletically radical group of the participants. Whether they performed inside or outside, they were generally the participants most athletically fit for their position. Analyzing the playing styles of the White, Aboriginal, and other players was difficult, probably because I fall within this bracket. It did appear to be the most stratified group of players in terms of skill – many were greatly skilled and others were not. The female players made up a small fraction of the total participants, making it difficult to discern their style of playing. Unbiased and accurate inquiry of female styles of performance would require further observation. In describing these styles of play, I do not wish to label certain ethnicities as functionally tied to a style. Instead, I believe that these styles can be derived from the participants' societies and environments of enculturation.


The language and ideologies of basketball is a basis for constructing a common identity among all participants. By this I mean that all the players are associated with terms such as shooting, offense, teamwork, sniper, driving forward, etc. Furthermore, there is are a number of different languages and dialects within the shared space. There are also common conceptions of winning, teamwork and trust. Finally, the NBA TM and ideologies of commodification appeared to have penetrated the informal space of basketball. These terms, languages/dialects, and ideologies relate to larger societal and identity discourses; which will be analyzed later.


Also, each night there was 1 – 2 plays that were memorable, or plays-of-the-night. During these plays most or all participants were attentive to the performance being displayed on the court. Following the execution of a play-of-the-night there was a collective vocal display of satisfaction by most of the participants. These plays usually involved a mixture of what Gmelch (1992: 175-181) calls “luck” and skill. Often such a play occurs during a neck-in-neck game, where the win could go to either team.

Secondary Variable: Apparent Discrimination:


The most evident data of this was the lack of female participants and the mistreatment of them. Over the three weeks a total of 3 women were observed as accepted participants. In each of the three instances these women only played 2 games. Many other male players had played significantly more than the women. In one instance, a team rotated players throughout a game because they had extra players. During this game the female player was placed last and “forgotten” about on the sidelines.


During the game a participant stated that he was going to go home to watch American Idol TM. This was followed by a remark by another male player who said “[paraphrased] Oh! Your manliness has been broken!”. Also, while a female participant played a game, a male on the sidelines said “she plays like a man.” During week two, both halves of the gym were occupied when the participants of Basketball Night arrived. At this time, all of the Basketball Night participants were male. As a group, they forced three women, who had there own game of basketball going, entirely off the court.

7. Analysis: a and b) Discourse analysis and sociolinguistics proves useful in the analysis of the ideologies and language used at Basketball Night (Mascia-Lees and Black 2000: 80-91) It is also useful in understanding the gender-discriminating events that took place throughout the three weeks. I also used Sparkes' (2004: 399-402 from Frank 1991) different body types to analyze the performances of individuals. I mostly take a Qualitative/Interpretivist approach, given that the majority of the project is focused on how the words and actions of individuals relate to cultural meanings. In some instances do assume Quantitative/Positivist standpoint when I use simple demographic statistics. c and d) In analyzing the observed discourses and performances, I come to reveal the structures that formulate norms and beliefs of “truths” within the basketball community. Delving into these performances and discourses assist one in understanding how basketball is temporally and spatially situated in the socio-cultural sphere. This analysis will also provide a sturdy basis for further study in basketball.

8. Conclusions: a and b) The formation of different identities was found within the site of observation. The first week's subdivisions created an environment for participants to identify as either competitive players or non-competitive. Within the two subdivisions slightly different attitudes were displayed throughout the game. When a player in subdivision-a, non-competitive side, performed a mistake his teammates would not make a big deal of it. In fact, it was encouraged for me to take a 'bad shot' of shooting the ball while sitting on the floor. Also, when another novel player was having difficulty playing the game competitively, his teammates provided advice to help him “better his game.” I would equate this performance of the body as a communicative body, which creates itself through the interactions with others (Sparkes 2004: 399-402). In the opposing subdivision, players created themselves through beating the other team; characteristics of the dominating body (ibid). Teammates reacted to mistakes with gestures of disappointment. Usually any action that could potentially hinder a team's chances of winning was not encouraged. It is arguable that the two performances of the body create two realms of identity for the participants at Basketball Night.


Also, the players' positions foster a discourse common to Basketball Night. Usually, an outside player is considered the “leader or captain” of the team. This player initially decides the ball movement, directs the positioning of players and is often a key player in scoring a point. This can be seen in higher levels of basketball; players such as Steve Nash, Jason Kidd and Chris Paul are key “playmakers” to their team. Inside players may do a lot of physical work, score equal or more points and maybe as essential to the team, but are rarely labeled “leaders” – a prime example being Shaquille O'Neal. The labels on positions reflect warlike ideas. In Western society, the leaders direct the military. The military do the physical work, but do not receive the praise given to the leader of that squad. For example, when Bush directed the military to bomb Afghanistan in response to September 11th; he was intially given credit for the “success”, not the military that performed the bombing. The notion that following the captain will lead to success is a discourse that reflects the militant ideas of Western society. 


There were more references to military found in basketball. The terminology used of a “shooting” is the most important aspect of this. Shooting basically means to gain the success of winning in basketball. Players who were proficient at shooting were called “snipers.” These terms tie to war, where shooting, thereby killing, is essential for success and survival. Moreover, the accepted means to success is through dominating your opponent. Even the rules within the game of basketball allude to concepts of war. Committing a foul is similar to committing a war crime. Either one is seen as a mistake on the other person, and confrontation may arise when the “committer” does not admit to her/his misdeed.  Hence, basketball can be viewed as an institution that purports a Western discourse, success via military acts of shooting, domination and following the “rules of war.”


Rules also allude to the ideologies of equality and trust. The rules of basketball see all players, of any skill level, as equal participants in the game. In “basketball theory” any team has an opportunity to beat another team, no matter how slim the chances. Players exchange the power of scoring periodically, which further maintains an equal chance of winning between oppositions. Trust is expressed through calling committed fouls and through teamwork. From the latter, the participant embodies the ideology that teamwork leads to success. Due to the belief that we are equal, trusting your teammate to do their job is how you win. In reality this is not always true, but basketball supports the discourse stating that all individuals are equal; thereby trusting your teammates will lead to success.


The apparent congregation ethnic groups into divisions of space and teams also serves as another source of identification. I did not observe any significant acts of racism, but teams did find it enjoyable to play with people of their culture. This phenomenon stemmed from three factors: styles, cultural values and language. As mentioned before, different cultures had different styles of playing. It would be logical for a participant to wish to play with members of her/his culture. The most interesting style of playing was the “Asian style”, because it was the most apparent one. I was told by Michelle that a possibility for this characteristic could be the playing style of the Chinese Basketball Association (CBA). I was told that the style of the CBA is similar to the one displayed by the Asians demographic. I believe this is a reasonable proposition, because during the broadcasting of the 2008 Olympics it was repeated that the CBA is becoming increasingly more popular with the Asian community. It was also remember hearing that the CBA played a game focused of shooting.


The cultural values of players on the court also plays an important role in sectoring individuals into ethnical factions. As stated above the players in subdivision-a expressed a communicative body that avoided unnecessary confrontations. In subdivision-b, Bahamians often engaged in verbal disputes to decide whether a foul was committed or not. During these disputes players raise their voices to “outyell” the other in exclaiming her/his position. This is characteristic of the dominating body, because in the goal to to outwit and dominate the opposing side through the power of voice.


When participants worked with other players of their ethnicity, they often communicated using their native language. Also, the Bahamanians probably found this ethnical division most fruitful, due to their shared strong dialects. With alike players they could more easily communicate to their teammates during a game. A noteworthy event was when an individual actually changed her/his dialect when communicating to different ethnic groups. They favoured the Bahamian dialect when speaking to Bahamians, but used a dialect that was chiefly English when talking to other participants. The above illustrates how styles of play, cultural values and use of language/dialect act as mediums for the creation of a common identity.


The play-of-the-night serves as a medium of contemplating a shared memory (Dyck 2000: 30). In one case a player scored a game-winning shot. Afterwards he was happily greeted by a player on the sidelines. Later, after Basketball Night, Michelle and I talked of the play we witnessed. Discussing this shared memory served as a way for us to identify with each other. We both claimed that this play was a 'good play.' We shared the values to classify this play, thus uniting us. This is similar of the other participants that later spoke of the play, which identified them as players of the community of Basketball Night.


The advertisement of the NBA TM and other companies of sports-related products was evident in the field of observation. In fact, Luis stated that in basketball “it's all about the shoes.” Upon observation, and through past personal experiences, I found this to be true. Players often displayed expensive shoes. A good pair of shoes is said to help one play significantly better, but more importantly it serves as a medium of identification. Brand-name shoes are easily recognized by many players of basketball. An expensive pair of shoes displays one's economic standing in society and the pride they take in the sport of basketball. Capitalism has infiltrated the sport by presenting products that act as mediums to gain economic status and the status of a basketball player.


Basketball Night was structured gender asymmetrically. The discrimination of women was most evident when the participants of Basketball Night forced three women to move off of a subdivision. Upon  leaving, one of the women stated that they were already kicked off the other subdivision by two men wishing to play soccer. Another important aspect of this act was that the participants chose to kick off the 3 women as oppose to the 2 men playing soccer. Logically, the participants would have been most successful by coercing the 2 individuals to leave as oppose to the 3. The only way for this choice to be logically sound is by accepting the ideology of women being inferior to men. This ideology of female inferiority was further expressed when female participants were pushed to the sidelines and not given equal playing time.


Additionally, the statement of a player “losing his manliness” because of watching a televised show continues the discourse of masculinity being important to basketball. The statement of the female participant “playing like a guy” also seeks to establish this masculine base. These two statements imply that the only appropriate conduction of the body in basketball is a masculine performance. I suggest that these acts of gender discrimination reflect the historical values of the Western culture that have structurally labeled women as inferior.


In conclusion, my initial hypothesis of identity formation was supported by the multiple indicators discussed above. Moreover, basketball was shown to be an institution of the construction of Western values and capitalism. My observations did disprove any initial thoughts I had of racism being inherent to Basketball Night, but the discrimination of women was not. The observed data overtly illustrates that Basketball Night, and possibly other contexts of basketball, are androcentric. 

9. Self-reflection: I did not observe any overt reactivity that would have hindered my project. Furthermore, I did not encounter any untruths provided by my informants or other participants. Due to my interest to the sport, I have recognized that I may be bias in certain respects; therefore, I have been careful in reaching conclusions. Wherever possible precautionary steps were taken to avoid a bias-based analysis; these steps included: continual self-reflection, checking my opinions against the information of my informants, and relying heavily on empirical data. I do recognize that both of my informants play the basketball. So, there is still the possibility of bias within this analysis. Much of the data I observed was withheld from the above description for the sake of the essay's length, but I hope to provide a sound base for the possibility of further research. Pursuit in the following areas of inquiry may be interesting to the reader: the reclamation of identity within the  game of basketball; an approach of semiotics to basketball language/terminology, such as “flying” being the idea of the sound-image “jump”, thereby creating the sign of “social movement” (Ingold 2007: 7-38); or further research of identity construction in basketball, especially in more competitive leagues such as the WNBA TM. Finally, I suggested that basketball is a male-dominated sport. The significance of this differs contextually. For example, women's leagues are an exception. In spite of this, I hold that a significant majority of basketball dwells in a male-dominated realm.
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